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AUTHOR'S NOTE

Immortalized in ballad, play, and film, the life

of Rodrigo Ruy Diaz — El Cid, Compeador
— has fascinated storytellers through the cen-

turies. There is, in fact, no tangible trace of

the Cid today, except for one or two old parch-

ments that name him; but he lives in legend

and history.

In spite of painstaking historical researches

that have been in progress for hundreds of

years, old fallacies die hard. Historian Ramon
Menendez Pidal was successful in separating

much of the fiction from fact, yet the Cid is

still described in many Spanish references as

"semi-mythical."

A whole library has grown around his name,

but the Cid did live and die between the years

1043 and 1099. Relating to his life are records

written in his lifetime and still in existence.

The Poema de mio Cid> written within forty

years of his death, so closely relates to Spanish

and Arab history that it may be considered

documentary.

After a century or two, however, the ro-



mantic bent of minstrels and balladeers

thought to improve on history and take poetic

license. A number of ballads, such as Mo-
cedadez, were told and retold, often recounting

adventures of Cid's youth with people who
were long dead before he was born. The fiction

also included the episode of the duel and death

of the imaginary Count Gomez Lozano and
Cid's subsequent marriage to the count's or-

phan daughter, Jimena, who was also fictional.

However, Cid did marry a member of the

royal house of Asturias whose name was
Himena (Ximena).

It is the undocumented years of Ruy Diaz's

life that fascinated me and tempted my imag-

ination. Especially when I learned it is believed

he enjoyed a loving relationship with the

daughter of an Islamic ruler. No actual ev-

idence supported the idea that Cid's marriage

to Himena was founded on love. To the con-

trary, it would seem it was a politically ad-

vantageous move on both their parts. Three

daughters were born into this marriage, but

the known movements of the Cid and their

respective dates of birth do not always cor-

respond and give credence that he was their

father. It is known that daughters had little

worth except for alliances through their mar-
riages, and it would be quite possible— were
any of Himena's children sons and heirs —



that the Cid might have protested that he was
their father.

In researching this material my flights of

fancy took me toward the romantic notion that

Ruy Diaz would have loved the woman he

chose for himself, rather than the woman pol-

itics chose for him.

Fern Michaels





PROLOGUE

Through the high narrow windows of their

bed chamber the midnight sky seemed a tap-

estry of lights, the stars appearing so close that

one might reach up to touch them. The sheer

curtains billowed inward from the early au-

tumn breezes, bringing the faint, heady aroma
of fallen leaves, damp earth, and the crispness

of snow from the nearby mountaintops.

Mirjana curled her body against his, more
for love than for warmth. Her head rested

lightly on his shoulder, her arm wrapped
around his naked chest. This was the best

place to be, she had told him often, sighing

with satisfaction as she nestled against him.

And it was, he knew. Having her beside him
this way, feeling each light beat of her heart,

each stirring of her breath, was in its own way
his heaven.

She fit so neatly against him, her full breasts

pressed to him, her thigh thrown so intimately

over his. There was a new contour to add to

her beauty, the swelling of their child who
grew within her. His hand grazed lovingly



down the length of her, careful not to disturb

her sleep. The incredible softness of her skin

was warm and vibrant beneath his touch. The
slope of her back, the curve of her hip, the

perfume of her hair were potent aphrodisiacs

to his prowess. He had made love to her not

an hour before and yet, if she invited him,

he would take her again.

Mirjana. His Mirjana. Soft, gray eyes half-

closed in passion, pouting lips that murmured
his name. She had given him the precious gift

of her love and with each wonderful expres-

sion of it he was renewed. Tenderly, he

pressed closer to her, wanting her again,

knowing he would never have enough of her.

Sensing his wakefulness, her eyes opened,

smiling up at him in the half light from the

dying fire in the hearth. She welcomed his

touch to the sensitive skin of her breasts and
sighed contentedly when his hand slipped

lower, grazing along her velvet haunches to

the downy soft triangle between her thighs.

She knew his need for her and it was echoed

in her everlasting desire for him.

No other man existed for her, only Ruy.

He knew every inch of her body, every curve

and hollow, and claimed them for his own with

a tenderness born of love. He caressed her

gently with his warrior's hands, taking com-
mand of her senses and control of her passions.
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He was a masterful lover, demanding and ur-

gent, heating her responses to a fiery blaze.

And he was soft with her when she needed
him to be soft, provoking her passions and
teasing her to a wanton pitch. He filled her,

this man she loved, replenishing her soul with

himself, saturating her heart with his love and

sating her desires and lusty hungers with his

own throbbing urgencies.

He would take her again and it would be

no less glorious than the last. He covered her

with his body, fitting himself between her

thighs, searching for her center and invading

it with his flesh. Cradled together in a loving

embrace they knew a sense of coming home,

where love burned the fires of passion brighter

than any they had ever known.
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CHAPTER 1

When the early morning sun reflected the

heavenly colors of pink and mauve against the

towering white spires of the Mosque on the far

side of the city, she could imagine the mythical

Unicorn prancing with high-stepping grace

from his sanctuary in the clouds to rejoice in

the blessing of another day. His equine hooves,

flashing with rainbows, seemed to scrape the

cerulean blue sky above the glimmering sky-

line of buildings and facades created by the

hands of the world's most artistic craftsmen.

Seville lay before her, jewel of the western

world, center of learning and culture and art,

built on the southern rolling plains of Spain

that were known by Muslim and Christian

alike as al-Andalus.

Within sight of the brilliantly tiled exterior

of the Great Mosque stood the palace of

Mutadid, where visiting dignitaries came to

discuss diplomatic policies, and scholars from
the world over brought their newest and most
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startling discoveries. Artisans and poets were

welcome to fill the halls with their crafts,

music, and manuscripts while seeking financial

support and patronage for which Mutadid was

famously generous.

Mirjana, first daughter of Mutadid by his

second wife, stood on the balcony overlooking

the tiled courtyard where armed guardsmen

supervised the packing of precious gifts that

were to complement the caravan through the

wild plains outside Seville to the Taifa King-

dom of Granada. She kept her smoky gray

eyes on the horizon of the city, immersing

herself in her daydreams of the Unicorn,

dreading the sight that was taking place be-

neath her balcony. She knew that casks and
crates crammed with precious silks and silver

plateware and golden chalices were stacked

beside bolts of imported velvets embroidered

with golden threads and coffers of costly spices

and perfumes. Her full, sensuous mouth puck-

ered into a grim line. Thick, golden tipped

lashes fluttered against her smooth ivory

cheeks. The caravan was being assembled to

take her to Granada, to leave her there in the

harem of Yusuf, emir of that kingdom, where
she was expected to take her place as Yusufs

third wife.

Mirjana's hands clasped over her breasts,

as if trying to quell the furious beating of her
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heart. A silent cry swelled in her throat and
her eyes squeezed shut in misery. To leave

Seville, her beloved home, to leave her family

and friends to make a place for herself in

Yusufs already too crowded harem. It was
unthinkable, unbearable.

A fist banged against the rail of the balcony.

It would not be! It could not! Regardless of

what preparations were made for the trek to

Granada, regardless of her father's orders and
the pact he had made with Yusuf, when the

time came for the caravan to leave, it would
leave without her. To leave Seville was an in-

tolerable thought. Here was the place of her

youth, of her very existence. To leave it would
mean the death of her soul, of her heart. It

would mean the end of all that mattered to

her, of her life. She would never see Omar
again. The thought stabbed her with a furious

sharp dagger. Never to see Omar again! Never
to sit beside him while he read to her from
his manuscripts, sharing his dreams with her,

looking down at her with his dark, glowing

gaze, that smile she had come to love softening

the curve of his mouth. She could not leave

him! She wouldn't!

"Do you hear me, Tanige?" Mirjana clam-

ored to her servant who was folding masses

of her mistress's garments in preparation for

the caravan. "I will not leave Seville, and that
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is my final word!"

Tanige backed away from Mirjana's deter-

mination, her eyes downcast, head bobbing

to show she had indeed understood her mis-

tress's distress.

Whirling about, Mirjana entered the cathe-

dral proportions of her suite, stepping over

and onto her belongings which were scattered

about the room, kicking them into further dis-

array, undoing Tanige's work. "Get these

things out of my sight. Put them away. I in-

tend to see my father and settle this lunacy

once and for all!" She propelled herself toward

the doorway, kicking sundry items out of her

path, her ivory complexion flushed with
anger.

Tanige watched Mirjana leave the suite in

search of the emir, her father. The soft apricot

silk gown rustled with the angry hiss of a viper

with each step her mistress took, and the

sound birthed hope in Tanige's scrawny
breast. At last her mistress was going to speak

her mind and throw herself on Mutadid's
mercy, begging him to cancel this marriage

contract to Emir Yusuf, allowing them both
to remain here in Seville.

Mirjana was less than ten years old when
Tanige had been selected to become her hand-
maiden. Older than her mistress by almost two
years, Tanige had been grateful for the op-
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portunity to escape the drudgery of the cav-

ernous kitchens in the lower regions of the

palace where her mother still worked. She had
been blessed by the winking eye of Allah, her

mother was always quick to remind her when-
ever she had cause to complain. As a personal

handmaiden, she was responsible for laundry

and other personal duties to Princess Mirjana,

a station that carried responsibility and dig-

nity. To be shut into the kitchens sweating

over braziers and stoves and constant scrub-

bing was a life much closer to hell than to

be surrounded by luxury and refinement. That
Mirjana was a considerate and kind mistress

was a double blessing.

Tanige carefully folded a delicate face veil,

a yashmak of gossamer sheer fabric, and placed

it on Mirjana's bed which was draped in pale

blue silk. The entire suite was decorated in

shades of blue with the softest of ivory accents.

It was a serene atmosphere, cool and refined,

like Mirjana herself. The only flash of colors

to disrupt the eye were the occasional pillows

and tapestries of crimson and burnt ocher.

Tanige smiled, knowing these accent colors

could be said to represent her mistress's sud-

den flares of temper and rebellion. Like the

suite's accessories, these bouts of temper were

few and far between, but added life and bold-

ness to an otherwise complacent personality.
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Tanige reminded herself that when Mirjana

decided to make herself heard, the entire pal-

ace was forced to sit up and listen. This was

what she was counting upon now. Mutadid

just had to listen to his daughter; he had to

take pity on her! Tanige's own fate, along with

Mirjana's, depended upon it!

Outside the ornately carved and Mozarabic

arched door leading to Mutadid's private

chamber, Mirjana encountered an armed sen-

try from the palace guard. "Step aside, I wish

to see my father." Her tone sizzled with au-

thority and her gray eyes glowered with such

ferocity the guardsman almost obeyed her.

Then, remembering his duty, he extended his

arm across the doorway, barring her entrance.

"Princess Mirjana, Emir Mutadid has not

yet risen."

"Stand back," she ordered, pushing past

him, banging on the door with her fist. "Fa-

ther, are you awake? Fm coming in. I must
see you!"

From behind the door came a sleepy grum-
ble. "If you must." Mutadid sat up in his bed,

pulling the covers up around his chest and
smoothing his dark beard with his fingers. A
vain man by nature, he disliked facing any-
one before his morning ablutions and having
the opportunity to dress and comb his beard.

He had been expecting this meeting with his
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daughter, and he had also been taking pains

to avoid it. Now, with her banging on his door,

there was nothing to be done for it. It would
be unseemly for him to deny his own child

an audience and would no doubt set the entire

palace speculating on his cowardice in refusing

to see her. Mirjana's flights of temper were
well advertised by any and all who had met
the lash of her tongue.

"Father! I insist on seeing you, and this —
this dolt refuses to allow me to enter!" Mirjana

stood her ground outside the door, refusing

to move or give an inch. The sentry was pain-

fully aware of the fact that this was a royal

princess who was wrestling with his barricad-

ing arm to gain entrance to the emir's apart-

ments.

"Enter, I say!" Mutadid called again, raising

his voice above the din outside his door.

"Allow her to pass!" Allah be blessed, all this

commotion at so early an hour.

Tripping past the sentry into the private

chamber, Mirjana shot him one last look of

triumph and purposefully slammed the door

in his face. Once inside Mutadid's suite the

audacity of her behavior struck her. Regard-

less of the fact he was her father, he was also

her king! He demanded her respect as one of

his subjects, daughter or no. Stubbornly hold-

ing fast to her conviction, she called to him

19



again, her voice echoing off the high vaulted

ceiling decorated with frescoes depicting a

royal hunt. "Father!"

"My hearing is not impaired, Daughter. I

insist you lower your voice before you have

my entire household in an uproar." Mutadid
stepped out from behind a faceted screen,

fumbling with the belt on his robe.

Mirjana felt the force of his reproachful stare

as he moved toward her. He was a huge man,
tall of height and broad of girth, and beside

him, she felt tiny and ineffectual. Summoning
her nerve, she was determined to hold her

ground and speak her mind. Then she would
beg if she must, but he had to rescind his

plans. He simply had to!

"It is rather early for a visit from my daugh-
ter, is it not?" Mutadid's voice seemed to fill

the room, sending shivers up her spine.

Mutadid may be many things, but of them,

he was never a fool. He was quick to realize

she had been neglecting to use his respectful

title of "Emir," calling him by the familiar

term of "father." Even as a royal princess,

court etiquette demanded she always refer to

him by his royal title.

"Your point is well taken, my emir. I was
rude and beg forgiveness." She spoke softly

in a tone that was almost a purr as her eyes

narrowed like those of a cats as she faced him.
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Mutadid almost shuddered. He could never

quite decide which was worse— her shouting

fiiry or her cat's purr. "Some day, Allah per-

mit, I will understand why you were not born
a son. You've the boldness of a man when
it suits your needs."

"If I were born a son, I would be deemed
valuable by my father, and I would never have

to hear the pain of being sent away from my
home and his household." Mirjana's eyes were
downcast, a tremor in her voice.

So, he was correct, Mutadid thought. At last

she had come to beg her way out of the mar-
riage agreement with Yusuf. It was a pity, in

this above all else, he could not give her her

way. The contracts were signed and already

gifts had been exchanged. There was no way
to escape it without losing face. The territories

and outlands between Seville and Granada
had already given their tribute and taxes to

Mutadid's treasury as was part of the arrange-

ment with Yusuf. With the gold already sitting

in his own coffers, Mutadid would disgrace

himself if he withdrew from the agreement

now. And it was unthinkable to return the

tax tribute. Unthinkable!

Mirjana stood before her father, her eyes

downcast, her heart sinking as though she

could read his mind. She had mulled this over

hundreds of times, and she knew Mutadid
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would consider it unthinkable to return the

gold from his treasury to Yusuf. But it was

also unthinkable for her to go to Granada to

marry a man she could never love.

It was difficult for Miitadid to face his

daughter. She was so comely, so feminine. The
apricot silk gown she wore brought out the

youthful blush on her cheeks and enhanced

the golden lights in her burnished hair. Even
her eyes, so like her mother's, seemed lumi-

nescent and fathomless, like the shadows in

the forest, against the pale, warm color. Slim

and graceful, taller than fashion dictated, she

would be a welcome addition to Yusuf s

household. A further pity that she would
merely become Yusufs third wife, never ac-

complishing the respected station that her wits

and charm and education should have en-

sured her. Perhaps that was where he had
wronged her, allowing her to become edu-

cated, tutored in mathematics and languages

and philosophies. As a first daughter by his

second wife, Cloe, Mirjana never could hope
to enjoy the respect and station that the chil-

dren by his first wife received. Ah, but that

was the way of things. There was rank and
distinction even within families. If only this

one with the quick tongue and agile mind were
a son! He would have raised her above all the

others. Dolts, all of them! Allah be praised
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that he live long enough to see the day when
any of his sons became responsible and clever

enough to take the throne. Out of five sons

there was not a one who was as quick or facile

as Mirjana. Life could sometimes be difficult,

even for the emir of a great province like Se-

ville. This was no time, he told himself, to

soften to Mirjana's desires or pleas.

Turning his back on his daughter, refusing

to see the questions in her eyes, Mutadid
stepped toward the doors of his balcony,

opened them and entered the bright shaft of

sunlight. "I have been a good father to you,

Mirjana. Of all your brothers and sisters I have

been most proud of you. Learning and culture

were bred into you. Your own mother was
a woman of letters and intelligence. Would
that she would have lived long enough to give

me a son! Instead, I have you. You have been

a joy to me, my daughter. I have loved you.

But as you know, daughters have their value

through the marriages they make. As Yusufs

intended you have brought great sums into

my treasury as well as gifts befitting a child

of an emir. I assure you, Yusuf is a kindly

man, clever and charming. Many of your own
sisters would be glad to change places with

you, but it was you for whom Yusuf asked,

and I will not disappoint him!"

Mutadid kept his gaze directed to the gar-
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dens beneath his balcony and to the city be-

yond the palace walls. He could not bring him-

self to face Mirjana and see her breaking heart.

Never would he allow himself to believe he

was doing her a disservice by sending her to

Yusuf. He would never allow that doubt to

creep into his conscience.

"You will join the caravan and be on your

way to Granada just as planned. Allow no

harsh words to pass between us, Mirjana. I

want us to part with joy for your forthcoming

marriage to Yusuf." Mutadid felt no guilt. He
had fulfilled his role of parent, more than ful-

filled it by six years. Mirjana was nearly

twenty years old, past the age when she should

have been given in marriage.

"I humble myself to you, Father. You must
reconsider and allow me to stay here in Seville.

I beg you. I will make myself useful to you.

I will teach the younger children —

"

"Enough! I will hear no more! A man, even
a man who is also a father, must have peace."

Raising his dark gaze, Mutadid viewed his

child. Gray eyes, alive with lights and shadows
that always seemed to glimmer with untold

secrets, stared back at him. They were lovely

eyes; a man could lose himself in them, drown
in them and welcome the fate he would find

in those fathomless depths. Yet they were
eyes that were lacking a woman's one saving
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grace — humility. This one, with her warm
ivory skin and slender patrician nose, could

never be humble. Looking at her, he could

mourn his grief for her mother from whom
Mirjana inherited this vibrant beauty, and
knew that since the day she had entered this

world he had been pleased she had displayed

Cloe's Circassian blood rather than his own
Berber heritage. He watched as Mirjana's

lower lip trembled. It was on the tip of his

tongue to tell her that if she cried he would
bodily tie her to the caravan's lead horse and
drive her from the city now, this moment.
Oh, to be rid of her. To escape the indecision

and conflict she was creating in him. He was
old and ailing, and he had already sent price-

less treasure to Yusuf to honor the forthcom-

ing marriage. It wasn't that he was penurious,

he excused himself, it was the principle of the

matter. A man could not allow women to rule

his life! If Mirjana was to have her way then

he would be an open target for each of his

other daughters to work their wiles on him.

Rarely, if ever, did a woman bring a dowry
to her husband that was as rich as the one

he had granted. He could hold his head high

and know he was sending Mirjana to Granada

with monumental respectability.

Once Mirjana arrived in Granada at Yusufs

palace, Mutadid's obligation would be com-
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pleted. And should Mirjana become sulky or

complaining, these faults would fall on Yusufs

deaf ears— ears deafened by the clank of gold

and jewels falling into his coffers from his

third wife's marriage pledge.

"You know I love you, Daughter. As your

father, I must see to your best interests. If

your mother were here now, she would agree

with me. She would be delighted that you are

escaping the stain of spinsterhood, even at

your advanced age, and that you will have

children. It will be a new life, an adventure!"

Mirjana's carefully controlled fury broke.

"A new life, is it? Have you considered that

my children, your grandchildren, will be fa-

thered by Yusuf? How proud will you be if

they resemble their father? What if they have

fish scales for skin and round, popping eyes?

Has it occurred to you that the odious Yusuf
of Granada will be touching my person?" See-

ing the expression on Mutadid's face, she con-

tinued. "Aha, you hadn't thought of that, had
you? I will gag! Is this what is expected of

a daughter of the great Emir of Seville? How
can you, my father, subject me to that . . .

that fat fish who salivates at the mouth when
be looks upon food and women? He's a pig!"

she exhorted, condemning Yusuf to the worst

of all epithets in Islam— a foul, unclean pig!

"Mirjana! I will not have revolt in my
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household! You know nothing of which you
speak, and I must hasten to remind you that

I am your ruler, your emir, and as such I de-

mand your respect." Gratified that Mirjana's

demeanor instantly became deferential, he
continued in a calm, fatherly tone. "You have
not seen Yusuf since you were a child. I assure

you he is a man of charm and eloquence, most
fitting for a daughter of Mutadid. You wound
me that you should believe I would send you
to someone beneath your station. You speak

as though I were casting you out among dogs,

as though Yusuf were as barbarous as that one

we called El Cid, who prowls and pillages the

outlands of al-Andalus, who would ravage you
and leave you to die amid the brambles.

"

Mirjana stood, thunderstruck. There was
so much else she wanted to say. She wanted

to stomp her feet, and rail and cry and curse

the fates that were sending her away from
Seville, from all she had ever known, from

one she loved more than life itself. Mutadid
had pulled himself to full height, squaring

his shoulders, his dark eyes sparkling with

challenge. She instinctively knew that if she

continued with this rebellion, Mutadid would

indeed tie her to the lead horse of the caravan

and send her out from Seville this very instant.

In a voice that crackled with rancor, Mirjana

faced her father. "Allah forgive you for what
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you are doing to me, my emir, my father,

for I cannot."

For a long moment Mutadid looked into his

daughter's face, feeling somehow humbled
and at a loss by her last statement. She had

never spoken to him this way; none of his

children had ever spoken to him this way. The
shock of it was like a dagger to the heart.

An old man, Mutadid nodded his head, feeling

as though each year of his life weighed heavily

on his shoulders. His vainglorious pride and

ego were injured. He had never thought to

hear such a thing from a child of his loins.

Mirjana was insolent and stubborn, forgetting

her father's authority and the respect due him
as her emir. If their parting was to be such,

so be it. Anger could also be a balm to a guilty

spirit.

"Leave me now, Mirjana. Through the

centuries children have been known to rebel

against their parents, and fate and Allah

always seem to turn it around. Some day,

child, you will again need my fatherly concern.

As your emir, I assure you of it. As your father,

you should know that / forgive you."

Mirjana sat quietly in her rooms, exhausted
by the confrontation with Mutadid. There was
so much she should have said, so much she

should have done. Her relationship with her
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father had never been one of close familial

ties. There were too many children, too many
wives, and all too many duties to cloud Muta-
did's attentions to single out one child among
many. Still, it rankled her that Mutadid always

reminded her that she was nearly worthless

as a female and yet, bearing the same intel-

ligence and qualities, she would have been in-

dispensable as a son.

Tanige, who had witnessed Mirjana's tem-
per before this, had escaped for regions un-
known, fearful of becoming the brunt of her

mistress's fury. Reclining on her bed, Mir-
jana felt the cool satin pillow beneath her

cheek. The day was almost done. She had
been sulking here for hours, and now the sun

was dipping behind the walls of the palace,

its big, coppery hues burning a path to her

bed and filling her suite with color.

Mirjana sighed. In her heart she had known
Mutadid would not bend. Her fate had been

arranged and now it was sealed. She was
doomed to spend the rest of her life in Gra-

nada, third wife of Yusuf. "I should have told

my father there is one here in the palace whom
I love above all others. I should have spoken

my heart." And now it was too late. Her hasty

words had caused a rift between them that

might never be bridged. She pounded her fist

into the pillow, squeezing her eyes shut against
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the sudden image of Omar, beautiful Omar,
whose liquid dark gaze burned with fervor

and passion. Perhaps Mutadid would have

weakened if she had been honest. If her father

truly loved her, surely he would admit there

was no better husband for her than the gentle

Persian poet, Omar Khayyam.
No, she comforted herself. Mutadid was a

man of power sitting on the Islamic throne of

Seville. Emirs 5

daughters did not marry poets.

Theirs was a destiny dictated by policies and

political obligations. No matter what she

would have said to Mutadid, the outcome
would have remained the same.

Stunned by the pain of regret, Mirjana bur-

ied her face into the damp pillow. Omar didn't

think it awful that she was nearly twenty years

of age and still unmarried. "He could love

me," she cried out in her loneliness. "I know
he could. And if he doesn't, I have enough
love for the two of us. We could spend our

days beneath the acacia trees while he reads

his works to me." Sweet Omar. How could

she bear to leave him? If only she could hold

his hand and press it to her cheek and feel

the comfort of his gentleness. She needed to

fall under the gaze of his beautiful dark eyes

that seemed to look into the depths of her

soul. It was Omar she should be marrying,
not some middle-aged despot who would take
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her for his third wife, impregnate her and
forget she was alive. A sob rose in her throat

and was born upon the stillness surrounding

her. How would she live without Omar's kind

and gentle words? How would she rise and
face the day knowing that his beautiful face

would not greet her at some point in the day?

"I can't leave you," she sobbed, "I would
rather die!"

Perhaps when Omar learned she had been
unsuccessful in her pleas to Mutadid he would
then go himself to the emir and plead Mir-

jana's case. Would he weep at her departure?

Would he beg for her hand in marriage?

Mirjana sat up, gulping back her tears and

frustration. It was a foolish thought. All along,

for months, she had talked of nothing else but

her resolution not to leave Seville, regardless

of Mutadid's commands. Omar had looked at

her with his suffering eyes and spoken to her,

soothing her fears and calming her indigna-

tion. The words he had used were not those

she wished to hear but they were beautiful

all the same. He had never truly spoken his

heart to her.

A horrible thought struck Mirjana. Was it

possible Omar did not return her love? Was
she merely the daughter of the emir, his pa-

tron, and he was addressing his duty of tu-

toring her in her studies? Impossible. There
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was such emotion when he read love poems
to her and when he detailed his theories on
astronomy, Mirjana's heart ached for him.

Nothing would do but to be near him, feel

his gaze upon her and hear his wonderful, lyr-

ical voice.

Omar had arrived in Seville two years ear-

lier, his studies taking him from Persia to

Damascus, across the deserts of North Africa,

from palace to palace, hosted by the most pow-
erful rulers in the world until he had discov-

ered Seville. He was known for never staying

in one place as long as he had remained here

in Mutadid's palace. Surely there must be a

reason. Certainly it was because of her. It must
be!

Mirjana wiped the tears from her face with

the back of her hand. She must go to him,

give him this last opportunity to speak his

heart. If he agreed, she would run away with

him, go with him anywhere, to the ends of

the earth if need be. She wasn't behaving like

a silly adolescent with romantic dreams. Her
love for Omar was real. Her passions for him
haunted her sleep when she would dream he
would take her in his arms and teach her the

secrets of the flesh that she had only read about
in the words of the poets he so admired.

Less than an hour later, Mirjana quietly left

her suite of rooms and entered the long marble
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hallway lighted by the warm glow of oil

lamps which were suspended from the high

arches supported by hundreds of slender col-

umns decorated with mosaic tile work. She
was freshly bathed and had changed into a

gown of the softest blue wool, bound at the

waist by a girdle ofgolden embroidered velvet.

Her embroidered felt slippers carried her si-

lently across the highly polished marble floors

as she hurried along the gallery to the stairway

leading below to Omar's quarters.

Timidly, she knocked on his closed door,

and when there was no response, she knocked
again. The door opened a crack and then

wider, and there stood Omar, the light from
the hall falling on his finely carved face, re-

flecting in the black depths of his eyes. Taller

than she, his shoulders were broad and his

waist tapered. There was a manliness about

him, and yet there was a delicacy also. His

innate gracefulness when he moved, the way
his robes and tunics draped and swept the floor

as he walked, the sudden blackness of his

closely cropped beard against his refined fea-

tures — all blended to make him the most

attractive of men. There was romance in his

soul, she believed, and it was shown in each

movement, each spoken word. How beautiful

he is, Mirjana marveled for the thousandth

time. I can't leave him. I won't!
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"Is something wrong, Mirjana?" How ten-

der his voice, as though he were speaking to

a frightened dove. She pretended a calmness

she did not feel as she entered his apartment

which also served as his study and classroom.

"Omar, you really must allow the servants

to clean this room for you. You'll choke on

this chalk dust. Here, let me help/
5

she told

him, searching for an excuse to hide her ner-

vousness. Before he could protest, Mirjana had

his chalks and quills in hand.

"Mirjana, you must not," he told her, taking

the items from her hands. "It is not befitting

a princess to tidy the clutter of a humble
scholar. Something is troubling you. Do you
want to talk about it?

55 Omar's brow drew to-

gether in concern for her, and she wanted
nothing more than to throw herself into his

arms and cry out her love for him.

"I spoke to my father this morning, begging

him not to send me away to Granada to marry
Yusuf. I told him I wanted to stay here in

Seville. I— I . .
." Sudden tears sprang to her

eyes; her voice was choked with emotion.

Seeing her distress, Omar led her to the

divan near the brazier. Her hands were so cold

and she was shaking. Tenderly, he seated her

and knelt down before her, drying her tears

with the hem of his sleeve. "You mustn't cry,

Mirjana. Tell me what troubles you."
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Gulping back her torment, Mirjana said, "I

have told my father I must stay here in Seville.

I — I want to continue my studies with you
as my teacher. I can't bear to leave; I've grown
so fond of you." Mirjana turned her gaze to

Omar, begging him to read the meaning be-

hind her words, begging him to admit his feel-

ings for her.

"Your marriage has been arranged, little

one. You cannot change your father's plans

at this late hour. You'll grow to love Granada.

I have heard it is as splendid as Seville."

"Omar, you are truly the poet." She man-
aged a smile. "You see only good in every-

thing. It is not Granada; it's not my love for

Seville. It's my love for you!" There, she had

said it. The words had tumbled out, and once

said, she knew a lightening of the burden she

had carried for too long.

Omar stared at the beautiful woman-child

unable to believe his ears. What was she say-

ing? How could she love someone such as

himself, he who had no thought for anything

or anyone save his work? He knew that she

had spoken her heart, that she was serious.

How had it happened? When? He must choose

his words carefully, he must be kind and gen-

tle, when he told her the only love he could

ever know, the only commitment he would

ever accept, was his work.
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Mirjana was so young, so impressionable.

Twenty years be damned, she was little more
than a child, innocent and trusting. Believing

herself to be in love with an impoverished poet

past the age of thirty who had no other thought

than for his art and the sciences. It seemed

so long ago since he had come to Seville, and

he recalled the long hours Mirjana would sit

quietly near him, watching him work. Occa-

sionally, he would look up, surprised that she

was still there, and her face would shine with

the light of a hundred lanterns beneath his

notice.

As the weeks turned to months and the

months to years, she had made herself more
conspicuous, delighting in his verses, compre-
hending his philosophies, listening quietly as

he expounded his mathematical theories. And
then there were the long walks in the twilight

where he again would whisper soft phrases

written by the master poets, phrases as soft

as the gray velvet evenings. A student, a

friend, was what Mirjana had been to him
these past two years. And now, he sighed

deeply, knowing no matter what or how he
said it, he was going to hurt her.

Mirjana's gaze devoured him as she waited
for his response. Twilight was descending, cast-

ing his library into shadow. The meager light

from the tall, narrow window fell on him, put-
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ting his delicately carved face into relief

against the darkness behind him. His hair was
as black as the narcissus bud, thick and curly,

and free of the customary turban. She watched
his long, slim fingers toy with the chalk he

had been using, knowing that in her deepest

dreams those sensitive hands had caressed her

body and had combed through her hair. His

mouth was wide and generous, full and tender

of line; his nose, long and as poetic as his son-

nets. But it was to his eyes that her gaze always

returned. Dark, burning, with a shadow of

suffering that melted a woman's heart and
made her arms ache to hold him.

Prompted by her overwhelming need for

him, Mirjana spoke. "I know you can love

me, Omar. It's only that you've never tried."

Her voice was a husky whisper, rife with an-

guish, desolate with yearning.

"Mirjana, heart of the tender rose, in my
life there has never been a woman as dear to

me as you." Even as he spoke her face lit with

happiness. Suddenly, he was astounded by the

loveliness before him— thick, red-gold curls

arranged on the top of her head, only the

wispiest of tendrils framing her face, haloing

it; wide, smoky gray eyes that lent a coolness

to her smooth, pale gold complexion; curving,

sensuous mouth, smiling one moment, pouting

with concentration the next. Mirjana of Se-
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ville, a beautiful woman, artfully crafted for

a man's hand and eye to enjoy, to relish. And
within her burned the fires of the spirit that

could seduce a man's heart to beat for her

alone. How had he never noticed the allure

of this creature who was a vision of Allah's

handiwork? How could he have spent long

hours in her company, tutoring her in her

studies and have never seen the spark that

glowed within her that craved for a man's love

to ignite it to a flame?

Something in his eyes, some thought, must
have made itself known to her. Next he knew
she was in his arms, clinging to him, her lips

pressed close to his ear, breathing words of

devotion and submission. He held her, in-

tensely aware of her slim, supple form, know-
ing the fragrance of her perfume and the sweet

power of her allure.

"Mirjana," he breathed, alarmed to hear his

voice a trembling whisper. "You are so in-

nocent, so loving, you don't know what you
do to a man."
"No, Omar, I don't. Show me, teach me.

Show me how love can be between a man and
a woman. Show me what the poets and min-
strels write about, sing about. Show me the

caress that stirs a man's blood and takes him
into oblivion where the pleasures of the flesh

rule the logic of the mind. Show me, gentle
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teacher, show me . .
."

Her voice throbbed through him, exciting

him as no woman ever had. She called him
teacher, yet she held the answers. She had
been his student, and now she was maestro,

plucking at his emotions like the thrum of a

thousand lutes, enticing him to gather her into

his arms and seek her giving mouth with his

own.
Mirjana's fingers played with the fastenings

of his surplice and tunic, undoing them, sliding

between fabric and skin in a slow, sensual ex-

ploration. The fine hairs on his chest teased

her fingers, rubbing against her palm, bringing

the knowledge that there was softness in the

contact between the flesh of a man and the

flesh of a woman.
Tendrils of fire licked her spine as his hands

gripped her, holding her closer, allowing her

access to the hidden mysteries of desire. Pull-

ing her to her feet, he gazed down at her,

his eyes mirroring dark shadows. Mirjana bra-

zened his gaze, her mind and body receptive

to him, willing him to again be her teacher,

this time in a subject more worldly than the

evocations of poetic writings.

Impatient, aware of herself as a woman and

the fact that she wanted to give herself to him,

must give herself to him, she tugged at the

fastenings of her light woolen gown. Loos-
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ening the golden belt at her waist, she opened
the garment, exposing her body to his eyes

and his touch.

Omar watched her, unable to pull his gaze

away from her busy fingers. Backing off a

step, he looked at her with wide eyes and an

unbidden smile on his lips. She stood before

him, a goddess waiting for his touch, his ap-

proval, his love. Her body was trembling, her

eyes pleading. Against all that was holy, he

opened his arms to her, drawing her close

against him, slowly helping her divest herself

of her few remaining garments.

His smooth, gentle hands found her breasts

and caressed them, lifting them, adoring them.

When he saw her lips part and the tip of her

tongue dart out to moisten them, he lowered

his head, finding her mouth with his own,

knowing unfound passion in her, Allah's gar-

den of sensual delights.

Eager to be close to him, Mirjana's love

knew no shame. Her fingers tore at his surplice

and tunic, hurrying him with hushed whispers

and moist kisses to remove them, to be naked

against her, to teach her the secrets she had

so long been denied.

His mouth sought hers, his arms locked her

in a hard embrace. Wave after wave of desire

coursed through her as she answered his kisses

and inspired his caresses. Her tongue darted
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into the warm recesses of his mouth; her arms
wound around him, making him her prisoner.

Soft hands caressed and stroked her back,

smoothing along the curve of her waist to the

fullness of her hips and bottom, bringing her

ever closer to her desires. Her breasts were
taut and full beneath his hands as he gently

lowered her to the mound of cushions atop

his long divan. Soft moans of ecstasy escaped

her parted lips as he aroused her to the heights

of her passions, teaching her where the font

of her femininity was centered, showing her

the full expanse of her needs as a woman, and

instructing her into the caresses and em-
braces that have been known to lovers since

the beginning of time. He devoured her with

his eyes, covered her with his lips, igniting

her sensuality with teasing touches of his

tongue against her fiery skin. His fingertips

grazed the sleekness of her inner thighs, and

helpless, she felt her body arch against his

hand with a will of its own to aid in his ex-

plorations.

Mirjana's fingers wound through his hair,

searching, finding his mouth with her own. She

loved the feel of him, the touch of him, the

way his lips evoked a cry in her throat, how
his fingers learned and knew her body better

than her own. He was tall, slim, hard muscled.

Her greedy fingers could not touch him
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enough, her hungry mouth thirsted to taste

every morsel of him. And always there were

the words, beautiful and loving, praising her

loveliness, adoring her passion, filling her head

and warming her heart, throbbing through her

and creating a need for him, the likes of which

she had never dreamed possible.

His thighs twined with hers, and she was
totally aware of his body and the desire he

held for her. A deep wave of yearning spread

through her belly, drawing up her knees,

yielding herself closer, inviting the union be-

tween them.

Her eyes opened, bathing him with their

silvery splendor. Every turn and curve of her

body was a song sung to his poetry. And when
she whispered lines from his favorite writings,

her voice was deep and husky, reminding him
she was a woman, that the girl-child had been

left behind. The girl who had been sent to

him by Mutadid as his pupil was now a

woman.
Omar pulled himself away from Mirjana,

leaving her feeling suddenly cold and bereft.

Her arms opened to him, willing him to enter

them again, to complete the loving that had
left such yearning within her. Moving away,

keeping his eyes averted, Omar picked up her

gown and tossed it to her, covering her nudity

with the lightly woven fabric, ignoring the
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heartrending sob that tore from her.

"Princess Mirjana —" His voice was thick

with unquenched emotions. "— you must
dress. You must leave before I lose whatever
control I still possess."

Mirjana sat up on the divan, mindless that

her gown had slipped to the floor, leaving her

exposed. "Why, Omar?" she whispered, a tear

streaking down her cheek. How could he do
this to her? Where did he find the strength

to leave her like this? Was she lacking? Had
she done something to make him find her un-

desirable?

"Please dress, Mirjana," Omar entreated,

already reaching for his surplice, careful to

keep his distance from her entreating arms.

"I have betrayed your father's trust in me.

I have dishonored myself as a teacher."

Never taking her eyes from him, Mirjana

stood and slipped into her gown. She felt as

though she were paralyzed as she forced her

clumsy fingers to work the fastenings. Her face

flamed scarlet, her cheeks burned with rejec-

tion and shame. What had she done wrong?

How could Omar have left her this way, aban-

doned her just when the breezes of passion

were swirling into winds which promised her

an ultimate fulfillment?

The very air in the room seemed still and

oppressive. A part of her brain was demanding
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she run from here, cover her face with her

trembling hands and run! Another part of her

wanted to prolong this time spent with Omar
regardless of the pain and misery she was feel-

ing.

Pulling the ends of his belt tightly around

his waist, as though somehow frightened that

she would attack him, rip his garments from
his body and seduce him against his will, Omar
turned to her, his eyes bleak with compassion.

"Mirjana," he whispered, his voice urgent,

"you mustn't misunderstand what almost took

place between us. You mustn't blame your-

self. I accept full responsibility." He floun-

dered for words, hearing himself sound like

a pubescent schoolboy making untrue excuses

to his teacher, knowing the lie he would tell

was not to be believed. "I want you as I have

never wanted any other woman. You stir my
blood, cloud my brain, erasing all reason."

This at least was true. Mirjana was the most
desirable creature he had ever held in his arms.

She was lovely beyond belief, and for the rest

of his days he would remember her face as

it was this evening, soft and sultry, glowing

with passion's fire. Allah be blessed, where
had he found the strength to remember his

responsibilities to his work and to himself?

A single precious tear traced a lonely pattern

over the curve of her cheek. The distance be-
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tween them seemed charged with an unnamed
power, like the air before a lightning storm,

drawing her closer to him, ever aware of him
and her need for his love.

"Don't cry, Mirjana. Neither for me nor

yourself. You must understand that we would
dishonor ourselves by indulging in the pas-

sions we feel for one another. You are my
emir's daughter; your father has trusted me
to be your teacher. I was employed to be your
mentor, never your lover. I am unworthy of

you." Omar spoke the words fervently, watch-

ing her face, reading her expression. He cared

for Mirjana, but more for himself, and he

never wanted her to hate him. Even the

prophet had spoken of a woman's scorn and
had said it was a fate more bitter than the

taste of hell's ashes upon the tongue. As a

princess, Mirjana was a member of royalty,

and even though a woman, she carried great

influence in the highest places. As a poet and

a scholar, his very livelihood depended upon
the charity and patronage of the ruling class.

No, it would never do to have Mirjana, soon

to be a wife of a powerful emir, as his enemy.

He must tread very lightly, make her believe

his rejection was out of duty and consideration

for her future last act of nobility on his part

and one of great sacrifice to himself. She must

never realize that it was out of selfish concern
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for himself, his very life. Mutadid would have

him beheaded if Yusuf should cast Mirjana

out because she wasn't a virgin and it was
learned that Omar was responsible.

Mirjana's heart flooded with pain; she felt

she would stagger beneath the weight of the

hollow ache. How like Omar to claim his un-

worthiness when it was she who was unworthy
of him. "Omar, won't you come with me to

see my father? He respects you, admires you.

When you tell him how we love one another,

his heart will soften and he'll bless us. I know
he will!" Her words were piteous in the face

of Omar's calculating selfishness, so full of

ardor and emotion that even he felt shame.

Omar stepped forward, catching her in his

embrace, holding her closely, aware of her

trembling. He must be very careful, he warned
himself, swallowing hard, mind racing to find

the perfect words. "Sweet one, what have I,

a lowly poet, to offer you? It would break

my heart each day to know that because of

our love you were deprived of the life Allah

himself meant for you to live. Mutadid would
never approve our match. Admit that you re-

alize this. We would be forced to run away
into the desert. Your marriage contract has

been sworn in the eyes of Allah. To break

it would condemn us to eternal damnation.

If you would love me as I love you, spare
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me this. My hell would be found each day,

thousands of times over, to know that because

of me you will never again be recognized by
your father or your family.

"

"I don't care about my family or my father.

I only care about you!" Mirjana railed against

his logic. Her fists pounded his chest, tears

coursed down her cheeks, glistening like di-

amonds before falling onto her gown in heavy,

mournful droplets.

"I care, Mirjana. A man wants to give to

the woman he loves, not take from her. We
are star-crossed and damned! I would rather

die than see you suffer for one instant because

of your love for me!" His voice was filled with

desolation, his eyes moist with unshed tears.

"You must go to Yusuf; you must fulfill your

destiny. Ours waits for us beyond this life,

in another time when Allah himself will smile

upon our union. Please, if you love me, spare

me. It would be better to lose you to Yusuf

than to lose you day by day, minute by minute,

because as outcasts we would be fugitives

searching the ground for roots to sustain one

another. That is not the life I want for you,

dear one. I would rather die."

Mirjana's heart was breaking for him. She

had never meant to bring him such pain. Even
in her most secret dreams she had never re-

alized the depth of his love for her, his nobility
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and his capacity for self-sacrifice that only

made her love him the more. Leaning her head

against his chest, she could hear the rapid

drumbeat of his heart. "I will find a way, my
darling. I will come back to you, I promise."

Omar pressed his lips against her perfumed
hair to hide the relief he was feeling. Mir-

jana would go to Yusuf. As for her finding

a way to return, he knew it was futile. As
an emir's wife, childbearer for the throne, she

would spend her life in the confinement of

the harem. Pity prompted him to encourage

her in what he knew was a useless cause. If

hope in her heart could make leaving easier

for her, who was he to deny it? "I will count

the days until I am with you again, Mirjana.

And when again we meet, nothing will keep

me from you. We will share what was begun
here this night."

A last kiss, an embrace, and he took her

to his door, gently leading her into the hallway

beyond, allowing an appropriate trace of mis-

ery tremoring in his voice as he whispered

his farewell.

Before she could argue, tempt him into fur-

ther argument, Omar escaped into the solitude

of his apartment, grateful when the door was
closed behind him. His fist banged against the

solid stone wall in frustration for what he had
almost found here tonight and for what he
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had lost. Still, his materialistic mind drew
comfort from the fact that Mirjana would soon

be leaving Seville, but until then, he would
not enjoy an easy breath.
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CHAPTER 2

Beneath the first rosy glow of dawn, the city

of Seville awakened from its deep night's

slumber. Before the sun climbed its fiery lad-

der in the sky to burn the plains and glance

blindingly off the white stone walls of the city,

merchants began to set up their stalls and
chant their goods. Soldiers carrying their hel-

mets in the crooks of their arms noisily greeted

one another as they arrived at their posts near

the palace of Mutadid. Scholars dressed in

long, flowing robes hurried through the city

for their destinations in the library or class-

rooms. Goatherds led their bleating flocks

along the narrow byways, enjoying their priv-

ilege of traveling through the city. Although

Seville was an Islamic city, Christian mer-
chants were valuable to its economy; the

masses must be fed. Fruits, wines, meats,

cheeses, and breads were brought to the mar-
ketplace daily. And always the thought that

would enter their minds whenever it was dis-
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closed that he was nearby was the speculation

of whether or not the infamous El Cid would
choose this day to mark Seville as the next

target for his army to spoil and pillage, leaving

behind death and destruction.

The year, according to the Christian cal-

endar, was 1071, and the provinces of Castile,

Leona, and Galicia were in upheaval. King
Ferdinando, who until his death six years ago

had reigned over these northern territories, had

divided his kingdom among his three sons, be-

queathing them a political muddle. Sancho,

the eldest, received Castile: Alphonso, the

middle son, inherited Leona; and Galicia went

to the third and youngest son, Garcia. The
arguments between the princes began almost

as soon as the funeral was over. Each son had

inherited the right to collect tax money from

one or more of the taifas, those Islamic cities

in the south who paid tribute money, which

was a delicate term for extortion.

Greed led to squabbles and distrust between

the sons of Ferdinando. As a result, Rodrigo

Ruy Diaz of Bivar, who had pledged himself

to Sancho, had founded his reputation as a

warrior par excellence. To settle the rivalry

between Sancho and Alphonso, it was decided

that the outcome of a battle should be judged

the will of God and that the winner should

take all.
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The battle was fought at Llantada, and
Alphonso lost miserably. Ruy Diaz was in-

strumental in the fall of Alphonso's armies.

Dishonoring the pledge he had made, Al-

phonso refused to relinquish Leona to Sancho

and was also fortunate to have the support

of one of his taifa kings, Mamun of Toledo,

and sought refuge with Mamun's brother-in-

law who was the ruler of Badajoz.

Now, almost two years later, word had it

that Alphonso was planning to leave asylum

in Badajoz to take up the sword once again

against Sancho. Reports told that Sancho's

most valuable and noble vassal, Ruy Diaz, was
on the border of Badajoz to discourage Al-

phonso and his army.

Badajoz was the Islamic kingdom just to the

east, and it was quite natural for the citizens

of Seville to be uneasy with the infamous war-

rior so close to their border. It was believed

by Christian and Muslim alike that Ruy Diaz

was unconquerable; he had never been injured

in battle, and it was said that no enemy had
ever touched him with his sword. The Mus-
lims had begun to refer to him as al Said, "the

Lord." The Spanish called him Compeador, the

"Champion." It wasn't long before the Mus-
lim and Castilian titles were combined and he

became known as El Cid, Compeador— "the

Lord Champion." Tales and fables were told
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and retold by both cultures, magnifying his

image out of proportion. Diaz was enjoying

the status of a legend even while he lived.

In Mutadid's palace across from the Great

Mosque, in her blue and cream colored apart-

ment which overlooked the expansive gardens

and tiled courtyard, the first light of day
touched Mirjana's soft cheek. Her thickly

lashed, cinder-gray eyes fluttered open, nar-

rowing slightly against the sun's glare. Turn-
ing on her side to avoid the light through the

sheerly curtained balcony doors, she pressed

her face into her pillow, determined to ignore

the arrival of the day. All she wanted was to

stay here, alone with her thoughts and dreams,

and relive the moments of the evening before

with Omar. Stretching her slim body beneath

the silken coverlets, she relished and remem-
bered the feel of Omar's gentle hands on her

body. Her breasts seemed to tingle with the

memory, and she became aware of a vague,

aching need in the center of herself. Mirjana

was certain that last evening was a prelude to

the fulfillment she could find only in Omar's

arms. Thoughts of Yusuf and her duty to her

father banished her erotic musings. There

must be a way to keep her promise to return

to Seville. There simply must!

A soft rap sounded on the door before Tan-

ige, her handmaiden, let herself into Mir-
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jana's suite. "You don't have to tiptoe, Tanige,

Pm awake.
55

Tanige 5

s sharp black eyes immediately

surveyed the tangled bedcovers, the pillows

strewn over the Persian-loomed carpet, and

the dark circles under the princess's eyes.

Tanige pursed her lips in disapproval, but the

thought of leaving Seville was also preying on
her own mind, and she was newly discouraged

that the princess hadn't seemed to make much
headway with Emir Mutadid. Gathering the

assorted discarded pillows in her thin arms,

she dumped them on the divan near the bed-

side.

Mirjana laughed, a scornful note in her tone.

"You don't seem to have spent a much better

night than I have. Have you looked at yourself

in a mirror this morning?"

Tanige bristled. She would have liked to an-

swer the princess in kind, but her position

as a servant forced her into a respectful de-

meanor. "Would the princess like her own
mirror?" she asked, bowing slightly, allowing

only a bare shade of mockery to enter her

voice.

"No, I haven't the stomach for it this morn-
ing. I know what devils robbed me of my
sleep. What seems to be your problem?" Sit-

ting up in bed and pulling the covers across

her lap, Mirjana brushed the tangled threads
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of her bright hair away from her face.

"I suppose it was the same devils as your
own. I don't want to leave Seville either."

Tanige's glance sharpened, focusing on Mir-
jana, willing the princess to utter the words
that would free her from traveling to Granada.

One word, one simple word, and Tanige could

be relieved of her duty to the princess, and
some other servant could take her place to

travel with Mirjana.

A small pout formed on Mirjana's lips.

"Would you like me to allow you to stay be-

hind? Yes, I can see you would. Put the

thought out of your head, Tanige. If I must
go, then so must you. What reason do you
have for wanting to stay behind? We've been
together for so many years. Would it be that

simple for you to desert me now?"
Tanige lowered her head. "The princess

knows that being separated from you would
cause me great distress. It is my mother, my
very own mother. She needs me. I'm all she

has in this world. Her years are upon her and

she's failing in health. Surely, the princess

can understand a daughter's concern for her

mother."

"Bah!" Mirjana cried in disbelief, throwing

back the covers and rising from her bed. "You
never gave your mother a moment's thought

since the day you left her breast. It's only since
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you learned you were to accompany me to

Granada that you've begun to show all this

devotion. No, Tanige, I know you too well.

You have some other reason for wanting to

stay here in Seville." She turned, eyeing her

handmaiden sharply. "Come to think of it,

when did you defer to me by my title? As
long as we've been together, since childhood,

you've referred to me by my given name.
Actually, Tanige, this obeisance doesn't be-

come you. Are you going to tell me your real

reason for wanting to remain in Seville?"

Nervously, Tanige made herself busy,

straightening the bed and replacing the pil-

lows. Mirjana was too quick, too clever, seeing

beneath the lie too easily.

Mirjana was not discouraged by Tanige's

silence. "Let me see," she muttered, knowing

her servant's ears were trained on her words,

"what would keep a young woman from
embarking on an adventure? A man!" she

cried triumphantly. "It must be a man! Who
is he? Does he live here at the palace? How
long have you been losing sleep over him?"

Tanige's complexion darkened and she

stumbled over her own feet.

"Aha! I know it for the truth! It's a man!"

Mirjana giggled, tossing her bright curls, her

eyes lightening with laughter to the color of

a dove's wing. She knew she was teasing Tan-

56



ige unmercifully, but the girl looked so com-
ical with her sharp, pointed face suffusing with

color and her narrow shoulders hunching in

a way that suggested she wanted nothing more
than to hide from her mistress's ridicule. The
very fact that Tanige wasn't bristling with her

usual self-righteousness told Mirjana that she

had targeted the truth. Tanige was feisty and
stubborn and could stand up for herself. It

was one of the reasons Mirjana liked her so

well, in fact considered her her best friend.

Tanige had spirit and could give as good as

she got.

"I have no idea what you mean, Mirjana.

You keep me so busy running here and there,

doing this and that, when would I find time

to think about a man? And just look at this

apartment! One would think a herd of camels

found a new caravan route —

"

"Oh, no, you will not get off so easily.

Come, bring the tea and a cup for yourself.

You can tell me all about him while I break-

fast."

Tanige obeyed, knowing it was useless to

protest. She would join Mirjana for a cup of

tea, but wild horses would never drag the truth

from her. It was never wise to have one's mis-

tress know too much about oneself. Besides,

Tanige scowled, in truth, there was little to

tell. Abdul, the handsome soldier who was as-
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signed to post himself at the kitchen gate, had

never shown the slightest interest in her, aside

from appreciating the delicacies she pilfered

from the kitchens for him. Tanige emitted an

audible sigh. To Abdul, she was nothing more
than a proffered pastry or sweetmeat. It was
not the cravings of his stomach Tanige wanted

to inspire, it was a stirring in his loins she

was aiming at. If only she weren't so homely,

if only her feet weren't the size of barge

boats, she knew Abdul would fall in love with

her. Even as she thought it, she knew it was
a lie. Abdul was a handsome devil, tall and
broad, with shining black hair and dancing

dark eyes. He could have his choice of women.
Why should he content himself with such a

one as herself? Why should she expect him
to see behind the mouse-colored hair that al-

ways escaped its bindings to hang in strings

around her face? Her skin was good, she knew,
clear and smooth, not pockmarked like so

many other women who had suffered pu-
bescent blemishes and other afflictions. Good
skin hardly compensated for a figure that was
reed thin and seemed to consist of bony pro-

trusions and sharp angles. Men liked women
with flesh on their bones and soft curves and
rounded breasts, and Abdul was no different.

Why should he settle for a woman whose breasts

were practically nonexistent and whose hips
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were so narrow and boyish? Abdul couldn't

care that she was possessed of a keen mind
and a honed wit. The entertainment he sought

with a woman had little to do with mental

gymnastics. Still, there was a hunger within

her that cried for a man's love and an im-
patience that prompted a fervent hope that

she would not go to her grave a dry and wasted

spinster.

Raising the fragile porcelain teacup to her

lips and sipping the bracing brew, Mirjana

recognized the frustration in Tanige's dun-
colored eyes. There was a man, she was certain

of it, and leaving for Granada would dash all

of Tanige's dreams. How often she had seen

that same look of desperation in her own re-

flection when she thought of leaving Omar.
"It seems neither of us wishes to leave Se-

ville."

Peering over the rim of her teacup, Tanige

saw Mirjana's hopelessness. Still smarting

from her mistress's quick deduction that there

was a man somewhere whom she hated to

leave, Tanige sparred with a deduction of her

own. "Do you think Omar Khayyam will fol-

low you to Granada?"

Mirjana's eyes widened. She nearly choked

on a swallow of tea. "Omar! Granada!" Im-

mediately, she controlled herself, pretending

an indifference she would never feel. "Why
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should my tutor come to Granada? Why would
I want him to? There are tutors in Granada."

"But none with eyes so black and a heart

so pure and arms so strong —

"

Mirjana gasped. How long had Tanige
known her secret? Had her emotions been all

that obvious?

"You keep your secrets well, Mirjana, but

you must remember how well I know you. I've

seen the look on your face and the softness

in your eyes whenever you walk with him in

the gardens. And I see the way you read those

poems he gives you to study. Even a fool

would know you have given your heart to

Khayyam."
All color drained from Mirjana's face. "And

who else knows this besides yourself? Have
you been discussing me with anyone? Do you
share my secrets with this man you've lost

your head over? Tell me, Tanige, it is most
important."

"I discuss you with no one. Not even my
own mother. My own fate is too closely knit

with yours to betray you to anyone. I only

want to know why you haven't used your head
and devised some way to keep us here in Se-

ville. Yesterday, when you stormed out of here

to see your father, I hoped that at last you
were taking our futures into your own hands."

"I see no way to stay here in Seville, Tanige.
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But I have made a promise to return as soon
as possible. Now, the problem is to find a way
to keep that promise."

Tanige drew her thin upper lip into a sneer.

"It is as I thought. You will do nothing. There
is nothing you can do. You disappoint me,
Mirjana. I always thought you had a brain or

two in that pretty head."

"And what would you have me do? Quick
Tanige, give me your solution to the prob-
lem," Mirjana said hotly. "You're so very

clever, what should I do?"

"You could pretend to be ill. You could

make yourself displeasing to Yusuf. You could

throw yourself on your father's mercy and
beg him not to send you. You could do any
number of things, and so far, you have done
nothing."

"Stupid. I've already thought of everything

and also the consequences. Nothing will work.

Nothing. Mutadid is committed to Yusuf, and

if he had to send me on my deathbed, he would
do it to keep his treasury filled. No, there

is nothing to do but to leave for Granada and

find my way back from there."

"If we ever reach Granada, you mean,"

Tanige said sourly. "Everyone is talking about

al Said being camped almost on Seville's door-

step. A caravan like the one taking us to Gra-

nada would be a great temptation for him."
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"What do I care for al Said? Let him take

the caravan. Let him take everything if it

meant I would not reach Granada and could

come home." Her own words suddenly pen-

etrated her head; she felt a sudden surge of

hope in her breast. "Tanige, who is talking?

Where is al Said camped?"
"Everyone is talking. The marketplace is

filled with news about him. Al Said is camped
on the border between Badajoz and Seville to

keep Alphonso from staging another attack on
his brother, Sancho. When I was getting your

breakfast, the kitchens were filled with news
brought back from the market."

Dove-gray eyes seemed to be shot with

crystal lights, a calculating smile turned up
the corners of Mirjana's mouth. "Tell me ev-

erything you've heard about al Said," she said

impatiently, an idea already taking shape in

her mind. "Everything!"

Tanige blinked at this sudden change in her

mistress. "I only know what I have already

told you. Al Said is on the march between
Seville and Badajoz holding Alphonso back.

What else can I know?"
Mirjana clicked a fingernail against her

teeth. Her eyes narrowed in concentration.

Her mind flew in wild directions. Her situation

was desperate, as she saw it, and it called for

desperate measures. The only power greater

62



than Mutadid's and Yusufs was that of the

Christian warrior, al Said.

Tanige watched her mistress with a growing
sense of horror. Something was taking form
inside her head, and Tanige knew she would
not like it. All this talk about Granada and
weddings and men and, finally, al Said. No,
Tanige decided, she would not like it at all.

"Tanige, I want you to go into the city for

me— now, just as soon as I've written a mis-

sive. You will take it directly to the priest

at the Christian monastery."

Reacting as though all the air had been
punched out of her, Tanige gasped. "I — I

couldn't ... I wouldn't ..."
"You will! You want to come back to Seville,

don't you? Have you already given up on this

man you are so secretive about? And what

of your poor, sick, aged mother? Shouldn't

she have your comfort in her old age?" Mir-

jana's eyes challenged her servant, and a flush

of color stained Tanige's cheekbones. "It is

impossible for me to leave the palace unno-

ticed, but you could always pretend to be

going into the marketplace on an errand for

me. I will prepare the letter while you make
yourself ready. Hurry now, desperate straits

call for desperate measures!"

"I pray you know what you're about, Mir-

jana," Tanige told her somberly, the edges
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of fear making her voice thin and reedy. "Since

my fate is so closely wrapped with your own,
I would like to know what your plan is."

"Go, get ready. By the time you return, Fll

have written the missive. You will take it to

the abbot at the monastery. From there, it

is out of our hands."

"Your hands, you mean," Tanige grumbled,

stepping toward the door. She would have to

change her felt slippers for leather sandals, and
change her dress. At least, Tanige told herself,

she would leave by the kitchen gate and have

another opportunity to see Abdul.

When the door closed behind her hand-

maiden, Mirjana flew into action. She must
act on her impulse, for if she allowed herself

to think of what she was about to do and its

repercussions, she would change her mind.

Her arm swept across the table, spilling tea

and cups and honeyed breads onto the carpet.

Sitting down with paper and quill, she began

to compose her epistle. She doubted that a

barbarian like al Said would be able to read

the script she carefully lettered in Latin, the

universal language; but he, like all warriors,

would travel with a priest in his ranks who
would be educated and who would read the

missive to him.

Her hand shook with her daring to make
contact with the infamous al Said. Surely, she
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must be mad! She was actually inviting him
to plunder the caravan which would take her

to Granada! Actually describing the route it

would take! Her hand hesitated; suddenly

afraid. It was insane to place herself into al

Said's hands for even an instant, but it was
the only chance she had of returning to Seville

and buying more time to persuade Mutadid
that she could not marry Yusuf. She must do

it! If not for herself, then for Omar.
If al Said attacked her caravan, then she must

return to Seville. All the gifts that had been

so carefully acquired for her wedding would
be gone, and Mutadid would never want her

to arrive in Granada without the proper ac-

coutrements her rank demanded.

Returning to Mirjana's apartment, Tanige's

narrow face was pinched and disapproving.

She had discarded her soft felt slippers for

thick-soled leather sandals, and was carrying

a coarse, dark cloak that would cover her from

head to toe. Seeing her, Mirjana laughed,

"You take no chances on being discovered in

a Benedictine monastery, I see."

"It's not to my liking to associate with

Christian monks, Mirjana — especially since

I am ignorant of what I will be doing there,"

Tanige sniffed, clearly showing that this er-

rand was not to her liking and definitely be-

neath her station.
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"It's to your liking to live out your days

in Seville with your mystery man, is it not?

Then you will do as I say and take this letter

to the holy man at the monastery. Remember,
you will speak to none other than the abbot

himself. Understood?
5'

"No, I don't understand. What trick have

you up your sleeve, Mirjana? Oh, I know my
head will be severed from this poor, miserable

body if I do as you want!"

"Save your dramatics, Tanige. Now, what

do you think is ample payment for the abbot

to relay this letter to al Said?"

"Al Said! Did you say al Said? Have you
lost your mind? Do you mean to associate with

that barbarian, that devil? No! I won't go! In-

stead, I'll go to the emir and tell him you've

lost your mind —

"

"Hush! Listen to me and I'll tell you my
plan. This letter," Mirjana said, holding the

crackling paper and waving it under Tanige's

nose, "is our redemption. If anything can save

us from going to Granada, this is it!" In it,

I tell al Said of the route the caravan takes

to Granada and of the riches we carry. I tell

him it can all be his if he will only intercept

us and see to it that I am sent back to Seville.

My father would never allow me to proceed

to Granada without my marriage gifts; it

would dishonor him in Yusufs eyes. Al Said
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will have the plunder and we, Tanige, will

return to Seville."

"Only for as long as another caravan can

be assembled/
5

Tanige scoffed, clearly think-

ing her mistress mad.

"That can take weeks, months! And it will

give me time to persuade my father that he

does not want me to marry Yusuf. Whatever
comes of it, it is a small price to pay for time."

Mirjana spoke with such earnestness that

Tanige almost believed she had struck on a

remedy for their situation.

"How will you know if al Said agrees? We
are to leave within the next few days. How
will you know if al Said even receives your

letter? Mirjana, this is the most foolish idea

you have ever had. You can't trust that bar-

barian. You mustn't," Tanige pleaded.

"I may be foolish but I am also desperate.

I have no other choice." Mirjana's voice qua-

vered on the near edge of panic. Everything

Tanige spoke was truth. "You will please not

refer to al Said as 'that barbarian.' It is true

he has earned a reputation for ruthlessness in

battle and politics, but there is no reason to

think him a barbarian."

Tanige bristled, taking exception with

Mirjana's rebuke. "I have heard you call him

a barbarian with my own ears. You know of

the tales that he dresses in wolf skins and
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breastplate armor, and wears a necklace of

bear teeth around his neck. It is said the sight

of him is more terrifying than the threat of

his sword. His eyes are red, like a rat's, and
his hair is long to his waist, and vipers nest

in it and writhe and spit —

"

"Enough, Tanige! You repeat a child's

nightmare. Al Said is vassal to King Sancho;

he is accepted in a royal court. What you say

is ridiculous!" All the while she was trying

to abolish Tanige's fears, she was fighting with

her own. She, too, had heard the tales of the

great knight. In a tone that was absolute in

its logic, she commanded her servant, "Our
culture of Islam is ages older than the culture

and civilization of these Castilians. It's natural

we view them as barbarians. They are direct

descendants of those ancient Visigoths, and

their preoccupation has been making war
while we have been concerned with music and

the arts and a refinement of living. Omar
Khayyam says that the lowliest of Muslims
is more educated and lives in a more pleasing

manner than the kings of Christendom. My
tutor says that 'barbarian' is hardly descriptive

of these Christians, 'unwashed' is closer to the

truth." The picture she drew was little more
pleasing to her than the tales Tanige already

believed, and Mirjana's skin felt crawly when
she thought of having direct dealings with the
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knight. How could she think to trust al Said?

He was a Christian knight, and she was an
Islamic princess. They were from worlds
apart, and there was no reason whatever to

believe he would help her — not even for

the booty of the caravan. Yet, it was a chance

she would take, for to do nothing and set her

fate into the hands of Mutadid and Yusuf
without so much as lifting a finger on her own
behalf was intolerable to her. From the carved

ivory coffer on her dressing table she fished

through her assorted jewels, deciding on a gold

and sapphire bracelet. "Here, Tanige, give

this to the abbot when you deliver the letter.

If he indicates this is not payment enough,

tell him you will return with another. Hurry,

and keep your cloak wrapped high over your

face. You mustn't be recognized entering the

church, else there will be questions to an-

swer."

Like all Islamic cities, Seville boasted re-

ligious tolerance, and it was not unusual for

a mosque of Islam to be under the same roof

as a Christian church. Within all of al-Andalus

there was a large element of Christians com-

prising the population, and they were con-

sidered to be a valuable and contributing part

of Seville's economy. Still, it wouldn't do to

have Tanige recognized. Questions of all sorts

could be asked, and not to speak was better
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than to have to speak a lie.

Pushing Tanige toward the door, Mirjana

shoved her into the corridor and slammed the

door behind her. There was an uneasy cloying

in the pit of her stomach, and her hands shook.

Yet, there was a reborn hope in her heart.

She would leave for Granada, but within days

she would find herself back in Seville, back

with Omar. Allah himself must be watching

over her, she thought, to present the prox-

imity of al Said just when he could be most

useful. The Lord Champion would change the

direction of her life, she was certain of it!

Hours had passed since Tanige left to deliver

her mistress's letter to the abbot, and each

moment had passed with agonizing deliber-

ation for Mirjana. In some obscure way she

felt as though she had sealed her fate.

Earlier, she had bathed and dressed in a pale

olive caftan of the finest wool which was em-
broidered around the simple round neck and

wide, flaring sleeves with garnet and carnelian

threads. Beneath, she wore a simple shift of

cream silk with long, slim sleeves which ta-

pered to graceful points that covered the backs

of her hands to the knuckles. A variation of

the wimple, which was the formal headdress

of Castilian women, was adapted to a softer,

more flattering style that skimmed over the
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top of her bright red-gold curls and was held

back from her face by ornate jeweled clasps.

Her soft felt slippers matched her caftan and
deadened the sound of her steps on the pol-

ished tiled floor as she paced back and forth

waiting for Tanige's return.

She would have liked to spend these hours

being distracted by Omar, but he was no-

where to be found. Shortly after the noon
hour, when she knew he usually abandoned
his work for a leisurely midday meal, Mir-
jana had gone down to his study, hoping to

find him waiting for her. The study had been

empty as had the paths in the gardens where
he would sometimes go to read. She had ques-

tioned the guards and the servants, but no one

seemed to know his whereabouts. This was
such a departure from his usual routine that

Mirjana was certain he was avoiding her. At

first she was disconsolate, and then she re-

alized that seeing her again and knowing that

she must obey Mutadid and leave for Granada

was so painful to him that he couldn't bear

her company. She smiled. Poor Omar, dear

Omar, so gentle, so considerate. Didn't he re-

alize that each moment was also bittersweet

to her, but that she would gladly suffer any

pain just to look into his dark, passionate

eyes?

A sound at her door caught her attention

71



away from her musings. Thinking it to be

Tanige, she ran to the door herself and swung
it open. Instead of Tanige it was one of Muta-
did's servants.

"Princess Mirjana, the emir wishes to see

you at once. Qadi Hassan also wishes your

presence."

Mirjana searched the man's eyes, looking

for a clue to this unexpected command. Hope,
always eternal, prompted her to pray silently

that Mutadid had changed his mind about

sending her to Granada. Surely, Hassan's pres-

ence was significant. Being the firstborn son,

Hassan would inherit Mutadid's throne. In

preparation for his royal duties, Mutadid had

made Hassan a qadi, a "civil judge." Yes, cer-

tainly Hassan's presence was significant. Re-
membering the letter Tanige was delivering

to the abbot gave Mirjana a pang of dread

as she followed the manservant to her father's

suite. If there were no caravan to Granada
and al Said should make inquiries, if her rash

actions were discovered . . . No, she would
not think about that now. She must clear her

head and be receptive to Mutadid's summons.
Beyond that, she could not think.

Entering the anteroom of Mutadid's bed-

chamber, Mirjana was faced with a congrega-

tion of family. Present were her father's three

living wives and their children, some of them
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no more than babes in arms. There was Fat-

ima, her twelve-year-old sister, whose dark
eyes and soft brown hair were inherited from
Sayyim, her mother; Abi Amir, her nine-year-

old brother; and Hakam, their baby brother.

Pulgar, second-living wife to Miitadid, sat

near the balcony with her children Nasr, Al-

mohad, and her daughter, Rahmana, who was
still nursing at the breast. Baeza, the youngest

of the wives, sat meekly on a long divan, her

slender arms cradling her swollen, pregnant

belly. And presiding over all was Hassan, tall

and almost wretchedly thin, his beaklike nose

protruding importantly from above his black

beard.

"Mirjana," he greeted her informally, as

though he had only been in her company yes-

terday when, in truth, she had not seen him
for more than a year. "We are assembled here

at our father's request. The others will arrive

if the situation becomes desperate."

Mirjana's eyes widened. "Desperate?"

"Our father is unwell," Hassan told her,

barely hiding the smile on his ungenerous

mouth.

Glancing around the room again, Mirjana

saw tears glistening on Baeza's smooth cheeks.

Immediately, she felt pity for this girl who
was younger than herself and married to an

old man like Miitadid. Yet, it was a statement
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that the girl should cry for her husband. She,

Mirjana, would never, ever cry for Yusuf. The
weight of the situation suddenly descended

upon her, and she pierced Hassan with a

glance. "How is it that there has been time

to alert my father's children who live outside

Seville, and yet I, who keep my apartments in

the same palace, have just now been called?

"

Hassan appeared uneasy and his dislike for

his half-sister was evident in his voice. "Be-

cause, Sister, it was the prudent decision. If

our father should not survive then he should

at least have the comfort of his children.

"

"That does not explain why I have been

the last to be notified," she challenged. She

had almost forgotten how much she disliked

Hassan, hated him actually. Ever since achiev-

ing manhood, he had been too eager for the

throne. His methods were deceitful and
canny, and more than once when he was a

boy, Mutadid had had to save him from dis-

grace. Then it had been tolerated as boyhood
mischief, but Mirjana knew that Hassan had

grown into a greedy, haughty man who as-

pired to greatness and yet would never rec-

ognize true greatness if it had teeth and bit

him. His eyes never seemed to be content;

they were always shifting, glancing into cor-

ners, looking over his shoulder. Even his voice

was a kind of conspiratorial whisper as though
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what he spoke would not stand under the

judgment of a third ear. Also, he had earned
the reputation for being merciless in his duties

as a civil judge, a position that was honorable

and important. He was the representative of

the justice of Seville and the voice for Muta-
did himself. A more disappointing represen-

tation of Mutadid's wisdom Mirjana could not

imagine.

"My sister/' Hassan said between tight lips,

"it was only through my intercession that you
were called at all." Seeing her shock, he al-

lowed a hint of a sneer to touch his mouth.

"Yes, I know of your last audience with our

father, and I must tell you he was quite dis-

tressed at your brashness and lack of duty.

You said some very unpleasant things, didn't

you?"

Mirjana shook her arm out of Hassan's

grasp. "When I last saw my father it was I

who was angry. This he understood and for-

gave. I had his word on it. At the last he told

me he forgave my insolence. What are you
trying to do, Hassan? Isn't ascending the

throne of Seville good enough for you? Why
is it your whole life you have tried everything

you could to alienate my father from his chil-

dren? Are you so insecure in his love because

you know you are not worthy of it?"

Hassan's features hardened. Mirjana re-
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membered too late that he was no longer a

sly, resentful boy but a powerful man who
one day would become emir of Seville, and
to have him as an enemy would be unwise.

When Hassan once again gripped her arm, she

allowed it, even though his long, thin fingers

were biting painfully into her flesh. Anything,

she would withstand anything, to stay here

in Seville with Omar. "When may I see my
father?

5
' she asked him, deferring to his im-

portance, hiding her instinctive loathing of

this man.

"Soon. When the physicians leave him. Do
you think I should send word to Yusuf that

your arrival will be delayed because of Muta-
did's illness?

55

Mirjana tried to hide her relief. She should

have known that deceit and trickery were too

familiar to Hassan to fool him. He instantly

recognized her eagerness to delay leaving Se-

ville. Before she could think of an appropriate

answer, the double doors leading to Mutadid
5

s

bedchamber opened and one of the royal phy-

sicians stepped into the anteroom.

Everyone stood at attention, watchful for

the man's reaction to the emir
5

s illness. Giving

no hint of his patient's condition, the man said

simply, "The emir wishes to see Princess Mir-

jana.
55

Hassan was the quickest to act. Leaving
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Mirjana, he crossed the room and confronted

the physician. "I will go in to see my father,

he said imperiously, "the others will wait.

Mirjana's temper flared, and it was with

great control that she elevated her chin haugh-
tily and modulated her voice. "I will see my
father now." Squaring her shoulders and feel-

ing the sting of Hassan's hatred scorch her

back, she entered Mutadid's chamber.

She found her father sitting up in bed drink-

ing tea. His beard was carefully combed and
his hand was steady as he brought the cup
to his lips. "Father," she cried with relief,

"you have us all fearful for you and here you
sit drinking your favorite tea!"

Flanked by his physicians, Mutadid waved
them off, hearing their cautions about dosing

himself with the herbs they left at his bedside.

"Yes, yes," he told them impatiently, "I'll

drink your bitter herbs and follow your advice.

Leave me now with my daughter."

As they closed the doors behind them, Mir-

jana saw Hassan peering into the bedchamber,

hungry for a glimpse of his father. "Hassan

is pacing the anteroom, Father," she said ab-

stractedly.

"Yes, I would think he would be. Each day

he becomes hungrier for the power of the

throne. I thought making him qadi would sat-

isfy him for the time being," Mutadid sighed
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heavily. "I should have known that patience

is not a quality that fits him. You Mirjana,

should have been my firstborn son. Then I

could close these weary eyes and find peace."

"What did your physicians prescribe for

you?
55
she asked, sniffling at the powders and

medicines left near her father's bed.

"Enematas for the most part."

Mirjana laughed, the color flushing her

cheeks. "You mean to say that constipation

was your complaint?" She laughed again, the

sound merry and bringing an answering smile

from Mutadid. Gasping for breath, she told

him, "Hassan has sent word to all the family

to put them on the alert for a funeral, and
all because our father was having difficulty

moving his royal bowels!"

Mutadid roared with laughter, wiping the

tears from his eyes. "That young fool! I

haven't given up the ghost yet, and he cannot

come to terms with the fact that I am born

of a long line of men who live into their nine-

ties. Poor Hassen, poor, poor Hassan!" An-
other wave of laughter overtook him and the

bed shook beneath his weight.

"Mirjana, you have always been good for me.

I sent especially for you to mend the distance

between us. Having you near me is like having

your mother over again. You have always

known that of all my wives, Cloe was the best
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loved. And of all my children, you —
"

"Are the most trouble!" The voice was
Hassan's. He had opened the doors and was
striding into the bedchamber. His face was set

in grim, hostile lines, and his dark eyes mir-
rored his jealousy.

Mirjana and Mutadid glanced at one an-

other, wondering how much Hassan had over-

heard. "I was about to talk to Mirjana about
leaving for Granada," Mutadid told his son.

Something in the old man's demeanor changed
right before Mirjana's eyes. Suddenly, he ap-

peared less certain of himself; his eyes darted

furtively from Hassan and back to his daugh-
ter.

Approaching the bedside, Hassan stood

close to his father, almost looming over the

old man. "I hope you voiced your regret that

the circumstances surrounding her marriage

to Yusuf cannot be altered."

Hassan's tone held authority and challenge.

How dare he speak to his father in such a

manner! How dare he challenge the word of

his emir! Mirjana looked at both men — one

tall and strong and menacing, the other en-

feebled with illness and age. No, that was
wrong. Mutadid was still a vital man! Baeza's

pregnant belly was proof of that fact. Mutadid

wasn't crippled by age or illness. This was
something that went much deeper, right to
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the core of his authority as emir. She waited

for her father to take up the challenge Hassan
presented. Only a moment ago he had ex-

pressed pity for his son's greed for the throne,

and yet, here in Hassan's presence, Mutadid
seemed to cringe beneath his power.

"Mirjana would be a comfort to me," Muta-
did said, his voice regaining some of its

strength. "A man should have comfort in his

declining years."

"That is so," Hassan agreed. "As emir there

is also comfort in knowing the treasury has

been made richer by Yusuf s generosity.

There is also the comfort of all your children

and your wives. And since I have been ap-

pointed qadi, have I not done all in my power
to relieve you of your heaviest burdens?"

This last Hassan said with a slick, oily tone,

and Mirjana realized the depth of his state-

ment. As qadi, an important civil judge, and

as inheritor of the throne, Hassan had found

himself possessed of many allies who, looking

to their own futures, could help him ascend

the throne even before Mutadid's death.

Mutadid would remain as figurehead while

Hassan was the real power behind the throne,

a state of affairs that had occurred before in

history and would occur again and again wher-

ever power and money were concerned.

"Hassan, go and call the others in to me.
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I can hear Baeza's tears even from this dis-

tance. Sweet child, she should not be upset

at a time like this." Mutadid carefully avoided

Mirjana's eyes, unable to bear what he would
find there. None knew better than he that he

had betrayed her trust in him as her father.

None knew better than he that when she left

for Granada he would be totally at Hassan's

mercy.

As though reading her father's thoughts,

Mirjana was glad she had sent Tanige with

the letter to the abbot. Not only would its

results be expedient to her own motives, but

it would also help Mutadid. It was enough
to know that he had reconsidered sending her

to Yusuf. When she returned to Seville under

the guise of assembling another caravan and
escort, the delay would serve to conspire with

Mutadid to find a way to protect him from
the greedy Hassan. Her future was almost as-

sured. After making herself invaluable to

Mutadid he would never send her away again.

The dust flew from beneath the wagon
wheels, spraying out into a red plume. The
stink of horseflesh sweating beneath the re-

lentless sun seemed to choke her even through

the curtains hanging on the carriage windows.

On the barren March, the borderland between

Seville and Granada, Mirjana's caravan trav-
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eled at a miserably slow pace. The sedan seats

inside her carriage seemed to be padded with

rocks. The constant swaying and jarring made
every bone in her body ache. Each night when
they broke for camp, Mirjana would swear

to herself that she would rather die than climb

into the carriage for still another day's ride.

Foot soldiers and guards on horseback
flanked the caravan, keeping a wary eye open
for bandits. Mules and packhorses followed

in each other's steps, wheezing against the

dust clouding around the hooves. Scrub brush

and occasional trees broke the monotony of

rocky ground and parched earth. As they con-

tinued their journey northward, the terrain

seemed to turn a deeper green on the horizon.

It was the third day of the trek, and Mir-

jana's nerves were raw and tight. She snapped

at the servants, barely giving them a chance

to complete an order. She bounded from one

side of her carriage to the other, parting the

draperies to peer outside. Her ears strained

for the sound of rushing hooves, and her eyes

ached from watching the distant horizons for

swirls of dust that would indicate a column
of marching men. Hours that could have been

put to use in other ways were instead wasted

in anxious anticipation. Every bone in her

body seemed to have a sharp edge which dug

into muscle and flesh. Her head throbbed with
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the heat, and she thought her eyes held the

sands of the Sudan.

Tanige, seated across from her mistress in

the carriage, mirrored each of Mirjana's tor-

tures. She had delivered the letter to the abbot,

instructing that it be delivered to al Said.

Snatching for the jeweled bracelet she had
taken as payment for his troubles, the religious

man had promised to send it forth im-
mediately. That had been nearly seven days

ago. The strain of anticipation pinched her

features to an even greater degree. "When do
you think?" she asked in a hushed whisper.

"Tanige, if you ask me that question one

more time, Fll put you out of the carriage and

you'll walk beside the mules. I don't know.

You are certain the abbot understood —

"

Certainly I am certain!" Tanige rebuked.

Do you take me for an idiot? I have told

you and told you. The abbot promised to send

your letter by messenger. He was greedy

enough for your bracelet, I can tell you that!

When he snatched it out of my hand —

"

"Enough! My ears are stopped and my poor

head aches with your telling and retelling of

what must have been your life's greatest ad-

venture," Mirjana said wearily, rubbing her

temples.

Tanige snapped her mouth shut, shooting

reproving glances at her mistress. She didn't
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like this change in Mirjana, she did not like

it at all. The princess had always been level-

headed and steady of temper and manner, in

every way a gentle lady. Her impending mar-
riage to Emir Yusuf had altered her into a

nervous shrew, discontented with the smallest

geniality. "I was only trying to amuse the prin-

cess/' Tanige said petulantly.

"The princess is not amused/' Mirjana an-

swered testily. "Were it not for the fact that

we have been together since childhood, I swear

I would not tolerate your abrasiveness and
your lack of respect. Have you instructed the

captain of the guard to seek a campsite near

a stream where I can bathe? Take heart, Tan-
ige, things will go as we planned them," she

said when she saw the doubtful look on her

servant's face and noticed the fidgeting of her

skinny, nail-bitten fingers. "Soon you will be

back in the arms of your mystery man and

I will be back with Omar. You will see."

Several hours later the caravan stopped for

evening camp. As instructed, the captain of

the guard had chosen a small, shallow glade

that was sheltered from the afternoon sun by
wild acacia trees. The soldiers went about

erecting tents and preparing cook fires at a

comfortable distance from the princess's

campsite in order to afford her privacy.

Through long practice, the tents went up
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quickly. Mirjana's tent, the most opulent and
spacious, was erected, and the light, colorful

fabric billowed pleasantly in the breeze. From
the wagons, rugs and pillows and most of the

comforts of home were brought forth and put

into her tent. Braziers to ward off the chill

of evening, oil lamps, delicately scented with

perfumes, and water jugs appeared and were
carried inside the blue and white striped do-

micile.

Tanige approached Mirjana after being cer-

tain the servants were assigned to their duties.

Her manner was restrained and conspicuously

respectful. "I will walk with you to the stream,

Princess Mirjana. While you bathe, I will see

to our meal."

Realizing that Tanige's sudden correctness

was a mockery intended to goad her mistress

for the rebuke concerning her handmaiden's

disrespect hours before, Mirjana considered

herself properly chastised. "Tanige, my tem-

per flares because of frustration. Please, this

journey must not become a tournament of wits

between us. If I hurt your feelings, I am sorry.

Come with me; the water will be cool and

we will both be better for it."

"And have the fish bite my toes? No thank

you, Mirjana. I prefer to do my bathing di-

rectly out of the water jugs in the tent!"

Mirjana laughed. "Tanige, you have be-
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come spoiled by the comforts of the palace.

Have it your own way, you always do some-
how."
Freed from the imprisonment of the car-

riage, Mirjana's spirits lifted. The late after-

noon sun was warm on her face, and the

tall, knee-high grasses were soft underfoot.

Crickets sang their songs and wild flowers

bent obligingly in the gentle breeze. The banks

of the stream were lined with tall, flowering

acacia trees, their yellow buds ready to burst

into huge, pungent-smelling splendor. The
water held a mild current and was blue, re-

flecting the cloudless sky on its mirrored sur-

face.

Tanige set a basket of soaps and perfumed
oils on the grassy bank. "I will take your soiled

garments back to the tent and bring fresh ones

on my return.

"

The cool stream was inviting, and within

seconds Mirjana was submerged to her neck,

her arms waving through the water, making
delicious currents that soothed her aches. It

was a pleasant place, surrounded by trees and

the softness of encroaching twilight. The
camp seemed miles away, lost somewhere on
the frontier, and she felt alone and at peace.

There was no one who would intrude on the

moment. It had taken more than ten minutes

to walk the distance to this point of the wind-
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ing stream, and she was assured of her pri-

vacy.

Sweetly scented soaps wrought their magic
and were a balm to her anxiety. She was lost

in a sensual bliss, forgetting her watchfulness

and the anticipations which had plagued her

journey. All was peace and she could revel

in thoughts of Omar and how, if her plans

were accomplished, she would soon be back
in his arms.

She was losing herself in her thoughts when
a hellish explosion of noise slashed through

the stillness. Instead of frightening her, the

sounds brought joy. Well, it was about time

the tardy al Said made his appearance! Lan-

guishing in the water, her face beamed con-

tentment. Within hours she would be on her

way back to Seville. Thanks to her cleverness

and, of course, to Allah's intervention. Play-

fully, she slipped beneath the water. How
wonderful she felt; how sweet was life! Soon,

she would be in Omar's arms — and to think

all that was required were the riches of the

caravan. A musical ripple of laughter pealed

from her as she applauded her success and

ingenuity.
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CHAPTER 3

Trapped as she was in the stream, naked,

Mirjana could only wait until Tanige came
with garments to rescue her. The sky was
darkening by the minute as she listened with

heightened alarm at the sounds of a skirmish

coming from over the ridge. The water was
turning her limbs to ice; she was cold and
trembling and frightened. She had never con-

sidered the consequences of her actions. She

could hear the clash of iron upon iron and
sounds of shouting men. The trees interfered

with her vision, but she knew the reason for

the sounds that echoed in the twilight. The
continued clash of distant swords and the

bleating cry of a war horn fixed her with ter-

ror. What a fool she had been! What a silly,

self-serving idiot! She should have known that

her guardsmen and soldiers would never give

over the caravan without a fight. Never, in

all her careful calculations and plans, had she

dreamed there would be a battle. Her legs
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turned to jelly, her skin broke out in bumps.
Fool! Fool! Men were losing their lives! The
caravan's escort were soldiers of Miitadid's

army, ordered to protect her and the emir's

property from marauding brigands and at-

tacks. She had been so preoccupied with her

determination to return to Seville she had
never considered the loss of lives that would be
sacrificed to her selfishness. Frightened tears

filled her eyes, and she hung her head in

shame. Long tendrils of hair that had escaped

its pins trailed over her naked shoulders and
dipped onto the surface of the water. Beyond
the shallow ridge that hid the carnage from
her view men were being killed and wounded,
and she alone was responsible. The thought

was so devastating, so overwhelming, her legs

collapsed under her, plunging her beneath the

surface of the stream, hiding her from her

shame.

When Mirjana came up to breathe, an ar-

mored knight stood before her on the bank.

The stallion he rode was as black as the night

and twice as huge as any horse she had ever

seen. The destrier reared on his back quarters,

his majestic head thrown back as his rider

drew in on the reins. They were as one, the

beast and the man— if he was a man. Mirjana

knew that far to the north where the cold

winds blew and the seas would choke with
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ice there were a breed of men who were more
kin to the beasts of the forests than to man-
kind. This, then, must be such a one.

His hair was dark, ungroomed, shaggier

than the wolfskins he wore over his massive

shoulders, and was held back by a headband
of rawhide that cut across his forehead and
held a dull gray metal stud in its center. The
stud, glinting in the late day's light, gave the

appearance of a third eye, reminding her of

the tales of ancient Cyclops. Unpolished
breastplate armor covered his chest, molded
and forged to suggest the muscular, brutish

strength of a great bear. Dust-covered
chausses clung to his legs, emphasizing the

muscular play of his thighs as they pressed

authoritatively into the black flanks of his

steed. His beard, dark as his hair, covered

most of his face, so it was into his eyes that

she brazened herself to look, and she could

feel their eagle's gaze focusing upon her, hold-

ing her nearly mesmerized within their

power.

He slipped from his saddle, pulling the dun-

colored cape he wore over his back from its

fastenings, and offered it to her. "Allow me,"
he said in her own language, gallantly bowing
low, an incredulous gesture of gallantry from

one who more closely resembled a beast of

the demon kind.
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There was no way to hide her nakedness
from him, and from the curious heated ex-

pression in his eyes, he would not have allowed

it in any case. Wading from the water onto
the rocky stream bed, Mirjana crossed her

arms over her breasts and walked toward him.

Refusing to show him her humiliation, she

held her chin high, meeting his glance bra-

zenly. Reaching for his cape, she wrapped it

around her nakedness, deliberately taking her

time, knowing that he saw the sun's last golden

light glance off her slim, water-beaded body.

Her eyes met and held with his, and there

was small satisfaction to find he was embar-
rassed. Of course! From what she knew the

Christians were secretive and ashamed of their

bodies, rutting beneath covers and adhering

to the ban the church had placed on bathing.

How unlike her own people, the children of

Allah, who considered the human body a mir-

acle of nature.

He was tall, so tall she felt she was standing

in a hole when she looked up at him. His ap-

pearance was more frightening close up than

it had been at a distance. It was only when
he smiled, showing good, strong teeth made
whiter by his surrounding black beard, that

she was certain he was human.

"I am Rodrigo Ruy Diaz de Bivar, and I

believe you summoned my assistance. You
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may have heard me addressed as El Cid, Com-
peador!"

Annoyed by his vanity and by the apparent

conceit he took in his harshly won title of "The
Lord Champion/' Mirjana bristled. Again, he

had used her own tongue; and rather well,

she was forced to admit, but his arrogant man-
ner incensed her. How dare he think himself

the only one who was versed in more than

one language! "I know who you are!" she told

him, the Castilian words rushing from her lips.

"And I wish to say you took your time in

getting here. I expected you three days ago.

Now I must travel all that distance again to

return to Seville. Chivalry, Don Rodrigo Diaz,

is essential. However, I am prepared to over-

look your lack of it just this once. All I need

from you is my carriage and my garments and

I will leave you to your plundering. If you
will be good enough to escort me back to my
encampment, I will be on my way."

El Cid threw back his head and roared with

laughter. "You have the bite of a viper,

Princesa Mirjana. And if I tell you I will not

allow you to leave? What would you do then?"

"Kill you," Mirjana said coldly, forcing her

bravado. Not for the world would she allow

him to see her fear.

He seemed to find this exceedingly humor-
ous as he laughed again, abrading her nerves.
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"Beautiful lady, you are indeed worth a king's

ransom. Two kings, if truth be known!"
Again, he seemed to find amusement in baiting

her, and his white teeth flashed.

"You devil! What do you mean?" Mirjana
hissed.

"Simply, your father, Miitadid, will pay a

hefty ransom for the safe return of his daugh-
ter. Yusuf of Granada will also pay for the

safe return of his bride. Added to the wealth

of the caravan, I can return home victori-

ous!
«

!»

You are a blackhearted swine if you think

you can abduct me," Mirjana snarled in out-

rage. "Attempt it and you will seal your own
death. I advise you to allow me safe conduct

back to Seville."

"You don't understand, gentle lady," he

mocked. "The services of the Compeador
come high, much higher than you planned to

pay." His gaze swept over her, searing her

exposed flesh as though appraising her like

a horse at auction. Mirjana's eyes widened,

as she pulled the dusty cape closer about her.

What price was he talking about, she won-
dered alarmed? The ransoms from Miitadid

and Yusuf, or a price of a more personal na-

ture?

"You will only return to Seville when I allow

it," he continued. All humor had left his voice.
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His power and authority were evident, send-

ing waves of panic up her spine.

Mirjana refused to be cowed, regardless of

her trembling inwards. A show of bravado was
more to her character, and she refused to ac-

cede to him and his ruthlessness. "We had
an agreement, Lord Champion," she nearly

spit out his title. "You were to receive the

contents of the caravan and I was to return

to Seville. I had heard you were a barbarian,

but even the lowest of the low respects a bar-

gain once made." Tossing the hem of his cloak

over her shoulder, she faced him, eyes flash-

ing, voice steady. "You will live to regret this,

and I advise you never to turn your back to

me. For if you do . .
."

"Tell me, what if I do?" he grinned down
at her.

"We are desert people, adept with a knife."

"But you don't have a knife," he taunted.

"You have nothing but my meager cloak to

hide your nakedness. Give me your hand,

Princesa. You ride back to camp beside me."
Mirjana backed off. "Never!"

His tone was patient. "Better to reconsider.

I rarely repeat my orders."

"I refuse to go anywhere with you, on or

off that beast you ride. You — you smell

. . . like a goat!" She wrinkled her nose in

condemnation of his grooming.
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Deep, mahogany eyes narrowed and burned
through her with acid penetration. "Better a

goat than a whore. You have used enough
scent to make an honest man desire death to

escape it."

"And you, Don Rodrigo Ruy Diaz, are not

an honest man. You are a barbarian! A stinking

one!" she spat as she turned and ran through
the acacia trees, his cloak trailing behind her.

Hooves tore the soft earth, obscenities filled

the air. One moment her feet were on the

ground, and the next she was in the air and
placed close to his hard, muscled body atop

the destrier. "I told you I rarely repeat an
order. If I have injured your dignity, it was
deliberate. Do us both a mercy and keep your
mouth closed else Pll fill it with stones. I have

heard enough for one day."

The almighty strength of his arm around

her body shocked Mirjana. He had picked her

up and tucked her close against him as though

she were a small child. Even his steed did not

appear to notice he was bearing her additional

weight. In spite of herself, Mirjana found she

was clinging to al Said. The distance to the

ground as it passed beneath the destrier's

hooves seemed greater than that from her bal-

cony at the palace to the gardens below. To
terrify her, from time to time he would seem
to lose his grip of her, making her gasp in
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fear and cling to him all the more. The tall

grasses that had come to her knees seemed
far below her, and with each movement of

the animal they seemed to wave and bend be-

neath him like a roiling sea. At last she could

see the pinnacled roofs of her encampment.
It appeared abandoned. Where were her ser-

vants? Where was Tanige? Daring to stretch

her neck to see beyond the ridge where her

escort was camped, she could see nothing save

the wispy smoke from the cook fires they had
started in preparation for their evening meal.

Mirjana's heart seemed to stop within her

breast. To be alone with this barbarian in

wolfskins and to be dependent upon his ob-

vious lack of mercy terrified her. Only the

sight of Tanige running toward her brought

a sudden comfort. Never had she thought she

would be so relieved to see her thin, pinched

face, even though her eyes were filled with

accusations.

"Put me down! Put me down!" she cried,

her dignity overcoming her fear as she

squirmed and struggled against his grip.

Put her down he did, and when she landed

she lay sprawling, the sharp, deadly hooves

of the destrier prancing too close for comfort.

The wind was almost knocked from her, and

Tanige ran to her assistance. Recovering,

Mirjana stood on her own feet and held his
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cloak tightly wrapped around her.

"I would suggest the princess return to her

tent and dress/' he told her. "There are men
among us who have dreamed of a woman's
arms for many months, and you make a fetch-

ing picture dressed only in my cloak."

Mirjana glared up at him, fire lighting her

eyes to a cindery gray where the ashes of dam-
nation seemed to burn. Nevertheless, she saw
the wisdom in his words. She felt so vulnerable

standing naked with only his cloak for cov-

ering — and so terribly frightened. Perhaps

being dressed would restore at least a part of

her courage.

"Come with me, Tanige," she ordered qui-

etly. "Al Said has told me to dress and he

rarely, if ever, repeats an order twice." Gar-

nering all the dignity she could summon, she

lifted her chin and strode toward her tent,

Tanige quick on her heels.

Her tent was like a silken cocoon whose
walls and roof billowed and moved grace-

fully in the light breezes, and it was with grat-

itude that she and Tanige sought sanctuary.

"Quickly, Tanige, bring me something simple

to wear, a light woolen, perhaps with a sturdy

kirtle to wear beneath. No, not that one,"

Mirjana judged, "something more simple, less

revealing. Yes, that one," she agreed to a slim-

fitting caftan of apricot with a deeper shade
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for the underdress. "Now stockings, yes, those

dark ones and slippers. No, no, sturdy ones.

Little telling how long it will be before I am
reacquainted with my wardrobe. Til need ser-

viceable garments.

"

Mirjana let down her hair and attacked it

with her brushes, bending forward from the

waist to pull it to the top of her head and
wind it into a secure coil, and with Tanige's

help, fastening it to the top of her head. A
lightly woven chemise, underdrawers, and the

kirtle were quickly donned. She had little lik-

ing for the thought of al Said bursting into

her tent and finding her naked again. The
stockings were pulled up over her knees and
held with garters. The shoes she had chosen

were flat-heeled and held securely on her feet

with leather bindings.

"Tanige, quickly prepare a bundle of what

we will need most in an emergency. There

is no telling what that barbarian has in mind
for us. Roll everything into heavy robes,

cloaks, anything. Only the essentials."

Tanige looked around the tent and
shrugged. There was so much that was es-

sential to a princess. There were perfumes

and garments, twenty pairs of shoes, her jewel

box, the bedding, hairbrushes, undergarments

and pillows . . . There was so much! Never
would she be able to bundle it into a robe,
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much less carry it!

Seeing her handmaiden's quandary, Mirjana

sprang forward, gathering an extra pair of

shoes, a clean kirtle, and a bar of soap. "Do
the same for yourself/' she told Tanige. "Add
to it any preserved or dried fruit we have
brought along and a flask for carrying water."

"Why?" Tanige demanded, fear striking

her. "Are we not returning immediately to

Seville? Mirjana, I'm frightened out of my
skin! What has come over you? Are we not

returning to Seville?" Her voice quavered and
her skinny shoulders began to shudder.

Answering the questions suddenly seemed

to overwhelm Mirjana. She sank onto the top

of one of her trunks and covered her face with

her hands. When she at last faced Tanige, it

was to see accusation and terror in her eyes.

"Tanige. I am not certain what is to become
of us. Surely, soon we will be allowed to return

to Seville. But for the time being, we are al

Said's prisoners. Instead of adhering to our

bargain, the barbarian has devised a scheme

of his own. He plans to ransom me, both to

my father and to Yusuf."

Tanige's knees seemed to crumple under

her as she sank to the floor. "I knew something

would go wrong. I told you it would! I told

you!" she moaned, rocking back and forth and

holding her arms close to her chest as though
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for protection. Mirjana immediately went to

Tanige and held her.

"No, no, you mustn't cry. You must not

show weakness. It will all come right, Tanige,

I promise you. It cannot take more than a few
days for the ransoms to be arranged. Don't
cry, Tanige. I promise to take care of you.

I promise!" Mirjana tried to sound confident

and soothing, but she actually felt anything

but. In reality, she wanted to hide, like she

had when she was a small child, hide and pray

to Allah that the nightmare would go away
and never return.

When Mirjana and Tanige stepped out of

the tent, they found it was being guarded by
a heavyset man with an amiable smile, dressed

in Christian armor. Al Said was on the other

side of the encampment talking to a few of

his men. She was struck by the differences

between the men and their leader. They, at

least, seemed to have some sense of groom-
ing, even though they were dirty and unkempt
from campaigning at the borders of Badajoz.

They were not dressed in wolfskins nor wear-

ing horrifying, Visigothic breastplate armor.

Their hair was cropped short and they were

clean shaven, except for an occasional mous-
tache— unlike al Said whose very image was

like a demon from a nightmare. In the de-

scending evening and the feeble light from the
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torches, his beard seemed even blacker. The
studded headband that gave him the look of

a Cyclops winked boldly, and the wolfskin

tunic broadened his already massive shoulders

and made him kin to the beasts of the forest,

closer kin than to humankind.
Seeing her, he turned, leaving his men, and

walked toward her. His quick eye took in the

bundle Tanige was carrying. "What's this?"

he asked, turning to Mirjana for his answer.

"Necessities. There is no telling what you
plan to do with us, and we have prepared."

It was difficult to speak when she was trying

to keep her lips from curling into a sob. The
thought of being left to die on the wild

Marches filled her with dread. Poor Tanige,

she had asked for none of this. This was all

her own doing.

"You will not need it, Princesa," he told

her. "You are my captive while we await the

ransom. Do you think I would leave someone

as valuable as yourself behind?"

"I have no idea what to think!" she ex-

claimed, fury and fear feeding on her better

judgment. "I have never dealt with someone

as irresponsible as yourself!"

This last seemed to set the spark to his tem-

per. He glared down at her, moving his hands

to his hips and taking a step closer. "If you

were a man, I would beat you," he snarled.
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"I, El Cid, Compeador, irresponsible? No, mi-
lady, it is soft little kittens like yourself who
are the undoing. You are irresponsible! You
are the one who lacks a sense of duty! If not,

you would have followed your father's wishes

and would have traveled unmolested to Gra-

nada to marry Yusuf. I have no liking for at-

tacking women. I was on a solemn duty when
I received your letter calling me from my post

to take your caravan. Can I be blamed if I

am an enterprising man? I saw there was much
else to be gained than bridal gifts. When the

ransom is made, you will be set free. This

I promise you."

"Bah! How can a promise from an un-

trustworthy man be believed? I am a Princess,

a child of the throne of Seville! You are a bar-

barian without loyalty or honesty!"

"And were you so honest and loyal, Prin-

cesa? Tell me, would your guardsmen and sol-

diers think their princesa so responsible if they

knew how you had plotted to bring me here

to help myself to your caravan?" His tone had

lost its mocking flavor; he was shouting at her,

railing against her, his dusky-brown eyes

turning to lampblack in his fury. Without an-

other word he seized her by the scruff of the

neck and dragged her along beside him, forc-

ing her to take three steps to one of his long-

legged strides.
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She was helpless to do anything but follow

him across the encampment to the shallow

ridge behind which her caravan was camped.
Horses and wagons and mules stood, still car-

rying their packs and burdens, but now under
different masters. Christian guardsmen and
soldiers now held their tethers, surrounded by
the carnage that always followed a battle. She
saw the familiar uniforms of her father's sol-

diers, stained now with their life's blood. Sev-

eral of the pack animals had been slaughtered

in the foray and lay in odd and awkward po-

sitions where they had fallen, but none more
awkward or horrible than the bodies of Miita-

did's soldiers. Her escort, her people!

Mirjana's legs would not hold her and she

fell to her knees. While standing in the stream

she had been felled by the impact of what hor-

ror her plan had wrought. Nothing as terrible

as the reality was imagined then; only in seeing

it with her own eyes could she know. She re-

membered with soul-wrenching shame the

first elation she had felt when she had heard

the clash of swords and realized that al Said

had finally come to her rescue. At what price?

The cost of human life, the lives of her own
people — soldiers, servants, caravan drivers.

"How?" she asked, tears of self-reproach

swimming in her eyes before falling to scald

her cheeks.
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"That is how." He loomed over her, com-
manding her attention, pointing into the dis-

tance where she saw a column ofmarching men
and signs they were attached to a contingent

of cavalry. "Did you think I would come to

take your caravan without my army? Just what
did you expect, Princesa Mirjana?"

"Certainly not this." She made a feeble,

helpless gesture that encompassed the battle-

field. "There were so few of them, so many
of you. And yet it would seem they fought

bravely."

"Yes, bravely. More's the pity for the fools,

thinking they were protection for the child

of their king, their own Princesa Mirjana."

She could hear the disgusted sneer in his tone;

she need not look up into his face to see her

own self-contempt mirrored there. "I have no

liking for the waste of a good man. Were it

not for the fact they were outnumbered ten

to one, they would have gone on fighting to

the last man. Fortunately, I was able to contact

your captain of the guard, Abd il Addan. It

was with him I sent the terms of your release

to your father. Abd il Addan arranged for the

same terms to be forwarded to Yusuf of Gra-

nada."

Fresh tears stung Mirjana's eyes, but she

would not allow them to flow. It was sad, she

thought, that al Said should know and remem-
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ber the name of her captain of the guard while

in the long days she had traveled with him
and conversed with him she had never both-

ered to ask his name. She had never considered

herself so selfish, so self-serving, that she had
taken the names and personal knowledge of

those who served her for granted. Now, here

in the midst of the carnage her indulgence in

her own desires had created, she knew it for

the awful truth.

Mirjana extended her arm blindly, reaching

for her captor. "Take me out of here, my lord.

Please."

There was such sorrow in her voice, such

self-condemnation on her lovely features, that

the Christian knight was moved. He helped

her to her feet and allowed her to turn her

face from the scene he had forced her to wit-

ness. He was uneasy with his sudden impulse

to show her what results her scheme had

caused. She had acted upon a selfish whim
when she had sent him her letter, and he had

acted upon his greed. He truly believed she

had had no idea what his intervention would

cost. She, although a seemingly intelligent per-

son, had never thought her plan through to

the end. She was only a woman, after all, and

could not be expected to know the ways of

men and the military.

"It will not be long before Mutadid responds
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to my demands/' he told her. "The contingent

of men who escaped death and wounds will

make fast travel, unhampered by carriages and
wagons."

Was she wrong, or had his attitude softened

just a little? She turned suddenly and looked

up at him. His black beard seemed to hide

less of his face than she had thought; his eyes

were the color of burnt almonds, and now he

was smiling his consolation, and the flash of

his strong, white teeth was somehow reassur-

ing. She was confident for the first time that

this ordeal would soon come to an end and

she and Tanige would return to Seville un-

molested. But, oh, what she would have given

if she could turn back time and had never writ-

ten that letter. Knowing what she now knew,

she would have traveled on to Granada, be-

come the bride of Yusuf, and kept thoughts

of her dear Omar for her dreams. Anything,

rather than to know she had cost these men
their lives.

Mirjana paced the confines of her tent like

a caged animal. From time to time she ex-

pressed her frustration and fears to Tanige

who sat huddled near the opening of the tent.

"I should be doing something. You should be

doing something. It has been ten days since

word was sent to my father and to Yusuf.
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What is taking so long? Why don't we hear

something? I don't think I can bear this con-

finement another day!"

Tanige had heard this so often she did not

even glance up to acknowledge that she had
been listening. Ten days had passed since they

had first laid eyes upon the infamous al Said,

who by this time they had come to think of

as Don Ruy, as his captains called him. They
were no longer camped near the stream where
they were first accosted. Don Ruy had ordered

they move their camp miles away, thinking

that if Mutadid or Yusuf planned to forgo the

ransom and rescue the princesa by force it

would not be accomplished by a surprise at-

tack. Runners and lookouts had been left at

the former encampment to relay information

when news did arrive from Seville or Granada.

It was a risky business, Don Ruy knew, but

it was not the first time a royal personage had

been kidnapped for ransom, and he was cer-

tain it would not be the last. Also, he did not

fear any political repercussions. Both Seville

and Granada were taifa kingdoms, paying each

year a hefty sum into the Christian coffers to

be permitted to conduct their businesses and

live in peace. Militarily, the Castilian armies

far outnumbered and were more rigorously

trained than any Muslim army. Over the cen-

turies, the kingdoms of Islam had been made
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to relinquish more and more territory on the

Spanish peninsula, and now holding the south-

ern regions known as al-Andalus, there was
nowhere to go but into the sea or back to the

northern deserts of Africa. Also, Don Ruy
wisely intended to share the ransoms with

King Sancho, who would be glad for the un-

expected boon to his treasuries.

For Mirjana and Tanige the time had
dragged; each moment was imposed with anx-

ious waiting and the fate of an uncertain fu-

ture. At least they were comfortable. Along
with the caravan, which now belonged to Don
Ruy, all of their personal belongings had been

brought along.

Tanige glanced outside the tent and won-
dered what in the name of Allah she was doing

in this forsaken place. It made no difference

to her that they were camped on a verdant

plain just beyond the March of Seville, or that

there was abundance of fresh water and wild

game. To Tanige, it was the wilderness. There

were no smooth palace floors or gossamer

hangings or vibrantly colored tapestries. No
fine dishes, no crystal or silver. Living so

closely with the princess was denying her a

certain personal freedom which she prized

greatly. She could no longer pilfer a few drops

of scented oil for her own bath — and she

did love to go to bed smelling like the first
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flower of the summer. If caught, she knew
Mirjana would scold but never beat her. Of
late, she had become more brazen in helping

herself to Mirjana's belongings— scarves and
hair ornaments, and occasionally a pair of slip-

pers the princess would never miss. Tanige

would then prance through the servants' quar-

ters in the palace, hoping to entice one of the

grooms. To any who would ask, Tanige would
praise the princess's generosity in making
presents of such luxuries, fix her face into a

smug smile, and pray they would never have

occasion to mention it to Mirjana. Upon see-

ing Abdul, the guardsman at the kitchen gate,

Tanige had become even more brazen, helping

herself to earrings and jewelry which she

would always return to Mirjana's jewel box.

Almost always. There was a particular pair

of earrings with deep green stones that Abdul

admired, and Tanige couldn't bear to part

with them. Homely and awkward as she was,

even Allah could not blame her when she at-

tempted anything which would make her at-

tractive to a man. For years now, Allah had

forgotten her, and she felt forced to take mat-

ters into her own hands and dare fate.

Another week was all she would have

needed to seduce Abdul. She wanted to know
what it was like to lay in a man's arms, any

man! Abdul was a fair choice. He liked her,
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she knew he did. If only she could find a man
who would want to marry her. Mirjana would
surely give her her freedom, perhaps even a

gift or two to take to her own household. The
princess was generous and would never hold

it against her that she would prefer to be in

the service of a husband rather than a royal

princess.

A man, Tanige sighed, feeling that special

tingle that throbbed in her center whenever
she dreamed of what it would be like to be

loved by a man.

Seeing that Mirjana was once again im-

mersed in one of the books Omar Khayyam
had given her, Tanige slipped out of the tent.

She smoothed the folds and creases out of her

gown and covered the lower half of her face

with the tail of her shawl. Stepping out into

the sunshine, she looked about the camp.

There were men— everywhere! Most ofthem
were stripped down to their blouses and
chausses, leaving behind their tunics and
armor. Holding her back stiff and head high,

Tanige walked among them. There were no

admiring glances, no wicked winks for the

eyes. Skinny as a broom and twice as bristly,

Tanige continued with her awkward gait. Big

feet on spindly legs made several of the men
snicker behind her back as she tramped
through the camp, daring to defy the advice
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of Don Ruy and his confessor, Padre Tomas.
They had cautioned Mirjana and herself to

keep close to their tent, or only walk about
with an approved escort, which they would
assign. The men had not been in the company
of women for an overlong time, they ex-

plained.

Tanige heard the snickers, was aware of the

laughter and the disinterest they showed her.

If it were Mirjana who walked alone through

the camp, the reaction would have been much
different, she knew, and felt a familiar pang
of jealousy. At last, unable to bear the ridicule

another moment, she halted abruptly and
swiveled to hiss at her tormentors. A long,

bony finger shot out. "From this moment on
the curse of a three-toed devil is upon you!

I, Tanige, declare it!"

Loud guffaws floated around her as she

stalked back to the tent. Absently, she bent

to pick a handful of brilliant field flowers, and

in doing so, realized where her mindless foot-

steps had taken her — to Don Ruy's tent.

And he was inside talking to his captains. Cau-

tiously, she looked about to see if anyone had

noticed her, and then she scuttled behind the

tent away from any watchful eye.

Tanige dropped to her knees, pretending

to pick herbs and flowers. Her face took on

a glowing expression of anticipation of what
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she could overhear. Mirjana would be so

proud of her when she returned with any in-

formation concerning their futures. She might

even give her a small token of appreciation,

something Tanige would have stolen sooner

or later.

She blinked and swallowed hard when she

heard al Said's voice through the thin fabric

of the tent. He sounded as though he were
right beside her, his deep basso tones fluid

and melodious and strangely modulated for

one of his power and size.

Pietro was speaking now, al Said's friend

and his highest ranking officer. A girl, such

as herself, could do far worse than Pietro, even

if he was a Christian. He was a hairy beast

of a man with big hands and a barrel chest.

His voice was deep and gruff, but clearly un-

derstood. And Tanige gasped when she re-

alized the importance of his words.

"I would not like to be in your boots, Ruy.

How in the devil are you going to handle this?"

Not waiting for a reply, his deep tones rum-
bled on, "If Yusufno longer wants her because

he believes she is defiled, deflowered, and her

own father Mutadid disclaims her, it means
only one thing. You, the infamous Cid Com-
peador, are saddled with her. A woman! A
royal princesa. Thanks to your wild philan-

derings with the fairer sex, no one will believe
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you've left her untouched."

"There must be an answer!" Don Ruy ex-

ploded. "Not only does decency tell me I am
saddled with her, we have lost the double ran-

som. I had plans for that booty. There must
be a price someone will pay for her. She's

a royal princesa, for God's sake! And a comely
one at that!"

"Who? Just name the man who would take

your word you've left her untouched and
would take her off your hands. You live in

a fool's world ifyou believe it possible/' Pietro

said in disgust.

El Cid's voice echoed Pietro's disgust when
he replied. "Are you telling me in this whole
land there is none who will take her? She does

have certain beauty; she has brains in her head,

and she definitely smells pleasant. I under-

stand these traits are most desirable in a

woman."
«As if you didn't know from firsthand

knowledge," Pietro chided. "If I were you,

when you list her sterling qualities I would
omit the part about her having a brain. You
will never be rid of her if you stick with that

plan. How much would you hope to receive

for her?" he asked craftily.

"Not a tenth of what I hoped to get from

Yusuf and Mutadid. Defiled! In a pig's eye!"

There was a pause in his tirade. Suddenly,
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he exploded again, this time speaking to his

confessor. "Padre Tomas! You can attest to

the fact that she has never been touched by
one of my men or myself! You are a priest,

member of the clergy. You will be believed!"

"No, my son/' the confessor disagreed.

"Anything I might swear to Yusuf will only

be heard as the prejudiced oath of a Christian.

Remember, Yusuf is a Muslim and will only

believe the word ofan Islamic prefect. I cannot

help you there."

Eavesdropping, Tanige heard the smack of

one fist into the palm of another. "This cannot

be!" Don Ruy protested heatedly. "She is

Mutadid's daughter! What father can turn his

back on his own child? Yusuf, I can under-

stand. Virginity in his wife is of the utmost

importance to preserve the guaranteed lineage

of his royal blood. Were I in his place I, too,

would be most suspicious. But a father?"

"Ah, my son. Is it the father? Have you
not received word that Emir Mutadid is ill

and his scoundrel son, Hassan, has been seeing

to his affairs? Only God can tell us if Mutadid

truly knows of his daughters predicament.

Also, there is another question to ponder. Per-

haps Yusuf and Mutadid are quite happy with

the exchange of properties that this forthcom-

ing marriage has brought about. If Mutadid
were to accept the princesa back, he would
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be called upon to return all of the gifts and
properties he received from Yusuf. Yusuf, on
the other hand, would be disgraced to accept

her under these conditions. I have told you
before this, Ruy: You cannot force the hand
of kings!"

"There must be a way to change Mutadid's

mind. Or Hassan's, if that be the true case!"

"Like a knife to his throat?" Pietro offered.

"It can be arranged for a price."

"You have it all wrong, Pietro. I will not

pay out money to get rid of her; I want money
for her. That was the original plan," Ruy said

bitterly.

"Then I don't believe you are so anxious

to be rid of her at all," Pietro challenged. "She

does make a comely picture as she walks

through the fields, gathering flowers and
herbs. You, particularly, seem to find the teas

she makes for you quite agreeable. Face it,

Ruy, you must make a decision, and soon.

We are scheduled to break camp within the

next few days. It is unsafe to linger so long

in territories where we are not welcome. As
a last resort, you can turn her loose and allow

her to find her own way back to Seville. Better,

you can even arrange an escort for her, if you

insist on being chivalrous. Just send her back.

You will still have the caravan meant for

Yusuf, so you will not have lost entirely."
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Padre Tomas spoke out quickly. "No, Ruy,
you cannot just take her back to Seville. Think
on it! If Hassan is acting for Miitadid, he will

never allow her to live. You, yourself, have

heard about his contrived brand of justice. If

he accepts her back, he must return all Se-

ville has gained from Yusuf. And you cannot

send her to Yusuf, who does not want her

and will not have her! He will make a claim

against Miitadid saying she was not delivered

safely. This has the stink of the beginnings

of civil war between Granada and Seville, two
taifa kingdoms who pay heavily into King
Sancho's treasuries. Sancho will not like any

interruption of these payments, especially

when his lord champion and loyal vassal

brought it about! Consider yourself, Ruy."
Pietro disagreed. "She is only a woman,

Ruy! You can have thousands of women with

the treasures in that caravan," he said with

sarcasm.

"I cannot bring myself to betray her yet a

second time. If I had contented myself with

the caravan and returned her immediately to

Seville, it would have gone differently for her.

She would have been welcomed. Now that I

have overplayed my hand, it would be a loss

of face to escort her back to Seville and go

limping off into the night with neither the

princesa nor the ransom. And if I were to just
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turn them loose to find their own way and
they are besieged by bandits, how do you think

I would feel then?" Ruy demanded angrily.

"Like a fool because you failed to deflower
her yourself. Don't ask me to solve your quan-
daries, Ruy. I am only your friend and no
part of your second-in-command. I want no
part of your princesa or that scrawny servant

of hers. Mi Dios, I have seen more comely
camels!"

"Just be careful she doesn't bewitch you
with one of her curses. Half the men in this

damnable camp are afraid to look at her. An-
other of her curses and Fll be forced to con-

fine her to the tent/' Ruy said in an amused
tone.

They were talking about her, jesting and
making a mockery of her curses. Tanige's too-

small eyes narrowed and then widened to

half-moon slits. She would put a good curse

on Pietro and see what came of it. There were
times she could be most charitable. Right this

minute Pietro and the soldiers were the least

of her problem. Should she repeat to Mirjana

what she had heard here today? Some part

of herself would take satisfaction in seeing the

beautiful princess weep and wail to know she

had been forsaken by both father and intended

husband, to know the rejection that her hand-

maiden lived with day after day. But another
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part of Tanige wanted to protect Mirjana.

Why, she demanded, beating at her rack-

ribbed chest, did these decisions always be-

fall her? Why was she made to live under a

double-edged sword? Luck and her curses on
one side and life on the other, waiting with

its vengeful fangs to get her. She had lived

by her wits before and always to her bet-

terment.

Patience, never one of her better virtues,

would be what she needed now to make her

decision. She would wait, regardless of how
difficult it would be. Besides, hadn't her

mother always warned her against being the

bearer of bad news? Somehow, someway, she

and Mirjana would find their way out of

this.

The hot, midday sun beat down on Tanige's

bony shoulders, making her wince with the

heat. Already the wild flowers clenched in her

hand were wilted, drooping and as forlorn

as she felt. She was about to toss them away
when she thought better of it. How else, if

confronted, would she account for being so

near al Said's tent? She shrugged and a small

smile tugged at her mouth.

Pietro stood outside his commander's tent

and saw her pass. There was a speculative look

in his eyes as he watched her trek back to

the princesa's tent. She looked worse when she
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smiled, he decided. A shudder ofapprehension

wizzed up his spine as he recalled Ruy's warn-
ings about Tanige's curses.What if she decided

he was to be one of her victims? What if she

cursed his manhood? Another violent shudder

raced through him. Death would be prefer-

able.

Inside the relative coolness and dimness of

his tent, Don Ruy Diaz slouched against the

center pole, rubbing at his aching temples. He
did not need this problem now, especially

problems which concerned a woman. He was
a fair and honest man when those qualities

were called upon. He could not bring himself

to cast the princesa aside like a sack of spoiled

wheat. He had made a bargain with her, and

he should have been content with the booty

of the caravan. Yusuf had little need for the

rich wedding tributes sent to him from Muta-
did and besides deserved nothing for wedding

himself to such a beauty as Mirjana of Se-

ville.

Personally acquainted with Yusuf, Ruy
winced at the thought of Mirjana bedding

down with that obese pig. The very idea of

it made Ruy's guts churn. How was he to an-

ticipate the turn of politics that would leave

the princesa abandoned with nowhere to turn?

There was only one person who could hon-

orably see to the princesa's protection: himself.
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He didn't want her, did not need her. She
would be a constant reminder of his own stu-

pidity. Yet, in spite of his chagrin, Ruy liked

her. She was entertaining, smart, and beau-

tiful. Contrary to the image he perpetuated,

he was not a beast. He had feelings and emo-
tions, and could pity Mirjana's abandonment
by her own people. He felt he could never

bring himself to tell her about the predicament

his betrayal had put her in. Padre Tomas must
be the man to tell her. She was an intelligent

woman, perhaps she could think of something

to win her back into Seville. Who would know
her father and brother better than she?

A wry smile played about his mouth when
he recalled how she had accounted to him
every last treasure in the caravan. She wasn't

to be cheated, she had told him, and then had

the audacity to demand the return of the car-

avan to herself, claiming he had defaulted on
the bargain between them! Bad bargain!

Women! Did she actually believe he would

accede to the demands of a woman? Not El

Cid, Compeador!
A vision of her appeared before him. She

had appeared so tired and weary on the day

they had made this new camp nearly twenty

miles from where he had first accosted her

escort. His conscience smote him for the barest

second. Women were naught but trouble.
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They gave a man pangs in his loins, headaches
in heads, and pains in necks. He ignored the

fact that she could make his pulse pound and
his heart beat to a faster rhythm. He also re-

fused to admit he liked the sound of her voice

and the way she always smelled of fresh flow-

ers and exotic spices. Her intelligence as-

tounded him and left him at a loss as to how
he should deal with her. It seemed she con-

sidered herself his equal, and was as well or

better versed on any subject he chose to in-

troduce into their conversation. Padre Tomas
seemed doubly impressed with Princesa Mir-
jana and had privately confided to Ruy that

he would like to convert her to Christianity.

Her eyes were a color he had never seen

before, crystal gray when laughing and be-

coming dark as ashes when troubled. And she

brazened to stare deeply, knowingly at him,

as if she were searching his soul through his

eyes. But it was her apparent verdict that dis-

pleased him. He measured up short in her

opinion. It annoyed him, angered him. That

any woman would find him lacking was a blow

to his self-image.

God spare him, what should he do with her?

There was only one choice, and he knew it

even when he had spoken with Pietro and

Padre Tomas. He would have to take her home
with him.
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His decision made, he felt an overwhelming
weight drop from his shoulders. He smiled.

It was a good sign for him, he thought. A
man must know how to smile at himself, for

perspective — which leads to balance, which
leads to solid foundations to walk on, to soar

from, to grow.

If Yusuf and Mutadid or Hassan had half

a brain between them they would be on the

march to retrieve the caravan. They might not

want the princesa, but they would want the

treasures packed upon the horses and the

mules, and stashed in the wagons. His agile

mind quickly figured the hours since they had
received the two missives, the first from Yusuf
and the second from Hassan. If he broke camp
now, there would be several hours to put

greater distance between himself and his en-

emies. He anticipated the princesa's distress

at his order to break camp. She wanted noth-

ing more than to return to Seville. The ques-

tion was why she would want to return to

an ailing father and a brother who wanted

nothing to do with her. Perhaps — he let his

mind wander to his alternatives — he could

induce Pietro to wheedle the information out

of Mirjana's skinny servant. Suddenly, it was

important for him to know why the beautiful

princesa wanted to return to Seville. Not only

was it important, he felt it was imperative.
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Shouting the order to break camp, Ruy
strode over to Mirjana's tent and entered with-

out announcing himself. "Get ready to break
camp/' he barked to Tanige.

The princesa was astonished by his intrusion,

and she quickly wiped at a tear in her eye.

Ruy thought her beautiful with her dove-gray
eyes and ivory skin. "How dare you enter my
tent in such a manner!" she scolded him.

"How dare you!"

"Do you always repeat yourself?" Disinter-

ested in her answer, he continued to bark or-

ders. "Do not allow yourself for one instant

to believe it has gone unnoticed that your crow
of a servant has been pilfering from the car-

avan supplies — pillows, sweetmeats, per-

fumes!" he said in disgust.

"You have not seen to my comfort," Mir-

jana accused. "Someone had to do it. And do

not dare refer to Tanige as a crow again in

my presence. Keep your derisive tongue and

your barbarous habits to yourself. Leave this

tent and never darken it again unless I have

invited you."

Blood rushed to Ruy's head. Did this wisp

of a woman forget she was speaking to El Cid,

Compeador? By God, he should tell her that

without him she would perish. "There is

something you must understand, Princesa.

This tent is my tent. Those luxuries which
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you use are also mine. I will not tolerate your
weeping and wailing, or your offensive man-
ner. Never forget who protects you. I could

turn you over to the men for a little sport.

It's been many months since they have been
with a woman."

"Princess/' Tanige gasped, running to her

mistress's side, "what he says is true. Tell him
we are grateful for his protection. Tell him
we are well and comfortable. Please, Mirjana,

please listen to him!" Once confronted with

the possibility of being thrown to the men,
Tanige panicked. That was not quite the con-

dition she had entertained in learning what

it was like to be with a man.

Mirjana stiffened under this double assault.

"You call eating greasy wild game, still drip-

ping with blood, being well treated? You call

not having had a bath, a real bath, in ten days

being well treated? You call this tent a luxury?

You call yourself a Christian, a man who
knows his God, but in truth you are a heathen,

a pagan, a godless barbarian! Even your con-

fessor tells me tales about you that make my
blood run cold."

"At least it still runs. Try my patience and

your blood will cease to flow through those

icy veins."

"You sicken me," Mirjana continued her ti-

rade. "All that is important to you are riches.
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There is more to life than gold and jewels and
the power to torment women."
Ruy drew a deep breath. "Name what is

more important."

"You would never understand. Love/' she

blurted. "A meeting of the mind and the body.

A spiritual communion. The love of a parent

for his child. The love between brothers. Art,

music, beautiful words and beautiful books.

Knowledge . . . bah! There is no sense weary-
ing myself in telling you what you will never

accept."

Ruy threw back his head and laughed. The
sound was deep and wonderful to Tanige's

ears. This was a man! The princess must be

a lunatic not to notice. "My men cannot eat

pretty words," he said. "Nor can they read

from beautiful books. Poetry and music do
not fill their bellies. That, milady, is most im-

portant to a soldier. Now, clear this camp and
be outside ready to leave within the hour."

Mirjana stood and moved toward him,

lifting her head to look directly into his

eyes. Her tone was softer, somehow more
threatening. "You are a savage," she told him,

sparks shooting from her eyes. "You are a man
without honor. You take my wedding tribute,

trick me into believing you will help me, and

then you hold me your prisoner. You are not

a man of your word."
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Ruy's hands balled into fists. "For some-
one who is only concerned with aesthetics,

you appear to be quite interested in money.
Here/' he said tossing her a small pouch
fastened at his belt, "this is what you are worth
to me. I rescind our bargain and will decide

later what is to be done with you. One last

thing, Princesa,
55

he snarled "You will not

refer to me as a savage, for if you do, you
will never again open your lovely mouth."
"Are your threats as good as your prom-

ises?
55
Mirjana

5

s voice had turned to silk. "You
are a barbarian.

55

Ruy took a second deep breath. If he let

her know he knew a barbarian was the same
as a savage, he would have to make good on
his threat. It would be best to ignore her for

the moment, even though it was an almost

impossible feat.

Tanige swooned and caught herself. Such

a man! Such power! The princess was a fool.

Or was she? She certainly knew how to gain

this man's attention.

"One hour,
55 Ruy thundered as he stalked

from the tent. "Women, 55
he muttered to him-

self. For one brief moment when he had first

approached her, he had wanted to gather her

into his arms and assure her he would find

a way to undo the wrong he had done. The
sight of her wiping away a tear had filled him
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with pity, making him want to protect her.

She was afraid with no one to whom she could

turn. She felt alone and betrayed. What would
become of her when she learned how she had

also been betrayed by her brother and Yusuf?

Seeing himself as her captor, it was expected

she would make him the brunt of her anger

and disappointment, what he had not expected

was the effect she was having upon him. He
looked back over his shoulder at her brilliantly

striped tent billowing in the gentle breezes and

knew that from this day on his life would never

be the same.

"You heard our master and slaver. Pack our

belongings, Tanige," Mirjana said bitterly.

She felt the tears welling again. "I feel so des-

olate, so alone. Why is my father taking so

long in answering the ransom demand?"

"We have one another," Tanige said

fiercely. There were times, like now, when
she would almost lay down her life for her

mistress. The moments were rare and far be-

tween, but she always felt cleansed by the ex-

perience, as if to make up for her past

disloyalties. Of one thing she was glad: that

she hadn't come running to Mirjana to tell

her what she had overheard outside Don Ruy's

tent. That would be a blow from which the

princess would never recover, and although

it was inevitable that she learn it in time, for
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now it was best to delay it. Tanige had never

seen Mirjana so depressed and forlorn, and
it worried her. She knew all too well what
could come of the princess's desperations.

Wasn't that what had brought them into this

situation in the first place?

"Come, we'll wait outside, Tanige. Can't

you find something to carry those pillows?"

Tanige rolled her eyes. There were times

when the princess was ignorantly unaware of

what energy and forethought it took to see

to her needs. "No, Princess, there is nothing

here save our own arms to carry your personal

belongings. I will bear under the inconve-

nience to myself." Defiantly, she stared a mo-
ment at Mirjana. "Of course, you could carry

two of these pillows and it would be easier

on me. I would not like to drop them on the

ground if you are to sleep on them when we
make camp this evening."

"Of course, I'll help you," Mirjana an-

swered distractedly, "but please keep your eye

out for something to carry these in."

"If Allah lets something fall from the sky,

I will certainly reach out for it. Until then,

we must make the best of it," Tanige said

tartly, shifting her eyes away from her mistress

who looked at her questioningly.

"You seem to be in a quandary, child,"

Padre Tomas Martinez said quietly as he came
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to stand beside Mirjana. He was Ruy's con-
fessor and priest, but his youthful, brawny ap-
pearance made him look more like a warrior

than a member of the clergy.

"I am, Padre.
5
' Helplessly, Mirjana gestured

to the men who were busily breaking camp.
"First, I know Don Ruy is waiting for my
father and Yusuf to comply with his demands,
and next, he is breaking camp and moving.
And I have no choice but to tender myself

into his hands. Do you know what he is plan-

ning, Padre? Has he told you why we are

suddenly leaving?"

"No, child, he has not," Padre Tomas an-

swered truthfully. "Ruy is a man of many
complexities, but of this I am certain: He will

do the right and honorable thing where you
are concerned."

"You are fond of him," Mirjana said softly.

The Padre's words brought comfort. She liked

this man with his gentle manner and warm,
brown eyes.

"I am. However, I am not blind to his

faults," Padre Tomas laughed, wagging a

stubby finger for emphasis. "Ruy drinks to

excess at times, and he is not immune to the

temptations of wicked women. It is true he

has little regard for the church and its laws,

and for the most part he is a lonely man. There

are few who ever win his confidence. He's
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clever, intelligent, and instinctive in battle.

But listen to me prattle. You certainly know
all of this, Princesa. I am certain you've heard

the tales which circulate about our Compe-
ador. A legend in his own time. But," he

wagged a blunt finger again, "he is a fair man.
I caution you not to cross him. Trust to his

fairness and his sense of justice, and he will

be your avowed protector."

Something in the padre's manner made
Mirjana feel he was warning her. What did

the man know that she did not? Whatever it

was, she was certain it was of vital importance.

"Are you trying to tell me something, Padre?

Do you know where we are going?"

"Child, I never know till we arrive. Each
day I say Mass and administer last rites to

the wounded and dying."

Tanige was listening carefully. Padre Tomas
had been in Don Ruy's tent with Pietro and

knew full well that neither ransom for Mir-

jana was to be met. She also knew Mirjana

suspected the padre of evading the truth. Re-

gardless of how envious Tanige was of Mir-

jana's beauty and position, she nevertheless

could not bear to witness her grief when she

discovered that she was now a homeless waif,

wanted by no one, belonging nowhere. Where,

then, was Don Ruy taking them? She had her

suspicions, but kept them to herself.
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The padre was also moved to pity. "We will

speak again, Princesa. Perhaps Ruy will allow

you your books and poetry. I would impose
on you to share them with me some evening."

"I would enjoy that, Padre Tomas. Do you
believe El Cid would indulge me? He has been
more than emphatic that whatever is in the

caravan now belongs to him alone." Of late,

Mirjana found herself using the Castilian pro-

nunciation of Ruy's title, so used to speaking

in Spanish was she becoming.

"Ruy is a generous man," he told her, pat-

ting her hand comfortingly. "I will speak to

him myself. Until then, a safe and comfortable

journey, Princesa. I must leave now and bless

the men as soon as they are ready to march."

When the padre left, Mirjana happened to

glance at Tanige. Was she mistaken, or was

the same sadness she had seen in the padre's

eyes reflected in those of her servant? It made
her uneasy that they could possibly share a

secret concerning herself while she remained

ignorant of what they knew and of what was

to become of herself.
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CHAPTER 4

On the second day since leaving their former

camp where they had awaited word from
Mutadid and Yusuf, Mirjana walked along be-

side her carriage. She had become so restless

within its confines, and she ached for exercise.

Tanige was fast asleep in its comfortable in-

terior, and her peaceful snores were irritating

to Mirjana who felt as though she had not

slept since leaving Seville.

El Cid was leading them northward toward

his home in Bivar, a tiny province in Castile.

The long, seemingly endless column of his

army that headed the caravan kept the fast

pace of soldiers on the march. The contingent

of men was like a great, crawling caterpillar.

The sun, glinting off their helmets and shields,

made them appear to be a bright necklace of

jewels in the distance as they rounded through

the shallow hills and gullies. As they pro-

gressed northward the land was losing its flat

terrain. Don Ruy had told Mirjana that Bivar

132



was in the foothills of the Pyrenees Mountains
where, although it was now early spring, snow
still capped the mountaintops.

Mirjana had hardly seen Ruy since they had
broken their last camp. He had spent his time

riding his great destrier at the head of his col-

umn, the beginning of which was over a mile

ahead of the caravan. She knew he had come
to her tent late the night before, but she had
pretended to be asleep, not wishing to join

in still another argument with him.

She had wondered why, when they had
begun this day's march, he had ridden beside

her carriage and told her about Bivar, and that

it was to be their final destination. He and

his men had been in the field for more than

a year, he had said, guarding the borders of

Badajoz to keep Alphonso from riding in yet

another attack on his liege, Sancho. He had

been mildly surprised when she was able to

discuss this last with him, and she knew he

thought she had lived her life in an ivory tower

in Seville, completely unaware of the state of

the world and political events.

Their conversation had been pleasant and

informative, and had been conducted most

civilly. And it was not the first time she had

realized that because of her terror and un-

certain future she had behaved like a spoiled

child, losing the poise and maturity to which
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she had been bred. If nothing else, sending

Ruy her letter, proposing his intervention of

the caravan, had been a childish caper. Leav-
ing Omar and what she felt for him had sent

her into a panic, quite the opposite from what
she considered her normal behavior. Her own
impetuosity had thrown her into this predic-

ament, and now she found herself a victim

of El Cid's greed and ambition, as well as his

prisoner. Oftentimes, like this morning, she

would catch him looking at her in a certain

way, as though he wasn't quite certain what
plans he had for her. It puzzled her, but then

he rode away abruptly, apparently thinking

of other things and duties, without giving her

a second thought.

Ruy was more aware of her than she knew,

but because of his quandary about what to

do with her, he found it difficult to face her.

He wasn't sure what he should do with her,

and he was even less certain of what he wanted

to do with her. In spite of his reservations,

he was discovering that he liked her. She was

entertaining, intelligent, and most certainly

beautiful with her red-gold hair and slightly

haughty manner. He was not a beast, he con-

tinually reminded himself, contrary to the

image he liked to project when on a campaign.

Ruy was feeling pangs of distress for Mirjana,

pitying her and sensing her feelings of aban-
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donment. It was difficult to stand under the

frequent bouts of her sarcasm and blame, and
even when she abused his chivalry, some shred

of nobility even he had not known he pos-

sessed halted him from telling her that neither

Miitadid nor Yusuf wanted her back. He had
witnessed her sad expression as she gazed off

into the distance toward Seville, and he shared

that sadness. He would have liked to have sent

her back to Seville, saving his own honor and

face be damned. However, Miitadid or Has-

san, whoever was actually sitting on the throne

at this moment, would be forced to publicly

disown Mirjana to protect Seville's new al-

liance with Granada. Even though Miitadid

would care privately for his daughter, she

would be without station or dignity. And if

Hassan sat on the throne, from what Mirjana

had told him, he would be without mercy.

Yusuf was already claiming she had been de-

filed, and there was no sanctuary for her in

Granada.

Defiled! Ruy could spit whenever he

thought of it, which was often. Day by day

he was becoming more attracted to her, but

liking her and caring for her welfare, he had

never acted upon his instincts. The last thing

he wanted to do was ruin her and spoil her

chances of ever being reaccepted into her own
world and her chances for a royal wedding.
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Never, considering his own homage to the

royalty of his own country, could he forget

she was a princesa.

All this thinking and he was no closer to

coming to an answer than before. It was almost

time for the midday meal, and on sudden im-

pulse, Ruy turned his steed about and rode

back down the column of men toward Mir-

jana's carriage. Perhaps with a bit of persuad-

ing, she would agree to share his table. He
was well aware of the fact she considered him
a barbarian, both due to his reputation and

because, he knew, of his present appearance.

A slow smile formed on his lips. Princesa Mir-

jana would be surprised when they arrived at

his castle in Bivar.

When Ruy rode up beside Mirjana, he was
carrying a bundle under his arm. "We are

stopping now for the midday meal. I hoped

you would join me. We could go off into that

glade of trees over there." He gestured with

his arm. "It will be free of the dust thrown

up by the wagons and mules."

Her first instinct was to refuse, but the pro-

test died unspoken because she feared he

would guess she did not want to be alone with

him.

"I've brought bread and cheese, and some

kind of delicacy that was stashed in one of

the wagons. Say you'll come with me."
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His smile was so genuine, so persuasive, she
agreed.

"All right then, come here so I can lift you
up beside me." It was said so casually, so ex-

pectantly, she found herself halfway to his des-

trier before she remembered that first ride she

had taken with him when he had carried her

naked, wrapped only in his cloak, from the

stream back to the camp.

As though reading her mind, he sobered.

"I promise you your treatment will be con-

siderably more dignified than the first time."

His sincerity moved her, and she once again

thought his Visigothic appearance incongru-

ous with his manners.

"Put your foot in the stirrup," he told her,

"and grab hold of my arm. I'll do the rest."

In the space of a breath she was up on the

destrier's back, sitting in front of Ruy, his

arms holding her securely. From her position

atop the animal's back the ground seemed

miles away, and she was frightened. She had

never ridden horseback in Seville, and she

quickly became exhilarated with the ease of

motion and the distance so quickly covered.

If she could ride a horse, she could go any-

where in the world!

Into the copse of trees they rode, quickly

eyeing a narrow brook trickling through the

wilderness, deciding this was the perfect spot
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for their picnic. After he lifted her down from
the saddle as though she were as light as a

child, Mirjana watched him dismount and
asked, "What do you call him?"
"Hmmn? Who?"
"Your steed. What do you call him?"
"Horse, I expect." He led her to a knoll

overlooking the brook and which was shad-

owed by trees.

"Has he no name? He is a wonderful horse,

a magnificent animal! Even the lowest of the

low deserves a name."

Ruy glanced up from where he was laying

the cloth and putting out their meal, and saw
the distress in her eyes. "Milady, I am a

knight, vassal to the throne of Castile. Soldiers

and warriors do not name their steeds. If they

do, I myself have never heard of it."

"Oh," she said meekly, looking to where

his destrier grazed. "Pity the poor beast who
serves his master and earns no name."

"You jest," he told her testily, feeling her

recriminations and thinking she considered his

nameless horse farther proof of his savagery.

"What would you consider a fitting name, mi-

lady?" He almost winced thinking she would

follow her femininity and decide a name like

"Pansy," or "Nubbins," would fit the war

horse.

"That is not for me to decide, sir. You know
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him far better than I." She bent to help smooth
the cloth, and sat down beside it. Hungrily,
she accepted the wedge of sharp, hard cheese

he offered, and tore off a fistful of the dark
bread that traveled so well without becoming
moldy. She watched him struggle with the

cork on a flask of wine, and laughed when
he grimaced over the stubborn stopper. At
last he placed the cork between his strong

teeth and easily popped the opening to the

flask. He offered the wine first to her.

"I am a Muslim; wine is forbidden to me.
Pll drink from the brook after my meal."

He bit into his cheese and bread, and took

a healthy swallow of wine before he asked,

"What would you suggest — a name for my
horse? Perhaps if I tell you about him you
can think of something fitting." As he spoke

she watched his face illuminate with pride in

his steed. He used words like valiant, cou-

rageous, obedient, and stalwart, fighting for

the good of the realm to keep the lands free

to serve Sancho, the king.

Mirjana's eyes darkened to the color of

smoke, her golden-tipped, sooty lashes dip-

ping to make shadows on her cheeks. "What
of the Latin name 'Liberte?' It is certainly

something as valuable as your steed is to you."

For a long, long moment Ruy watched her,

something going dead within him. Was she
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speaking of his steed, or of herself — she,

who was without freedom?

To avoid his gaze, Mirjana stood and went
to the brook, kneeling down beside it. Cup-
ping her palm, she dipped into the clear, sweet

water and sipped. The sun glistened through

the droplets and dribbled down the front of

her gown. Her hair was the color of burnished

gold in this light, and her skin was more fair

than a babe's. He knew her hair would curl

about his fingers and her skin would be silk

to his touch. The deep stirring in his loins

told him he had been without a woman for

too long, and yet he was apprehensively aware

of the fact that if he had bedded three women
just an hour ago he would remain hungry for

this one with her glib tongue and quick mind.

All cats are gray in the dark, he admonished

himself when he suspected that Mirjana's skin

would be softer than any other he had ever

touched, and that her lips would yield under

his in a surprising return of passion.

She had returned to the spread cloth, poking

through the bread wrappings and cheese.

"Where have you hidden it, the delicacy you

brought from the wagons? I confess to a com-
pelling sweet tooth. Where is it?"

Reaching inside his tunic, Ruy brought out

a little parcel wrapped in a spotless white cloth

and handed it to her. "I've no idea what it
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is, but it looked tempting."

Curiously, Mirjana opened the parcel, and see-

ing its contents, burst into laughter, the sound
filling the air about his head like the sweetest
of birdcalls "You cannot eat this!" she told

him, still rollicking with laughter.

"I am a soldier, I can eat anything! Boiled

owl, pig's hooves, mule bellies . . . anything!"
He felt ridiculous defending himself like a

small boy parading his bravery.

"No, no, not this!" Mirjana cautioned as

he reached for a handful of the pearl-sized,

nutlike substance. "This, Ruy, is more potent

than any owl you have ever boiled! It is a

medicine for the stomach! Eat only a few and
you cannot leave your chamber pot for an en-

tire day!"

Looking at her with wide-eyed astonish-

ment, he suddenly joined in her laughter,

throwing back his head in that familiar way, his

voice booming with glee. "You are unaware
of what I have done, Princesa!" He laughed

again, his eyes crinkling with a mischief

that made him seem far younger than he ap-

peared. "That damn Pietro was curious about

what I was taking from the wagon and insisted

he share in this delicacy. I myself saw him
eat a handful! He thought them highly over-

rated for a treat and declined a second help-

ing* praise God! If what you say is true, the
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poor man will have a restless afternoon's

march!"

The vision of El Cid's second-in-command
continually leaving the line with utmost ur-

gency to run into the side brush sent new
waves of excitement through Mirjana. Ruy
was delighted with her amusement and light-

headedness even if it was at Pietro's expense.

After packing the leftover bread and cheese,

he led her back to the destrier who was lazing

in the shade, nibbling the grass. "We've lin-

gered too long/' Ruy said mildly, "and Liberte

awaits. You are absolutely correct, Princesa.

Freedom is more precious than gold, just as

is my steed. I am only aggrieved that at this

moment it is something which I must deny

you.

"

Mirjana was so astonished by the sudden

tenderness in his voice she turned to look up
at him. He still held her hand, and she felt

it grow warm within his. The air was suddenly

still, the only sound the far distant cry of a

bird.

Together atop Liberte's back they rode back

to the caravan, and Mirjana was filled with

half-formed questions. What had he meant

when he said he must deny her her freedom?

Why? Certainly it was within his power to

send her back to Seville! Was it not?

Just as she was about to put her thoughts
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to him, they came abreast of the caravan. She
must save her questions for another time. She
wanted to understand what he meant, but
mostly she needed to know if she had only

imagined that shadow of pity which had ap-

peared in his eyes.

Firelight flickered bravely against the sur-

rounding darkness. Weary from the day's

march, the men had gratefully settled down,
contenting themselves with murmured con-

versations and the pleasant sensation of their

full bellies. Somewhere in the distance some-
one was playing a flute, its vibrant chords ris-

ing and falling in melodious echoes. Mirjana

sat near the campfire outside her tent, her long,

tapered fingers lovingly smoothing the covers

of the book Padre Tomas had brought her.

"How did you know this was one of my
favorite poems?'

5

she asked him, already open-

ing the pages to her best loved passages.

"I did not know, Princesa; I merely chose

it because it appeared more handled than the

rest. I am unfamiliar with Arabic script. Won't
you read to me?" Padre Tomas settled his bulk

near the fire, warming his hands and feet. It

would be pleasant to listen to the princesa read

to him from her book. Her voice was kind to

the ears, unlike many women whose shrill

tones could make a man wish himself deaf.
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A long shadow fell over them and they
looked up to see Don Ruy standing there. "Do
you mind if I join you?" he asked, watching
Mirjana, waiting for her answer.

Instead, Padre Tomas spoke for her. "Yes,

Ruy, join us. You could do with some culture.

Could he not, Princesa?"

"Only if it is what he wishes." Mirjana pre-

tended disinterest. "However, my concern is

for you, Padre. What you have brought me
is a love poem."

"Before I became a priest, I was a man,
eh Ruy?" Padre Tomas laughed, giving her

his assurance he would not be offended by
the content of the poem.

"Trust him, Princesa," Ruy told her. "Be-

fore he took up the banner of Christ, he toted

the banner of King Ferdinando, and the ways
of the flesh are not unknown to him. Porfavor,

Princesa, honor us with your reading."

Mirjana's eyes flicked over Don Ruy. At
times like these, she almost felt as though she

could close her eyes and hear culture and re-

finement coming from this man. His manners

could be surprisingly genteel and respectful.

It was only when she looked at him that she

was reminded he was little more than a bar-

barian on the hunt for plunder and war.

"This is the story of Salaman and Absal," she

told them, "and it was written by a Persian poet
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named Jami who wrote these quatrains more
than a hundred years ago." A slow smile ap-

peared on Mirjana's firelit face as she saw Tan-
ige creep closer to the fire to hear the love poem.

"It begins with the Shah of Yunan and his

counsellor who was the keeper of the Tower
of Wisdom. However, the Shah's counsellor

was also a cynic. One day the Shah expressed

his desire for a son, and his wish was fulfilled

by magic! The fond father named his son

Salaman and chose Absal for his nurse.

"Absal was a young woman when she took

charge of the young babe, and 'as soon as she

had opened eyes on him she closed her eyes

to all the world beside.' Absal was devoted

to the little prince, and because he was a magic

babe, she called for a spell to be cast over

her to keep her young and lovely until the

babe became a man when she could then grow
old with him."

Mirjana glanced up and saw that several

other men had joined her near the fire, lis-

tening to her in rapt attention. Ruy also

seemed to be leaning nearer, waiting for her

story. "When the young prince came of age,

Absal was no older than he, and the two be-

came devoted lovers.

"Together they had spent a joyous year

when the knowledge of their attachment came

to the ears of the Shah, who admonished his
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son and suggested hunting in preference to

'dalliance unwise.' The cynical counsellor

added his profound wisdom, but these admo-
nitions only prompted the lovers to flee the

city. Across desert and sea they went until

they came to a most wonderful island, the is-

land of all earthly delights. " Satisfied and sym-
pathetic sighs sounded for the young lovers,

and Mirjana smiled that these harsh, fighting

men could express such gentleness and con-

cern for two young lovers.

"Ah, but that is not the end of the story,"

Mirjana cautioned, the result of which was to

see them leaning in ever closer, the better to

hear her every word. "The Shah was aware

of his son's 'soul wasting' absence, and he

peered into a magic mirror which reflected

all the world and saw the lovers on their beau-

tiful island. " She dipped her head to the page

and read: " 'Looking only into each other's

eyes and never finding sorrow there.'
"

Padre Tomas was nodding sagely, "Si, siy

that is the way of love. Pardon, Princesa,

please continue."

"Jami writes about the beautiful Absal:

'Now from her Hair would twine a musky
Chain,

To bind his Heart — now twist it into

Curls
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Nestling innumerable Temptations;
Doubled the Darkness of her Eyes with
Surma

To make him lose his way, and over them
Adorn'd the Bows that were to shoot him

then;

Now to the Rose-leaf of her Cheek would
add.

Now with a Laugh would break the Ruby
seal . . •

She solicited his Eyes,

Which she would scarce let lose her for

a Moment;
For well she knew that mainly by THE
EYE

Love makes his Sign, and by no other

Road
Enters and takes possession of the

Heart.'
"

Glancing at Tanige, Mirjana saw she was
weeping openly. She had heard this poem be-

fore, and she knew the fate of the beautiful

lovers. "The Shah was an angry and jealous

man," Mirjana told her listeners, "and he

placed a wicked spell on them. Salaman and

Absal feared their love would be destroyed

by the Shah, and they became so melancholy

they ventured out into the desert again, this

time to cut down branches to make a pyre.

147



After a last kiss, a last swearing of faithfulness,

together they sprang into the fire. They pre-

ferred death to losing their love to the de-

mands and jealousies of the world.

"

Tanige gave an audible sob, and Mirjana

herselfwas blinking back a tear. The men were
all silent. Only an uneasy shifting of feet was
heard. Ruy was looking at her with his pierc-

ing, dark eyes, seeming to read the emotions

she was feeling that were stirred by the poem.
Looking up into the night sky, Mirjana

pointed out two stars laying so close to one

another they might have been one. "There
are our lovers, Salaman and Absal. It is said

they look down upon all who truly love to

protect them from the cynicism of the world.

Each night they rise into the sky, burning

brightly with their unspoiled love and always

within touching distance, one from the

other."

Even the burliest of warriors was focusing

on the stars overhead, and for a long, long

moment all was silent. It was Don Ruy who
broke the silence. "Princesa, we are grateful

you've shared this poem with us. It is my wish

you find all your books available for your

use."

As she read, he had felt it was for his ears

alone. He had sat by her side, his shoulder

intimately touching hers. He had been aware
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of the sweet, clean scent of her and the way
the firelight danced in her strange, translucent

eyes. The tumble of her hair, red and gold,

yet not truly either, curled around her face

in the most fragile wisps and touched her ivory

cheeks. He had watched her hands turn the

pages of her book, had remembered their soft-

ness and gentleness when she had placed her

hand in his earlier that afternoon when he
pulled her up beside him atop the destrier.

Ruy found himself comparing Mirjana's

beauty to the woman in the poem she had

just read. A smile formed on his lips as he

walked back to his own camp. If the poet had

ever laid eyes on the princesa, he would have

named the girl in his poem Mirjana.

On the sixth day of the seemingly endless

journey to Bivar, Ruy announced to the camp
that Pietro and he planned to ride through

the evening to a nearby convent where he

would join his mother and brother who had

been attending the sick and infirm. "We will

return in the morning to rejoin you," he called

to Padre Tomas in a ringing voice. From the

sidelong glance he bestowed her, Mirjana

knew this was his way of explaining his ab-

sence to her.

Strangely, she knew she would miss his

presence this evening at the campfire outside
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her tent, where she had come to the habit of

reading from her books to all and any who
cared to listen. Ruy was always among the

first to appear, and she was always aware of

the way he looked at her as she entertained

the group. Each night the gathering had be-

come larger, and finally, Ruy had suggested

she sit on one of the wagons, the better to

be seen and heard by all. But it was he who
stood at her feet, looking up into her face,

hardly seeming to hear her words at all, but

making a study of her face.

Each day at the midday meal, Ruy would
come, atop Liberte, and carry her off into a

pleasant glade where they would share his ra-

tions. She found herself looking forward with

anticipation to these private moments, and she

was beginning to realize what a remarkable

man the infamous El Cid really was. Quick

of mind, sharp of wit, and curiously gentle,

considering his reputation and appearance.

Oftentimes, she would find herself trying to

peer beneath his rough exterior and attempt-

ing to imagine what he would look like beneath

his shaggy, black beard and wolfskin tunic that

seemed to double his size.

Only yesterday when she had protested

about the rawhide headband he wore with its

singular center stud that gave him the look

of a Cyclops, he had laughed and removed

150



it. Later, when she saw him again, she noticed

he had replaced it.

"Ruy made me promise I would not read
a new story tonight/' she said to Tanige who
was standing nearby and had heard El Cid's

call to Padre Tomas about riding out to meet
his mother. "I promised I would repeat some-
thing Pve already read."

Tanige smiled sagely. Of late, Mirjana had
taken to referring to him as Ruy instead of

"that savage/' or "that barbarian!" What had
begun as "Don Ruy" was now simply "Ruy"
— and it was spoken with an oddly fond note.

"Just what we need," Tanige told her

mistress, "a barbarian's mother and his trou-

blesome brother!"

"Hush, Tanige," Mirjana rebuked. "Padre

Tomas told me Seiiora Diaz is a noble woman,
and we will have female companionship for

the balance of our trip. You must learn to

curb that viperous tongue of yours before you
cause trouble."

"That is not what I overheard Padre Tomas
tell you," Tanige inadvertently confessed to

eavesdropping — again. "The priest said the

Diaz woman was a devout Christian, that she

was powerful and an overprotective mother

to her younger son. That does not add up to

your expectations, Princess. I believe the

Padre was trying to warn you."
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Wearily, Mirjana admonished her servant.

"Firstly, I do not approve of your eavesdrop-

ping. Secondly, I find you too suspicious for

your own welfare, Tanige.
55

"Hrmph! If you had paid more attention

to my suspicions in the first place, you never

would have sent that letter to El Cid! We
would not be in the predicament we are now
in, would we?" she challenged the princess

to defy the correctness of her statement.

"And just what do you know of our pre-

dicament?
55
Mirjana asked, peering intently at

her servant. "For some time now you have

given me the impression you know something

I do not. What is it? Tell me! 55

Tanige gulped and quickly turned away, in-

tent on stirring the contents of her cookpot

that sizzled over the low-burning fire. "I know
nothing,

55
she answered absently, praying to

Allah that the princess would believe her. Not
for anything did she want to repeat what she

had overheard in Don Ruy 5

s tent.

Mirjana bit her lip. "I hope you're being

truthful with me, Tanige. Every time I ask

Ruy when he expects to hear from my father,

he tells me he does not know and quickly

changes the subject. I fear making him angry,

so I don't press, but I tell you that each day

that passes I become more and more uneasy.
55

And so you should, Mirjana, Tanige thought
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to herself, so you should. Aloud, she asked,

"Have you asked Padre Tomas? Surely, he
knows something.

5'

"I have also tried to press the good priest,

with the same results. I don't believe he is

lying, but I think perhaps he is evading the

truth."

Tanige bent over her cookfire, refusing to

look Mirjana in the eye.

That evening after the meal, Mirjana sat

atop the wagon and read again the poem of

Salaman and Absal. Again, the men seemed
quite moved and thanked her. Padre Tomas
walked Mirjana to her tent and bade her a

good night.

"Padre, I would like a moment of your
time," she told him, a revealing urgency in

her voice. "I am most concerned that I have

heard nothing from my father. When I left

Seville, he was not in the best of health, and

I fear something has happened to him."

Padre Tomas gently patted her hand,

"Now, now, child. What could have happened

that we did not hear? Ruy left runners behind

at our first camp, and also we have several

men in Seville. Also, the priest that relayed

your letter to Ruy has been cautioned to remain

on the alert for news. Go into your tent, sleep

well, Princesa. Tomorrow will be a long day."

Before she fell asleep, Mirjana reflected on
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Padre Tomas's assurances, and was certain

Tanige was correct. The priest did know
something concerning when Mutadid would
pay the ransom for her. Why was everyone

keeping it a secret? Why? Not for the first

time Mirjana realized she was a prisoner. Re-
gardless of the courtesy and consideration

shown her, she was without her freedom,

and Don Ruy Diaz, El Cid, had stolen it from
her.

Burying her face into her pillow, a mournful

groan escaped her. She was so homesick for

Seville, aching for the sight of what was fa-

miliar. Worse, she felt helpless, nothing more,

than a pawn of one man's ambitions. Sleep

was a long time coming, and just before her

eyes closed, she realized that in the past few

days she had hardly given Omar a second

thought.

Morning was creeping into the tent, brilliant

and warm, waking Mirjana. She glanced at

Tanige who lay curled into a ball, oblivious

to the hour. It must be well past dawn, Mirjana

thought. There seemed to be some commotion
outside, and she sat up, thinking that Ruy
must have returned with his mother and

brother. Was the order given to break camp?

If so, she would have to awaken Tanige and

prepare for the day's march. She brightened
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when she thought of meeting Ruy's mother
and sharing her company when they camped
for the evening.

Cautiously, so as not to draw attention to

herself, Mirjana drew back the tent flap. Rid-

ing on a rough, open wagon, such as they used

for supplies, was one of the most impressive-

looking women she had ever seen. Beside her

sat a young boy of about ten who was dressed

in scarlet velvets and white lace. This could

not be Ruy's mother and brother, Mirjana

thought incredulously as she peered through

the opening. Firstly, the woman appeared too

young to have a son as old as Don Ruy. Sec-

ondly, in her elegant mourning clothes she ap-

peared too finely bred, too regal. How could

she have a son who dresses in wolf-skins and
Gothic armor, and possess such fine breeding

herself? The two did not add.

Don Ruy stepped into Mirjana's line of vi-

sion, and reached up to help the woman from
her perch on the wagon. A frown drew
Mirjana's brows together as she watched Ruy
help his mother. There was no trace of gen-

tleness as the woman slid from the wagon seat

into his arms. Even at this distance she could

see that his grip was iron hard as he made
certain the woman was secure on the ground,

and there was no affection in his face when
he yanked the young boy down beside her.
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The boy shook himself free of his older

brother's grasp and marched off in the direc-

tion of the bushes.

Tanige scrambled to her feet, wide awake.

"Let me see, let me see!" she hissed to Mirjana

as she forced her way to the tent flap. In her

excitement and curiosity, she lost her balance,

and clinging to Mirjana, both of them toppled

to the ground. Mirjana was instantly aware

of the spectacle they made and of the haughty

stare of Dona Ysabel. Her words, while not

loudly spoken, carried to Mirjana.

"So, Ruy, these are two heathens you spoke

of. Keep them from my sight! I will have noth-

ing to do with savages." With a wide flourish,

Dona Ysabel whipped her riding cape about

her and walked toward her son's tent.

"Heathens! Did you hear, Princess? She

called us heathens! So much for your female

companionship, Mirjana!" Tanige sputtered.

"Are you not going to do something? Are you

going to allow her to speak of us in such a

manner?"
"What would you have me do, you silly girl?

Can you blame her for thinking us savages

the way we tumbled out of the tent? We must

have appeared like two she-cats, scratching

and spitting," Mirjana accused. "Also, we are

her son's prisoners and hardly in a position

to protest the doings of his mother."
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Tanige bristled, her sharp, narrow eyes

flaming. "If you will do nothing, then it is

up to me to tell that goodly lady of whom
she speaks!" Tanige made a move to leave

the tent in search of her target.

"No!" Mirjana protested, seizing Tanige by
the back of her gown. "Under no circum-

stances will we lower ourselves to beg courtesy

from one who will not give it!" Her tone was
harsh; she shook Tanige soundly.

"Speak for yourself, Princess. Look at us,

we cannot be lower than we are already!

We've begged, pleaded, and almost sold our

bodies. What else can we do? I no longer have

any pride, and I will do anything I must to

survive. And if it helps us to go back to Seville,

so much the better!"

Mirjana gasped. "What do you mean, we

almost sold our bodies? Answer me, you stupid

girl! Tell me you did not offer us to one of

Ruy's men! Tell me!" she cried angrily.

Tanige almost crawled away as she read the

intent in Mirjana's eyes to choke the breath

from her body. "I will tell you, if it will make
you happy. I did try to sell myself, but I could

find no buyer. They laughed at me. It was

only when I offered you that they showed in-

terest."

Mirjana's hands shook. Color flamed her

face, and if ever she wanted to kill, this was
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the moment. "How could you? Damn your

eyes, Tanige! How could you?"

"It was all I could think of to make our

escape/' Tanige cowered. "Do you want to

remain a prisoner the rest of your life? Besides,

there was no harm done as there were no
bidders/' Tanige tried to assure her mistress.

"Bah! All of them cowards, saying you be-

longed to El Cid, and comely as you are, you
would be no use to a dead man!"
Heat forged through Mirjana. Her inclina-

tion to strike her handmaiden was hard to

quell as her arm lifted to aim the blow. "If

you ever —

"

"Never! Princess Mirjana! Never! I am but

a wretched servant and my life rests in your

hands. I swear," Tanige whimpered.

"I wish I did own your life because then

I would punish you severely. Our lives belong

only to Allah. He will decide your fate as well

as my own. Go see about breaking our fast.

I will think about forgiving you later."

It was an endless day, the first of many.

And as each day passed, Mirjana knew that

her chances of returning to Seville were be-

coming dimmer and dimmer.

"This is a damnable outrage!" Tanige ex-

claimed as the wagon wheel hit yet another

rut, bouncing her almost weightless body on
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the hard wooden bench that served as its seat.

The sun beat down upon her unmercifully,

and she was wretched with the heat. But most
of all, she was frustrated and exasperated with

Mirjana's silent acceptance of this insult.

Earlier that day, just when they were
breaking camp, Dona Ysabel had spied the

comfortable, well-sprung and upholstered

carriage, belonging to Princess Mirjana. Never
having seen anything as luxurious as this ve-

hicle, the lady had inspected it with a cal-

culating eye. Immediately, she reached the

decision that the heathenish princess and her

ugly servant should be given her own spartan

wagon while she and her youngest son availed

themselves of the royal carriage. If this were
not enough, she further added to the insult

by having Padre Tomas come and annoint the

vehicle with a prayer and a sprinkling of holy

water to bless it and chase out the devils,

which certainly haunted its interior. Then,

with a final adjustment of the wimple she wore
over her gleaming, dark hair and smoothing

the heavy, unrelieved black gown she wore,

Dona Ysabel claimed the carriage for her own.

It was Don Ruy who suggested to his

mother that she meet the princess and share

the wagon with her. Tanige glowered when
she recalled the sight the woman had made
by pretending to go into a deadly swoon at
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the thought of associating with a non-
Christian. "And she not good enough to lick

the dust from your shoes!" Tanige said aloud,

only to be painfully elbowed by Mirjana.

She, too, was extremely miserable riding in

a supply wagon, but there was a small grat-

ification that Ruy had considered her comfort

by suggesting she join his mother in the car-

riage. It was Mirjana who signaled to him with

a shake of her head that he would be unwise

to press Dona YsabePs charity.

"The whole entire family is despicable!"

Tanige continued to rant. "The son is a bar-

barian the youngest son a sniveling brat, and

the mother is an imperious dragon! Allah only

knows what manner of beast fathered El Cid.

To have lain with that one who is his mother

he must have had two heads and no heart!"

Again an elbow was painfully jabbed into

her side, ordering her silence.

"You, at least, Mirjana, will find the op-

portunity to wash this dust from your throat

when Don Ruy takes you to share his midday

meal," she whined. "I will be forced to sit

here and nibble on a crust of bread —

"

"Will you be quiet!" Mirjana scolded, hav-

ing heard enough of Tanige's complaints for

one day. "You will accept what is given you,

and you will please not make me suffer for

your inconvenience when I am not the cause."
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"And I suppose it was my idea to contact

that barbarian in the first place and have him
intercept the caravan!

"

Mirjana shot her servant a warning glance,

"One more word on that subject and you will

walk rather than ride! Do you understand?

I have noticed you forget yourself, Tanige,

and whom you serve. I am still a member of

a royal family and you will not forget it."

"You will forget it sooner than myself, Prin-

cess/
5

Tanige told her. "Have you ever lived

in a Christian household? What do you know
of how they treat the people of Islam? We
will be fortunate if they spare us from burning

at the stake!"

Confused, Mirjana looked askance at Tan-
ige. "What do you mean we will be living

in a Christian household? It is only temporary

at best. Right this moment there is a mes-

senger who is trying to catch up with us to

say the ransom has been paid and we are to

be taken back to Seville."

Suddenly silent, Tanige refused to meet her

mistress's eyes. She should tell Mirjana what

she had overheard, she reasoned, and as she

was about to spit out the truth, the trusting

look in the princess's eyes quelled her words.

Angry as she could be, she could not bear

to break the princess's heart. And it surely

would break once learning that she was un-

161



wanted by her own father who valued the ad-

ditions made to his treasury more than he val-

ued his own daughter.

When Mirjana jumped down from the

wagon, she found her legs and backside stiff

and sore. She grimaced in her discomfort, and
gingerly rubbed her haunches. "Allah be

blessed!" she complained, "I am aching in

places I didn't know could ache!"

"At least you have some flesh to cushion

you where you sit; pity me!" Tanige joined,

likewise rubbing her curveless hips and look-

ing longingly at Mirjana's carriage which was
far to the front of their own wagon. "And
whose idea was it, do you suppose, to put us

back here where the dust is the worst?"

Refusing to join Tanige in her complaints,

Mirjana searched the line looking for Ruy to

come and ask her to share his midday meal

as he had done almost every day since the

first. In a moment she saw him atop Liberte,

but instead of continuing down the line of

wagons, he stopped alongside the carriage

where his mother and brother rode. Sud-

denly, he headed in her direction, riding on

Liberte's back as though the legendary hounds

of hell were on his trail. As he approached,

she could see the hard, angry set of his mouth
and the narrowing of his brows over the bridge

of his nose. Something had caused him to be-
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come angry. Very angry.

Coming abreast of her, he skidded to a stop.

"Are you ready, Princesa?" There was a trace

of sarcasm in his voice and a hint of mockery
in the depths of his mahogany eyes. For her?

"If you would care to forgo our midday
meal . .

."

"I asked you if you were ready/' he said

angrily. "If I had wanted to forgo the meal,

I would not have asked, would I?" He reached

out his arm for her to grasp and heaved her

up into his lap. High off the ground, sitting

atop Liberte's strong, equine back, Mirjana

almost forgot Ruy's unexplained anger. She

loved being up here; she was thrilled that

Liberte no longer turned his head back, show-
ing her the whites of his eyes and issuing a

warning snort. The destrier had come to ex-

pect the added burden of her weight, and
without prodding he would prance through

the tall grasses, obedient to Ruy's commands.
"He knows he carries a lovely lady on his

back," Ruy told her, "and the old devil seems

to like it. You've made a friend, Mirjana, and

I must keep a vigilance that you don't take

his loyalty from me."
"Liberte is too great an animal to be content

with a woman for his master, Ruy. He has

too much spirit to resign himself to pulling

a carriage. He will leave that duty to some
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others who are not brave enough to carry their

masters into battle."

Ruy laughed, the sound very close to her

ear and sending little thrills down her spine.

This man, she was learning, was a total con-

tradiction in every way. He dressed like a

Hun, a barbarian, his grooming appeared to

be sadly lacking, and his black eyes burned
with a fervor. Yet, when he spoke, there was
a refinement in his speech, a certain gallantry

that was paradoxical to his appearance. "Do
you hear that, Liberte?" Ruy was saying. "The
princesa has far kinder thoughts about you than

she does of your master. How do you do it,

old devil? You've won her heart in so short

a time!"

"That is because Liberte is a gentleman,"

Mirjana teased, grateful that Ruy's mood had

lightened, feeling some small sense of power
that it had been she who had brought about

the transformation. She had not liked that

dark, glowering expression in his eyes, nor

the firm, stubborn set of his mouth behind

his thick beard.

"And I am not a gentleman?" he chal-

lenged.

"You, sir, are a nobleman. There is a dif-

ference, I fear. And it is the highest compli-

ment you will receive from me this day.

Content yourself with it and tell me what

164



you've brought for our meal."

Laughing, he told her he had saved a portion

of fresh meat from last night's supper and
some honeyed figs he had found in one of the

caravan supply wagons. Mirjana sighed with

contentment. Everyday Ruy had brought her

some sweetmeat from the caravan, remember-
ing what she had told him about her sweet

tooth.

While they ate, Mirjana watched him care-

fully, waiting for the right moment to broach

the questions that had been haunting her.

Finding no way to approach it delicately, she

simply blurted, "What do you think is taking

my father or Yusuf so long in answering your

ransom demands?"
He had been about to bring the wine flask

to his lips and nearly spilled the burnished

liquid with the suddenness of her question.

Recovering himself, he said evasively, "No
word had come to me that I was not already

aware of when we left our first camp on the

March between Seville and Badajoz. Be as-

sured, Mirjana, if circumstances change, you
will be the first to know as soon as word
comes to me.

55 Of this, Ruy was sincere. He
had come to dislike his role as captor. Even
more, he disliked the fact that Mirjana be-

lieved he was standing between her and her

freedom to return to Seville. Yet, those same
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shreds of nobility prevented him from telling

her the truth. She seemed so vulnerable, quite

unlike the image he had of her when he re-

ceived her message imploring him to inter-

cept the passage of her bridal caravan to

Granada. Whatever had prompted that move
on her part must have been something very

close to desperation. While she was smart and
clever, he did not see her as calculating and
devious. He told himself this strange emotion

that flailed delicate wings beneath his breast

was nothing more than stirrings of pity for

this homeless creature who could look at him
with clear, gray eyes which were shadowed

by thick, almost sinful, lashes that cast fragile

feathery smudges beneath her eyes. He could

not even tell her that he had left behind Al-

fredo, a man of powerful negotiating tech-

niques, to plead her cause with Mutadid.

Ransom be damned, he would send her back

for a single gold talon if he could but know
that her heart would be eased and those

doubting shadows in her eyes would be

erased.

For a long moment Mirjana stared at him,

trying to read the expression it seemed he was

taking great pains to hide from her. There

was something obtuse in his statements,

something she couldn't quite grasp. Brushing

crumbs from the front of her gown, she heard
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the sharp, strident tones of Dona Ysabel from
behind the glade of trees screening them from
the body of the caravan.

"I will see my son!" she was saying to some-
one who was protesting her advance. "Save

your simpering, Pietro, I demand to see my
son, and I command you not to stand in my
path! Teodoro, take my arm!" she instructed

her youngest son.

Dona Ysabel burst through the trees, her

face set in disapproving lines, her flat, dark

eyes summing up the situation and conveying

disgust. "So, this is how you spend your mid-
day meals, Ruy. You, the Compeador, feeding

sweetmeats to this harlot . . . this infidel!

Leaving your mother to care for your baby
brother and eat soldiers' rations of dry bread

and spoiled wine!"

Ruy flashed a glance at Mirjana and then

at his mother, who was standing before him,

hands braced on her ample hips that even the

rusty, black dress she wore could not hide.

The filmy, black widow's veil she wore over

her head quivered with each word she spoke.

Her handsome features were twisted with

scorn.

"I assure you, Madre, the wine you were
served is not spoiled. However, if you wish

to join the princesa and me, I am certain there

are enough sweetmeats to please you." He ex-
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tended his arm, gesturing to a place beside

Mirjana.

Dona Ysabel was clearly shocked. "You ex-

pect me to sit beside that she-devil and eat

from the same cloth? You are madder than

I imagined! Come with me this instant! You
forget this woman is your prisoner, and you
spend far too much time with her. God help

your soul, Ruy. I pray for you nightly and

it does little good. Come! Now!"
Pietro, who had chased after Dona Ysabel,

stood helplessly by, his eyes unable to meet
Ruy's. "I suggest you return to the caravan

with Pietro, Madre," Ruy told her evenly,

only his eyes betraying the hostility and insult.

"I am not a baby, as you refer to Teodoro,"

he told her, swinging his glance toward his

younger brother who was standing beside their

mother with a barely concealed sneer on his

face. "And Teodoro would not be considered

a baby if he were sent into service as is be-

fitting a boy of his age. Content yourself with

keeping one of your sons tied to your corset

strings, Madre. Even God must have told you

by this time that I am not a man to be ruled

and dictated to by his mother."

Mirjana fastened her eyes on the honeyed

figs, unable to face Dona YsabePs scorn and

insults. When Ruy spoke of Teodoro going

into service, she knew he was referring to the
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custom of boys being sent to neighboring

noblemen who would train them first as pages,

then squires, and finally as knights of the

realm. During one of their midday meals, Ruy
had told her that he himself had been sent

away from home at the age of eight to Don
Michel Torreto's home in Tarranga, where he

received his training. Dona Ysabel was de-

termined not to part with Teodoro, refusing

to have arrangements made to send him away
for training. She preferred to keep him at her

side, spoiling him obsessively, twisting his nat-

ural inclinations of boyhood into something

recognizable only as unbecoming feminine

traits. Mirjana was embarrassed by this con-

frontation between mother and son, and she

could feel her cheeks flaming. It was perfectly

clear to any and all that Ruy had little liking

for either his young brother or his mother.

After a painfully long moment, Ruy got to

his feet and stalked away, leaving her alone

with Dona Ysabel and Teodoro. Pietro had

slipped back into the shadows of the trees.

She could feel the woman's piercing, dark eyes

on her, and Mirjana's own were drawn up-

ward, meeting the silent challenge. Still a

handsome woman, it was evident that Dona
Ysabel had been quite beautiful in her youth.

Even now, there was a regality in her bearing.

Black hair so much like Ruy's, holding the
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same blue highlights and gleaming like satin,

was pulled back into a severe bun at the back
of her head. Gleaming like oiled silk, its only

relief was two startling streaks of white wing-

ing back from her temples, seeming to em-
phasize the straight, finely drawn brows and
flashing dark eyes. Skin still smooth with only

the faintest traces of expression lines, neck
long and graceful, despite the softening along

the jowls, the sefiora evidently took pains in

preserving her beauty. A vain woman, and
one obviously used to having her demands
met, Dona Ysabel glared at Mirjana with un-

concealed hatred. Without a word, she

grasped Teodoro's arm and pulled him toward

her, directing him to escort her through the

glade back to the carriage she had confiscated

from Mirjana. Issuing an order to the waiting

Pietro to drive her back to the caravan, she

left Mirjana alone with the unfinished meal

and a heavy, ominous sensation in the pit of

her stomach.

Resolutely, Mirjana got to her feet and
began gathering up the cloth and the uneaten

food. It would be a long walk back to the

caravan. Instantly, the thought crossed her

mind that if she had a mind to, she could run

off in the opposite direction. She could run

and run until the breath left her body, and

when it returned, she could run again, away
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from Dona Ysabel, away from El Cid, Com-
peador, back to Seville and her father. Her
eyes stretched to the far southern horizon and
she knew the futility of the idea. They were
miles from civilization, and the wilderness

would not be kind to a woman alone. Inex-

plicably, she was loath to leave the security

Ruy offered. What Dona Ysabel had said

about her being his prisoner was true, but even

being a captive was preferable to dying alone

on the Marches between wherever she was

now and the city of Seville. Also, she knew
that even under the best of circumstances she

could never make an escape from Ruy. He
would scour the countryside until he found

her. And remembering the power of his rage,

she trembled. He was not a man she wished

to anger.

Folding the cloth on which they had placed

their food, Mirjana suddenly hesitated, real-

izing she was the one who should be angry!

What right had he to bring her out so far from

the caravan and then leave her to the mercies

of his mother? He had merely gotten to his

feet and stalked off, leaving her, uncaring of

the long walk she was now forced to make!

Bending over and grasping his wine flask, she

tightened her grip around the slim, polished

metal. And to think she had actually found

herself admiring the way he had stood up to
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Dona Ysabel, refusing to allow her to incite

his rage, refusing to accede to her demands. But
he had after all, hadn't he? Just as his mother
had commanded, he had left her to return to

the caravan, paying his obedience to the Dona
Ysabel! He was cowed by his mother after her

lip in distaste, especially in a man who is

claimed to be a legend among the warriors.

Warrior! Bah! These all! An ugly trait in a

man, Mirjana told herself, curling afternoons

she had thought they had formed a truce, a

friendship even. She had believed she meant
something to him, that he liked her. Obvi-

ously, this was not so. If he cared for her at

all, he never would have left her to get back

to the caravan on her own, abandoning her.

Mirjana gulped back her confusion. Abandon-
ment was something she was becoming quite

familiar with of late. Filled with frustration,

she raised her arm, hand clutching his wine

flask, intending to hurl it into the brush.

"If you are determined to bounce that flask

off my head, you should take better aim. I

am over here." Ruy stepped out from the

cover of trees to stand in full sunshine. The
suddenness of his unexpected appearance

brought a startled cry from Mirjana.

"I thought you had returned to the cara-

van . .
."

"You must think me a barbarian, Princesa,
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to think I would allow you to walk such a

distance unassisted/
5 He flashed a smile to

soften his teasing, his teeth very white against

his black, cropped beard.

Mirjana lowered her arm, standing with a

contrite expression on her face, "I did consider

myself abandoned/' she said softly.

"Never by me/' he told her, realizing the

impact of his words and the truth they held

for him. "You have yet to learn that I never

comply with a woman's shrill demands, even

if that woman be my own mother." He was
laughing, the sun bringing out the brilliance

of his hair, the sparkle in his eyes, making
him appear much younger than she gauged

him. "Here, look, I've brought you some-
thing. I only left you long enough to return

to Liberte's saddlebag to retrieve it."

He was standing very close to her, towering

over her, and to look at him she had to throw

back her head. He was holding a small, inlaid,

camphorwood box which held her favorite

trinkets saved from childhood. Eagerly, she

took it into her hands, holding it close to her.

"How did you know? How did you find it?"

she asked him. "It was given to me when I

was very young. It was my mother's." Gray
eyes, the color of a dove's underwing, glis-

tened with unshed tears.

"I thought it would make you happy, Mir-
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jana. If I had thought it would make you cry,

I never would have brought it to you." His
face had fallen into concerned lines, his thick

brows drawing together over the bridge of his

nose.

I am happy you've given it to me. It is

just . . . that . .
."

"That you are a woman and very sentimen-

tal, yes?"

"Yes." Her fingers traced the familiar pat-

tern of the Oriental rooster on the top of the

hinged lid.

"I hear it rattling. Aren't you going to show
me the secrets a young girl collects?" He was

leading her back toward the shade of the trees,

sitting down beside her, leaning against the

gnarled trunk of a witch hazel tree.

Carefully, Mirjana opened her box, smelling

the familiar and loved scent of the camphor-

wood from which it was made. Inside there

were various bits of ribbon and stray beads

and even a small vial containing the dried pet-

als of a flower.

The next hour was spent describing the

mementos she had saved and the events they

commemorated. It was such an easy time, a

happy time. There were moments when she

would suddenly glance up and see Ruy look-

ing down at her with amusement in his eyes.

When she held up a tiny bell from the collar
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of her first kitten and she described her sor-

row when it had died, she imagined she saw
her grief reflected in those same eyes.

Before long, Ruy was telling her about his

first pony, and how he remembered his own
father sitting atop the finest stallion he had
ever seen, finer even than Liberte. Then he

told her of his father, Rodrigo Diaz, for whom
he was named, and how he had acquired the

nickname of Ruy. But came the time when
he announced they must return to the caravan.

They would arrive in Bivar by late afternoon

of the following day, he told her offhandedly,

expecting that she would be relieved that the

long journey was almost over.

Riding across Ruy's knees, atop Liberte's

strong back, Mirjana was filled with appre-

hension at arriving at Bivar. It was so far away
from Seville, she told herself. And she was

not looking forward to living in contact with

Dona Ysabel. The look of contempt in that

woman's eyes still haunted her, and Mirjana

knew with certainty the Dona would be —
and was — a formidable enemy.

Later, Mirjana would take consolation

through the long, uncertain night from the

small camphorwood box Ruy had been
thoughtful enough to bring to her. He had

known it was much loved by her, he had told

her, by the wear the brass clasp displayed and
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also by the girlish souvenirs contained within.

Mirjana was pleased and surprised that one

as important and powerful as the infamous El

Cid, Compeador, would concern himself with

the things that were most important to her

— his prisoner.
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CHAPTER 5

Mirjana's bridal caravan out of Seville, driven

by soldiers of El Cid, followed closely behind

the marching infantrymen. Progress had
slowed because the rounded foothills were be-

coming steeper and were more difficult for

the carriages and wagons to transverse as they

approached Bivar. Mirjana and Tanige clung

to the sides of the supply wagon to brace them-
selves against the worst of the bone-jarring

shaking the springless vehicle was affording.

Tanige stared at the familiar camphorwood
box Mirjana was showing her. Her astringent,

small brown eyes then peered up into her

mistress's face. "It surprises me that you can

be so pleased that El Cid pirates your own
personal possessions and you accept them as

gifts!" she told Mirjana acidly. "They are

yours to begin with and cost him nothing! He
should only match what his dear mother, Doiia

Ysabel, has taken for herself, then perhaps you
would have something."
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Mirjana looked at her servant open-
mouthed. She had never considered that she

had displayed foolish gratitude over Ruy's so-

called generosity.

"Even that boy, Teodoro, has taken some
valuable items for himself. This minute he is

wearing the silver bracelets with the tiny bells

you received on your thirteenth birthday.

Dona Ysabel has taught her sons the art of

thievery, and they've learned it quite well.

That is where El Cid has learned to plunder

for his own gains. Right there, at his own
mother's knee!"

"Has it occurred to you, Tanige, that the

arrangement between El Cid and myself called

for him to take possession of the caravan?"

Mirjana defended, not caring for the challenge

her servant hinted at that she should protest

the confiscation of the goods.

"And has it occurred to you, Princess, that

although the bargain was struck it was never

carried out? Here you are, along with me, rid-

ing north into Bivar instead of back to Seville.

Correct me, but that was the bargain, was it

not?" Immediately, Tanige was sorry she had

spoken. Mirjana was looking at her again in

that questioning way, suspecting that her ser-

vant knew more about why they had not been

returned to Seville than she would admit.

However tempted she was at times to burst
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the princess's optimistic bubble, this was a

pain she could not bring herself to inflict. Not
yet. Eager to draw Mirjana's thoughts away
from the terms of the bargain, Tanige com-
plained, "Have you noticed the hateful way
Dona Ysabel stares at us?"

"Have I noticed?" the question was almost

a cry.

"Learn to accept it, Princess. You'll find

no comfort from that quarter, believe me. She

sees you as a threat to her infamous son. Me,
she discounts as a servant of little importance.

Little does she know that I am your only living

confidante," Tanige said smugly. "When we
arrive in Bivar you will be reduced to a servile

position. We will be equals, and both of us

turned to the seiiora's service."

Tanige was rewarded when Mirjana gasped,

"What? Where did you ever hear such a thing?

Bite your tongue, Tanige! We will be return-

ing to Seville! Who told you such lies?"

"From the boy, Teodoro — Teddy, as his

mother sometimes calls him."

Mirjana was relieved. "He's only a child.

What does he know? Must you believe ev-

eryone and everything you hear? For a mo-
ment you had me believing our fate would
be in Dona Ysabel's merciless hands."

"Wait. See if I am not right. The boy knows,

Mirjana. He delighted in telling me how he
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torments the servants —
"

"Tell me no more. You forget, Tanige, we
will be returning to Seville! You talk as though

we are to live out a life's sentence as prisoners

and servants in Bivar. You forget I am much
more valuable as a hostage than as a servant,

and El Cid is well aware of this fact! And so

should you be!"

"You are far too innocent, Mirjana!" Tanige

spit out angrily. After all, it wasn't her own
foolish tricks that had brought them to their

present situation. "Do not be so certain you
have all the facts in hand! Have you wondered
why El Cid's ransom is so tardy in being met?

Even a princess must question her own worth

from time to time ..." Tanige swallowed

back her words. She had already said too

much, and the white-faced shock of Mirjana

quickly brought her to her senses. Regardless

of all else, she had decided she would not be

the one to break the news to her mistress.

"Continue!" Mirjana ordered, knowing
there was something of vital importance Tan-

ige was withholding. "You were about to say

something, Tanige, and I want to know what

it was."

Lowering her head, refusing to face the one

with whom she had spent the better part of

her life and knew better than she knew another

living soul, Tanige muttered, "I beg your for-
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giveness. My tongue does me disservice often-

times, as you well know. It is only that I fear

what lays before us." Curling herself into a

ball, she lowered herself to the floor of the

wagon and pretended to seek sleep, leaving

Mirjana filled with unanswered questions.

Looking ahead to the front of the long col-

umn of men, Mirjana picked out Liberte's

strong, powerful body and his dark-haired

rider. Worms of apprehension crawled in her

belly. There was something she was not

aware of, something that Tanige and Ruy
and even Padre Tomas were keeping from
her. But what? Tonight, she vowed, she would
approach Ruy and demand answers from him.

She would beg him to release her and Tanige,

allow them to return to Seville. Desperation,

an emotion with which she was becoming all

too familiar, roiled within her. Freedom was

a precious commodity, she was quickly learn-

ing, and well worth fighting for. Desperate

straits called for desperate moves, and she

would prepare herself to make them.

Ruy rode at the head of the procession of

infantry, allowing Liberte to choose his own
route. His head was filled with contradictions

and confusion, an unallowable state of affairs

for one who prided himself on his quick de-

cisions and actions. And Mirjana was the cen-

ter of his confusion.

181



Only moments before a courier had reached

him with the news that Mutadid was dead and
Hassan had ascended the throne. He had held

hope that Miitadid's paternal sympathies for

Mirjana could be stirred. Hassan was a repro-

bate and had no sympathies. Hope was dead.

Pietro, who knew him better perhaps than any

other living man, looked askance at his leader's

behavior since capturing the princesa. The
midday breaks when he would take his meal

with Mirjana were too lengthy, he knew. He
ordered the end to the day's march too

quickly, setting up camp when there were still

hours of daylight left. Ordinarily, they would
have reached Bivar two days ago, but what

Ruy liked to think of as his deference to the

women had cost them precious time. The men
were eager to be home. Some of them would

still have long distances to travel beyond Bivar

to reach their destinations, and they were be-

coming disgruntled with the delays.

Stiffening his shoulders and straightening

in the saddle, Ruy clamped his knees into

Liberte's flanks. Let the men be disgruntled,

he told himself. He was their leader, their gen-

eral, and they were under his command. With
rank came privilege, and it was at his own
discretion to avail himself of it. Ever since re-

ceiving the missive from the princesa, his life

had turned over. He had, at first, admired
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the spirit the girl had displayed in finding a

way to control her own destinies. She was re-

pulsed by the idea of traveling to Granada to

become one of Yusufs wives and had done
something about it. If only he hadn't tried to

turn the situation to his better advantage. He
should have contented himself with the orig-

inal bargain— taken the caravan, and allowed

her to return to Seville. Now, all had changed

and he was responsible for her. The unbidden
image of Mirjana stepping out of the stream

where he had first found her bathing flashed

before him. He had thought her beautiful then,

and more so now. Those long midday meals

he took with her had become the highlight

of his day, second only to listening to her read

her books of poetry before the campfire each

night. At midday, he had her all to himself.

The sun shone down on her hair, illuminating

the tousle of burnished curls that feathered

around her cheeks and at the soft nape of her

neck. Her skin was the color of honeyed milk,

smooth and tempting to the touch. How often

he had found himself wanting to place his lips

on the sweet curve of her throat and taste the

nectar of her lips. She was by far the most

desirable woman he had ever met. And desire

her, he did. Even now, thinking about her,

there was a stirring in his loins and a tightening

in the muscles of his thighs. That he had come
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to admire her only added to his desires. At
night he had found himself dreaming about

her, welcoming her into his visions, fantasizing

that during their solitary midday meal she

would entice him into seducing her, yielding

herself to his lips, to his hands. . . .

Ruy jabbed his heels into Liberte's flanks,

spurring the beast onward, needing the rush

of air to sing past his head to cool his thoughts.

Dreams were forbidden desires, he had once

heard, and he knew it would be true. He was
quite unused to denying himself the pleasure

of a woman once he decided upon it, but in

Mirjana's case it would only complicate mat-

ters. Yusuf was already claiming she had been

defiled and using it as his excuse to reject her.

To fulfill his own desires Ruy knew would
only make the old bastard's words true and

spoil any chance of Mirjana being reaccepted

into her own society. It would undo any

chance she might have for a fitting marriage.

Slapping the palm of his hand across

Liberte's rump, he drove the animal forward,

trying to escape his confusion, running away
from his desires and wondering when, if ever,

he had ever concerned himself with a woman's
future once he had used and discarded her.

By the onset of evening, when the day's

march had ended to make camp, Mirjana was
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half sick from the beating sun and the bone-
wrenching ride in the wagon, whose wheels,

it seemed, never failed to find the ruts and
depressions in the grassy plains they crossed.

Departing from his usual routine, Ruy had
pushed his column of men unmercifully late

into the afternoon, leaving barely enough time

to start fires and cook suppers. Mirjana as-

sumed it was because, as he had told her, they

would arrive in Bivar the next day, and he

was eager to be home and relieved of his duties

at the head of his army. She could not know
that it was the confusion she caused him and
his own unwillingness to admit that he had

eased the number of miles covered daily out

of deference to her and also his own desire

to spend a large part of each day in her com-
pany.

Gratefully, she had accepted a large ewer

of fresh water shyly offered by a foot soldier

whom she recognized as being a frequent lis-

tener around her campfire when she read from

her books. Weary to the point of exhaustion,

she only wanted to bathe with the cool water

and change into fresh clothing, eat, and then

sleep. Tonight it would be impossible. To-
night, after supping, she was determined to

find Ruy and beg him to set Tanige and her-

self free to return to Seville. Something had

gone amiss, she knew it; she could feel it in
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her bones. And Tanige, since their conver-

sation earlier that afternoon, still refused to

meet her eyes, busying herself with unnec-

essary chores, or pretending to sleep. What-
ever it was, Tanige knew. And Ruy knew.
And after tonight, she would know.
While Mirjana performed her toilette, Ruy

was at the far end of the camp, barking to

several of his drivers, ordering repairs of dam-
ages suffered to the wagons by the hard day's

ride. The objects of his vented fury glanced

at one another quizzically. Since when did El

Cid ever concern himself with the details of

the wheelwrights, or any of the other crafts-

men who accompanied his infantry? El Cid

occupied himself with decisions, the methods

of winning battles, not with the greasing of

axles and the forging of new iron rims for

wagon wheels. The glances also spoke of then-

leader's strange behavior of late and of his

wide swings of mood from benign benefactor

to raging taskmaster.

Pietro, huge arms folded across his massive

chest, stood in the background, watching his

friend and leader. Rubbing his fingers through

his wild, black beard, his eyes twinkled with

speculation. Without a doubt, Princesa Mir-

jana was responsible for Ruy's mercurial be-

havior. Strange and unpredictable occurrences

could be attributed to his friend since his plans
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to ransom the princesa had fallen through. Not
the least of them was Ruy's sudden concern

for trimming his beard and brushing his tangle

of dark hair and rubbing his teeth several times

a day with salt grains, not to mention his pre-

occupation for immersing himself in the cold

streams that randomly wove their lazy paths

across the plains.

"What are you looking at, Pietro?" Ruy de-

manded, refiring his anger when he realized

he was the target of his friend's amused spec-

ulation. "Have you little else to do besides

stand there gawking while I attend to your

duties? Have these wagons ready before morn-
ing, or I hold you responsible!" Not waiting

for an answer, Ruy stalked back towards his

tent, stopping occasionally to scold one or an-

other of his men before continuing to his des-

tination.

Passing over a hillock behind Mirjana's tent,

Ruy's eyes went unwillingly to the structure,

seeing the fabric of the walls billowing gently

in the breeze. A lamp was lit within, and he

could see the shadowy image of a slender fig-

ure with arms raised over her head against

the quickly descending twilight. Mirjana. His

step faltered and his gaze fastened on the sil-

houette, imagining her as she brushed that riot

ofgolden curls that defiantly framed her lovely

face and enhanced the graceful length of her
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tender, curving neck. It was as though he
could see through the obstructing tent, her

image coming to him with the force of a

blow: smoky gray eyes, like cinders in their

intensity, fringed by thick, golden-tipped

lashes; smooth, sloping shoulders; and round,

feminine limbs, long of bone and smooth of

flesh that lent to her grace and delicacy. The
silhouette against the tent fabric trembled

with the uncertainty of a candle flame, and
that trembling was echoed within him — a

quivering awareness of her, a shivering down
the length of his spine, and an aching longing

to take her in his arms and feel the fragility

of her against him while he delighted in the

fragrance of her skin and the softness of her

hair. ...
This desire for her was becoming madden-

ing! Hours that would be better spent thinking

of other things were filled with thoughts of

her! If he didn't take control of himself soon,

he would be useless as a warrior and fit only

for chasing butterflies across the fields.

Leaving the hillock quickly, almost at a run,

Ruy tore himself away from the wavering sil-

houette on Mirjana's tent wall, and covered

the distance around the perimeter of tents until

at last reaching the solitude of his own. He
needed to think, dispassionately, coldly, to

make a decision as to what he would do with
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this Islamic princess who was unwanted by
her family and her intended husband. Solitude

was not to be his. Waiting within his tent was
Dona Ysabel who was sitting with her youn-
gest son, Teodoro, popping honeyed figs into

the boy's already too plump cheeks. Upon see-

ing Ruy enter, she jumped to her feet, meeting

him head on.

"What are your intentions concerning that

— that unholy devil you've brought among
us?" she demanded, that strident, command-
ing note in her voice that he had come to hate.

"That depends upon what you mean by
'intentions,' Madre," he told her mockingly,

insolently, purposely pretending to be obtuse

in order to frustrate her.

"Intentions!" she told him. "Don't pretend

not to understand me, Ruy. I want to know
what you plan to do with her and her servant.

I warn you, my house has been blessed, and

only Christians are welcome there. In my day,

those heathens were burned at the stake. And
so they still should be. Were it not for these

new tenderhearted politics King Sancho has

adopted concerning these Muslims, the Way
of the Cross and religion would not suffer these

infidels among us."

"I hadn't realized you were conversant in

politics, Madre," Ruy added to her frustra-

tion, sending a stern eye in Teodoro's direc-
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tion that made the boy hesitate for an instant

before popping another fig into his sticky

mouth. "And in trust, Madre, you must admit
that you have no house. The castillo in Bivar

is mine alone, left to me by my father.

"

"As is the responsibility of a nobleman to

behave as an example for the people of Bivar.

If you continue to consort with infidels, your
people will lose all respect for you."

"I must admire you, Sefiora, for your con-

cern. However, I am certain you are only

concerned for yourself and your pet, Teo-
doro. As I have told you, until circumstances

change, the princesa and her servant will abide

with me at the castillo. Would you have it

said that in the midst of all our Christianity

she was sent to live in the stables?"

Dona Ysabel's complexion darkened. Her
piercing dark eyes were shot with fury, giving

her a startling resemblance to her eldest son

when his own ire was raised. "So, are we all

to pay for your schemes that have misfired?

Don't look so shocked, Ruy. How long did

you expect your secret kept? I have known
since the first day I joined you that the girl's

brother as well as her intended husband in

Granada refuse to acknowledge her."

"And who, may I ask, told you such?" Ruy
pretended indifference, but all the while there

was a ceaseless pounding in his brain and a
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heaviness in his chest. If Dona Ysabel knew
the circumstances, it would only be a matter

of time before Mirjana knew. For reasons un-
revealed to himself, Ruy wanted to be the one
to break the news to her. He would try to

do it gently, all the while reassuring her that

he would take an interest in her future and
continue discussions on her behalf with Muta-
did and Yusuf.

Dona Ysabel's eyes quickly flickered to

Teodoro and back to Ruy. "I have my
sources/' she told him uncertainly, ready to

place herself between Teodoro and Ruy's
hostility.

"And are these sources content to stuff

themselves with honeyed figs?" he asked sol-

emnly, his tone deceivingly indolent. Light-

ning-quick reflexes charged Ruy, and within

the space of a breath his grip tightened on
Teodoro's tunic and he hauled the astonished

boy to his feet. Dona Ysabel gasped, her hands

flying to her mouth, and then outstretched,

reaching for her baby, making a vain attempt

to protect him from his older brother.

"How often have I warned you, Teodoro,

about listening to conversations which are not

meant for your ears?
5
' The fury of Ruy's voice

reverberated through the tent as he hoisted

the boy off the ground and shook him soundly.

"Put him down! Put him down!" Dona
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Ysabel screamed, rushing forward to pound
on Ruy's back. Teodoro, seeing he had his

mother's support, began to wail at the top of

his lungs, his too plump face screwed into a

mask of terror.

"See what you do to him!" the seiiora cried.

"Give him to me, he meant no harm!"

Ruy dropped Teodoro suddenly, the boy's

short, fat legs crumbling beneath him, sending

him sprawling on his back. "Beastia! Beast!

He is only a baby! Leave him be!"

"Were my father alive this day he would
be sickened by what you have made of his

youngest son!" Ruy said with disgust. "He
will never become a man as long as he is

sheltered beneath your wing," he told his

mother.

"You hate him!" she cried, pressing Teo-
doro's head against her bosom, cradling him
in her arms, protecting him from Ruy's fur-

ther advances.

"No! I could never hate my own brother.

Hate is too strong a word. He sickens me;

he is a stain on the family name of Diaz. And
he has only you, Madre, to thank for it. There

will come a day, I warn you, when he will

turn on you and despise you for making him
a weakling."

"You promised, Ruy, over your father's

deathbed. You promised you would never take
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Teodoro away from me. It was already too

late to save you, my eldest, from the dangers

of war. You swore you would never take my
baby. He is all I have left in this world. " There
was a desperate note in the senora's voice. Her
eyes challenged Ruy to deny the promise he
had made her.

"Teodoro was a babe in arms when our fa-

ther died. You were a widow and I took pity

on you. I would have promised you anything.

I never thought you would keep Teodoro at

your side like the daughter God saw fit to deny
you. I never thought it would become a ques-

tion of taking the boy from you. I merely as-

sumed when the time for his training came
you would send him yourself."

"Ruy, please, your mother begs you . .
."

Looking down at his mother, Ruy was filled

with pity, both for her and for Teodoro. Her
obsessive love for the child was destructive;

if only she could see it. He didn't like to see

Dona Ysabel this way, stripped of her author-

ity, naked without her regal, haughty bear-

ing, begging. Retreating to the back of the

tent, turning his back on both of them, he

said, "Leave me. Take the boy with you."

Rising to her feet, Dona Ysabel tugged

Teodoro's arm, pulling him up with her. The
boy sobbed pitifully, starting to follow her,

but not until he had reached for another hon-
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eyed fig from the dish near Ruy's foot.

Glancing down, Ruy saw the boy greedily

fill his mouth and look up to meet his

brother's eyes with a self-satisfied smirk twist-

ing his too pretty features. Pushed beyond dis-

gust, Ruy reached down and seized the boy
by the scruff of his neck, and lifted him off

the ground for the second time. A bellow of

rage erupted as Ruy carried the squirming,

wailing child to the flap of his tent and tossed

him out like so much rubbish. Aghast at this

sudden turn of events, Dona Ysabel ran after

them, intent on rescuing her baby from Ruy's

clutches.

This was the scene Mirjana happened upon
as she approached El Cid's tent. She had
heard his bellow of rage and then witnessed

the young boy, Teodoro, making a swift and

hasty exit on the tip of Ruy's boot. She saw

Dona Ysabel run to her youngest son beneath

the onslaught of Ruy's loudly voiced epithets

and heard Teodoro's open-mouthed, high-

pitched wails of terror as he clung to his

mother.

"Allah be merciful!" Mirjana whispered,

stepping back into the shadows, shocked by

this outburst of emotions. In her own culture

tirades and uncontrolled emotions were

frowned upon. Never, until she had been

thrust among these hot-blooded Castilians,
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had she ever witnessed such a shocking dis-

play of passions.

As Dona Ysabel spirited Teodoro away
under her comforting ministrations, Ruy con-

tinued his fury, kicking at a stockpile of sup-

plies and armor stacked outside his tent,

scattering the objects far and wide and into

the shadows where Mirjana stood. An iron

cookpot rolled to her feet, and she waited with

trepidation as Ruy's eyes followed it. She

wanted to run, to pretend she had never ob-

served this chaotic family squabble. This was
certainly not the time, she told herself, to plead

for El Cid's mercy to send her back to Seville.

Inwardly, she was trembling with the real-

ization of his power and temper. She had come
tonight prepared to say anything, do any-

thing, that would gain her freedom; to beg,

to plead, and to promise anything to secure

her release. Now, all her hopes were dashed.

Certainly, in his black mood, the infamous El

Cid could not be persuaded.

He stood with his back to the fire, arms

akimbo, staring at her. She could feel the heat

of his gaze, could see the breadth of his shoul-

ders and the firm stance of his powerful thighs

outlined by the light. The wolfskins he wore

over his leather jerkin added to his girth, and

he seemed to her to be a monster of a man,

more ready to do battle than to hear the pitiful
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pleas of a woman in distress.

"And to what do I owe this unexpected plea-

sure, Princesa?" he said gruffly, mockingly,

his lamp-black eyes fixed upon her, filling her

with freezing terror. Once before she had
heard him use that tone with her, and she

knew from experience it did not bode well

for her.

Ruy was taken aback at seeing Mirjana out-

side his tent. How much had she heard? In

spite of all his precautions, did she now know
of her predicament with Hassan and Yusuf?

How could she help but blame him for his

interference that had reduced her to the status

of a pariah, an outcast? And then to have her

catch him having a tantrum that was only wor-

thy of a child like Teodoro, not the great war-

rior who had earned the title of Cid! He
watched through narrowed eyes as Mirjana

cautiously stepped out of the shadows. Her
form was a silhouette, and he was again re-

minded of the intimate scene he had witnessed

against the backdrop of light on the wall of

her tent as she was performing her toilet. He
saw her step falter once, and noticed her hands

were clenched at her sides. A wry smile tugged

at the corners of his mouth. She was going

to ask for a favor. Woefully, he realized what

it must be.

There was a pride in her bearing that stirred
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his admiration. She had begged no special fa-

vors; the treats and gifts he had brought her

from the caravan were of his own design. She
was not a woman to whine and cry. Even when
Dofia Ysabel had confiscated Mirjana's lux-

urious carriage for her own use she had not

come complaining. If only all women were like

Mirjana, his mother included. A fresh wave of

anger seethed through him as he thought of

his mother's complaints and directives, and
of Teodoro's unending pranks, and how the

boy insisted upon making a general nuisance

of himself. Just as soon as matters were settled

in Bivar and his household returned to normal

after his long absence, he would take the boy
in hand and make a man of him. Returning

his attention to Mirjana, he saw that she had

stepped close enough to the fire for the light

to reveal her features, but not quite close

enough should he reach out a hand to touch

her.

She was elusive, like a cat in the dark, he

told himself. Gentle, intelligent, yet a woman
of spirit and fight. Her hair was a brighter

shade of gold in this light, and her smooth

complexion, many shades lighter than his own,

took on the look of polished ivory. She was

beautiful and unattainable— two qualities that

never failed to challenge him.

A small curl of heat circled his belly, making
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him aware again that it had been a long time

since he had lain with a woman. Too long!

And yet he knew he would have waited for

a hundred years if he was promised the de-

lightful charms this woman could offer at the

end of that time.

"If you have a moment for me," Mirjana

began tentatively. Then, becoming bolder, "I

would like a word with you," she added
firmly.

"You're tardy, Princesa. I expected you days

ago." His tone was smug, almost insolent, and
it grated on Mirjana's nerves. She would not

allow him to undo her resolve. She must re-

member she was her father's daughter, daugh-

ter of a king! She would stand her ground,

even in the face of his power.

"Did you?" How cool her voice was. A pity

that composure was a mask and that inwardly

she was trembling, shaking, fearing to face this

man who held the rest of her life in his hands.

Silently, he gestured to the opening of his tent,

beckoning her within. She knew he was aware

of her gravity, and yet he motioned her to

sit beside him atop his pallet of blankets and

furs. She was quick to notice that several satin

covered pillows from the caravan had found

their way to his bed.

"I will always have a moment for you, Mir-

jana," he told her quietly, making it difficult
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for her to believe this was the same man who
had thrown his little brother and mother out

of his tent in a torrent of anger. His eyes pe-

rused her, taking in the tousle of curls swirling

about her shoulder and the soft amber dress

with its wide flaring sleeves that revealed a

finely stitched kirtle with long, wrist-hugging

sleeves and high, laced neckline.

Mirjana stiffened her shoulders. "I want to

know what is to become of Tanige and myself.

I feel that by this time you must have had
word from Seville. You told me we will reach

Bivar tomorrow. It is your home, Ruy, not

mine. I want to return to Seville. You have

it in your power to grant my wish. The ransom
will be met, I assure you. Return me to my
father's house."

The curl of heat in his belly was like a snake,

writhing and twisting and creeping through

his loins. He stared at her for a long moment.
How proud she was, sitting quietly beside him,

making her request. And he recognized it was

a request. She was making no demands. She

was not pleading or begging as he had thought

she might. How was he to tell her the truth

— that no one, save himself, seemed to want

her? What would happen to that proud
woman? Would she weep inconsolably?

Would her straight, slim shoulders slump, and

her beautiful gray eyes become lusterless when
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all hope was gone? And the beautiful voice

— would it become dreary and dead, or even
strident and whining? He could bear her anger

and belligerence, even her fury and sarcasm,

but he knew that her defeat would in some
way be his own. He had to light a spark in

her and keep it smoldering until he could make
amends with her brother. Bait her, make her

angry, hold out hope.

When he spoke, his voice rumbled from
deep within his chest, harshly, coldly. "You
are my prisoner, Mirjana. You have nothing

that is not mine already. You have nothing

to barter for your freedom."

Mirjana bristled at this tone. How had she

thought they were becoming friends during

those midday hours when they would talk and

laugh and forget they came from worlds

apart? She peered at him through slitted eyes.

"What price did you demand of my father

for my return?
55

she demanded.

"I asked for the Taifa of Seville. Is a king-

dom too great a price for Mutadid 5

s daughter?

Is he fool enough to part with a kingdom for

a woman? 55 Ruy said churlishly. I

"Only a fool would ask such a price!
55
Mir-

jana snapped. "I come to you for straight an-

swers.
55

I

"I have given you the answer, Princesa. You
are my prisoner, my hostage. Consider it the
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beginning and end of your inquiry." Inwardly,

Ruy was wincing for the coward he was. He
should tell her now, break the news, and the

devil take the hindmost. He sympathized with

Mirjana for the uncertainty of her future, yet

the words would not come to his lips. The
courage to witness her pain escaped him.

Although his attitude was churlish and even

taunting, Mirjana suspected this was a guise.

Ruy wanted her to believe his ransom de-

mands were outrageous, but she knew him
to be too clever to overplay his hand. No,
there was something besides a handsome ran-

som that interested him. And his remark that

she had nothing to barter for her freedom
seemed to be baiting. This puzzled her. If he

knew she was in possession of something that

would buy her freedom, why did he not tell

her outright? Lifting her chin, she found her-

self gazing into his eyes, recognizing the glow

of desire there. So, this then was his price.

Mirjana swallowed hard, random fears pene-

trating her sensibilities. How badly did she

want her freedom? What price would she will-

ingly pay?

Breaking away from her speculative stare,

Ruy busied himself by pouring two goblets

of the strong, raw wine he favored while cam-
paigning. Offering one of the wooden goblets

to Mirjana, he dared her to accept it, remem-
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bering she had told him it was against her

religion to imbibe. Soft gray eyes stared into

his, and he felt her cool, slim fingers touch

his as she took the goblet. The wine was deep

red, spilling onto her hand, staining her fin-

gers.

"You will find it a strong drink, Princesa,

heady and raw. The kind we soldiers prefer

while campaigning. Hardly boiled forty times

as are the ceremonial wines of your people."

He was becoming uncomfortably aware of the

stirrings within him. Christ be praised! She

was beautiful. Even now, sitting here alone

with him, when he could almost smell her fear,

she kept herself poised and serene. An un-

settling trait in a woman, he told himself, used

as he was to quick-tempered women of his

own race.

"It surprises me, my lord, that you have

such knowledge of my culture. However, if

it will please you that I drink with you, then

I shall." She brought the goblet to her lips

and drank deeply, feeling the liquid burn her

throat and heat her innards. The sensation was

shocking but not unpleasant, and she was sat-

isfied to see the speculative gleam in his eyes.

She knew he was thinking that if she would
go against her principles to drink the forbid-

den wine, what other transgression might she

commit against the laws of Muhammad?
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Mirjana held the goblet carefully so as not

to spill its contents. Sitting, she braced her

arm on her lap in an effort to keep it from
trembling. This man frightened her. She knew
his temper, his power. Before she lost her

courage, she persisted on her original line of

reasoning. "Allow me to return to Seville.

Tanige and I can fend for ourselves. Have you
no compassion, Ruy? These past days I

thought I had come to know you. I see now
I was wrong. You will be rewarded, I promise

you this, as long as you are realistic in your

demands."

Ruy drank deeply of his wine, almost as

though he were postponing his answer. "I

have my Christian duty to see to your safety.

At the moment, I am solely responsible for

you."

"Do not speak to me of your Christian

duty," Mirjana railed. "I have heard from

Padre Tomas how you ignore the precepts of

your church and its laws. You flaunt your

wicked ways and seek the blessings of a priest.

Spare me, Ruy, keep to your habits and ig-

nore your 'Christian duty,' as you call it."

Fearing her anger would overcome her better

sense and she would say too much, she gulped

her wine.

"The gravity of the situation still escapes

you, Princesa. You are a prize and I am your
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keeper. Until your future is settled, you will

remain in my keeping, and you will not con-

tinue to annoy me with pleas for your free-

dom."
"I am a woman, not a prize. I am a human

being with needs and emotions, unlike you
who care for nothing but lining your pockets

with my father's gold. You are a mockery of

all I believe in. You are less than a man. Look
at you! Wearing wolfskins and armor, looking

and smelling like a two-legged goat! You
show no respect for anyone or anything. You
are coarse and crude, a true descendant of the

Huns, and you are everything I detest in a

man!" Mirjana spat her loathing.

Ruy grinned. "Yet you sit here in my tent,

drinking my wine, affording yourself of my
protection, and offending yourself with my
bad odor while you consider your next move
to gain your freedom. If you could, at this

moment, you would cheerfully kill me! Admit
it!" Although his tone was amused, there was

danger in his eyes. He noticed she had drained

her goblet, and he refilled it.

Mirjana sat sipping her wine. She didn't care

for the taste of it, and her nose wrinkled in

objection. But she continued to bring the gob-

let to her lips, liking the after effects. It

warmed her insides and was beginning to send

a light buzzing through her brain.
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Ruy remarked that if she found his wolfskin

jerkin and armor objectionable, he would re-

move it. Mirjana barely heard. She had to

think, to find some way to convince him to

release her. She knew of his appetite for

women; even Padre Tomas had told her. And
she had noticed the way he had looked at her

and his attentiveness during their midday
meals, so she knew she was not unattractive

to him. Even now, she realized fuzzily, there

was a smoldering heat in his eyes, much the

look she had seen in Omar's eyes when she had

disrobed and offered herself to him. The sud-

den remembrance of those minutes in Omar's
study brought a flush of color to her cheeks.

Omar. How quickly she had forgotten! Her
present predicament was because she had be-

lieved it was impossible to leave her tutor and

romantic scholar, yet it seemed centuries since

she had actively thought about him and
yearned for him. The memory of the touch

of his hands upon her skin flooded back to

her, leaving her giddy and warm. Or was it

the wine, or Allah forbid, the sight of Ruy's

solidly masculine chest with its soft furring

of dark hair that was now clearly visible be-

tween his wide open shirt front, now that his

jerkin and breastplate armor were removed?

Ridiculously, her fingers itched to touch it,

to feel it curl beneath her palm, and to know
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the softness of it as it curled upward toward

the base of his throat.

It came to her again that indeed she did

possess something to barter: herself. She
nearly choked on the wine as the thought

struck her. She must be mad! Insane! To lay

with this barbarian, this Hun! Yet, it was not

so foolish as one would imagine, she calcu-

lated. With her body she could buy her pas-

sage back to Seville. She would have lost her

virginity— not something to be taken lightly

— and in losing it she would no longer be

fit for a royal marriage. As if she cared! She

would be free of obligation to her father. And
Omar was the man she wanted. Didn't she?

Yes, she told herself firmly. She wanted to

return to Seville to be with Omar. Was that

not her original plan? And Omar would for-

give her. He would realize the sacrifice she

had made for him and it would never stand

between them. To him, the flesh was nothing.

He lived on a higher plane where the heart

and soul were everything. If she were de-

spoiled, she could predict being given in mar-

riage to the scholar, the man of her choice.

Losing her virginity would erase the last hur-

dle standing between herself and that beloved

man. He would no longer be concerned with

her position and keeping her worthy for a

royal marriage, and he would take her in his
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arms and keep her for his own.
Ruy was looking at her, a wry smile playing

in the corners of his mouth. He was sitting

very close to her; she could feel the warmth
of his wine-scented breath on her cheek. Her
heart tapped a wild rhythm. Could he read

her thoughts? Did he know she was about to

seduce him in order to secure her release? The
wine buzzed pleasantly through her head, and

despite the turmoil and indecision she was fac-

ing, it all seemed so far away, as though she

were viewing it through a haze that obscured

the harsh and sharp edges of her deliberate-

ness.

Purposefully, before she could think better

of it, she stretched out her hand, touching the

warmth of his chest, surprised that the thick

furring of hair was softer to the touch than

she could have imagined. She heard his sudden

intake of breath and averted her eyes against

his questioning gaze.

Ruy looked askance at Mirjana's sudden

move which broached the borders of intimacy,

but she refused to meet his eyes. Her hand

grazed the expanse of his chest, kindling new
fires within him. He had expected she would

immediately withdraw her hand, but she al-

lowed it to linger, tracing a downward path

from the base of his throat to his hard, flat

belly.
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Quickly, he captured her hand, fearing her

explorations would drive him beyond the line

of reason. He wanted nothing more than to

take her into his arms, know the yielding

length of her pressed against him, feel the

sweet capture of her arms winding around

him. She would not allow her hand to be

stayed. Softly, it escaped his grasp, finding

new patterns to wander, moving upward
across the rolling muscles covering his ribs to

the smoother, hairless skin of his shoulders.

"You removed your wolfskins and armor

because I objected to them," she murmured,
her voice softer than a summer's breeze. "I

also object to this," she said, unlacing his shirt

and pulling it away from his shoulders, touch-

ing the newly exposed flesh, smoothing the

palm of her hand over the broadness of his

back and trailing once again downward where
his belt cinched his middle. "And this." Her
fingers fumbled with the clasp at his waist.

Ruy realized what she was about: She had

decided she possessed something to barter

after all. The headiness of the strong wine and

her own desperation had led her to this. He
pitied her and would have called an end to

it. But the question he posed was, How far

was she willing to go? His curiosity, instead

of diminishing his arousal, heightened it, and

he offered no objection when she clumsily
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went about removing his boots. Stifling a laugh

when Mirjana seemed at a loss as to what
should be her next move in his seduction, Ruy
suggested she make herself more comfortable

by removing her own slippers. This she did,

going one step further by standing on wine-

wobbling legs and removing her gown, pulling

it impatiently over her head, leaving herself

with little else to protect her from his search-

ing gaze than her thin, long-sleeved kirtle.

Mirjana faced him defiantly, no hint of her

inward trembling and apprehensions visible on
her beautiful, lamp-lit features. Her vibrant

hair was tumbled about her face, hanging

below her shoulders like liquid gold. The out-

line of her figure was revealed beneath the

finely loomed fabric, delineating the swell of

her breasts, the length of her torso, and the

slim curve of her hips. He remembered the

sight of her when she had bathed in the stream

the first time he had seen her: beads of water

laying on her skin like hundreds of jewels,

the sweet turn of her limbs, the remarkable

length of her legs ending in the twin, firm

hillocks of her buttocks.

He should stop her, he knew, now, this

minute, before she compromised herself any

further. She was bartering herself in return

for freedom, a freedom he could not give her.

The protests would not come to his lips. He
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was helpless in the face of her sacrifice, of

her sensual advances which sent a singing

through his blood and a hungry need rising

in his loins.

Still locking his gaze with her own, Mirjana

stood on tiptoe to extinguish the lamp hanging

from the tent struts. The interior was cast into

sudden darkness, only the feeblest of light

penetrating the side walls from the numerous
campfires burning outside.

His awareness of her suddenly became more
sensory rather than visible. He heard her take

a step, felt her lower herself to his pallet beside

him, felt her cool, delicate touch on the heated

flesh of his midsection. Her provocative, elu-

sive perfume assailed his nostrils, and when
he answered her caress by taking her into his

arms, he reveled in the feel of her — soft,

yielding, permitting this intimacy, surrender-

ing herself to it.

She touched the fullness of his beard on his

face, trailing to the skin of his neck and the ex-

panse of his chest. Then a lighter, moister touch,

which he realized was her mouth, followed

her fingers, nipping tenderly where her fingers

had plotted their course. She pressed closer,

pushing him back onto the pillows, following,

leaning over him, the wealth of her hair falling

onto his chest, his face, filling him with her

scent and drugging him with her caresses.
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The effects of the wine buzzed in Mirjana's

head, but it was the deliberate boldness of her

actions which intoxicated her. She had not

been surprised when Ruy did not protest her

setting about this shameful seduction. What
astonished her was the warmth and the soft-

ness in the contact between them. Strong,

powerful, she had not guessed that his corded

muscles could be so pleasant to her touch, or

that his skin, so different from her own in

that it was coarser and more tightly molded
to him, could respond so delicately to her ca-

ress. As her mouth followed her hand across

his chest, the fine furring feathered over her

lips, her nose, making her aware of his clean,

manly scent, and she recognized the familiar

spicy aroma of a particular soap which she

had brought with her from Seville. Ruy's pe-

rusings through the caravan were not limited

to sweetmeats and honeyed figs; he had dis-

covered other, more sensory luxuries.

Her explorations found the velvety under-

side of his upper arms and the path of crisp,

dark hairs that seemed to crackle under her

fingers. She traced inquisitive patterns over

his back, following the progression of his

muscles up to his wide, broad shoulders and

down again to where his chausses covered his

legs and haunches, leading around to the flat

hardness of his belly and the concave delin-
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eation of his ribs. She heard the intake of his

breath as her fingers grazed his nipples, and
she lingered there, bringing the responsive

flesh to hard, circular nubbins which enticed

her lips and tempted her tongue.

Ruy's hands were in her hair, twining it

through his fingers, strands of silk beneath his

palms. He sailed the golden river down her

back, feeling her incredible warmth penetrat-

ing the thinly woven fabric of her kirtle,

knowing the fragility of her bones and the

delights of her flesh. He brought her face to

his, finding her mouth with his own. Her lips

parted beneath his own, soft, so unbelievably

soft, pliant yet firm, returning his pressure,

tasting faintly of the wine she had drunk.

Leaving her mouth, he kissed her cheeks, her

brow, the tip of her nose, and with each kiss

he was aware that she molded herself more
closely to his body, allowing the intrusion of

his thigh between her own. She was still, so

still, giving herselfup to the caress of his hands

and the inquiries of his searching lips. He was
filled with a rush of tenderness for her, re-

gardless that he knew this offering of herself

was a deliberate blandishment to gain her

freedom. Despite the fact she considered her-

self his prisoner, she had placed her trust in

him to use her gently.

Mirjana's breath seemed to leave her body
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as he captured her lips with his own. She was
struck into a motionless awe, anticipating the

next touch of his lips. His mouth was tender

yet boldly defined against her own. His beard,

lush and fall, pleasantly prickled her cheeks,

making his kiss seem softer and more gentle

by comparison. His lips left her mouth, finding

the hollow beneath her chin, the pleasure point

under her ear, the curve of her throat where
her pulse beat. She threw back her head, rel-

ishing this contact between them, anticipating

the feel of his mouth on the fragile skin where
he had pulled her kirtle away from her shoul-

der, exposing the top of her breast beneath

which pounded the tremulous beats of her

heart.

She had known a man's touch and a man's
lips once before in her life. She had thought

that night with Omar was engraved into her

memory, there to be called upon at will, to

be reexperienced time and again when her

longing for him erupted into a physical need.

Here, with Ruy, in his arms, she could not

think of Omar, could not summon his face

to her memory. There had been passion with

Omar, but it had lacked this head-swimming
sense of discovery, this total, vital need to

offer herself to another's touch and surrender

herself to his desires. What began as her se-

duction of this man had somehow become
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her submission instead.

He became impatient with the kirtle that

prevented him from enjoying the full offering

of her body, that stayed his hand when he

sought the slender curve of her hips, and re-

stricted the explorations of his mouth on her

breasts. He wanted to tear it from her body,

to rend the fabric into shreds giving himself

full access to her beauty. How easily it would
rip beneath his hand, from neck to hem, free-

ing her from it, exposing her to his passions.

As though sensing his needs, reading his im-

patience, and knowing his desires, Mirjana

pulled away from him. For an instant he was

fearful that his demands had frightened her,

that she wanted to escape his searching hands

and seeking kisses. Instead, he realized with

uncompromising relief that she was divesting

herself of the obstructing garment, shyly

keeping her back turned to him. He could hear

the rustle of the fabric as it slid over her skin,

could feel the slight breeze her movements cre-

ated and which brought the elusive scent of

her perfume to him. He was eager to expe-

rience her nakedness against his own, wanted

to know the warmth and softness of her totally.

With a quick, smooth action he freed himself

of his clinging chausses, realizing the brush

of cool air on his heated flesh. And when she

again came into his arms, the sensation of her
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nearly took his breath away. She slipped into

his embrace with the lightness of a kitten, curl-

ing herself against him, imprisoning one of

his thighs between her own. Her wealth of

hair, rippling down to her shoulders, captured

the feeble light penetrating the tent walls,

creating curtains of dawn that beckoned him
into its warmth, promising him an end to the

night and revealing to him a glimpse of par-

adise.

Turning her in his embrace, he lay her back

against the pillows, following her as she

stretched beneath him. He nuzzled her throat,

returned to the pleasure point he had found

beneath her ear, feeling the echo of that sen-

sation mirrored in her loins. He inhaled the

fragrance of her perfume, learning that be-

neath its exotic scent was one of Mirjana her-

self, sweet and enticing, totally her own. His

lips found her breast, circling yet not touching

those appealing crests, returning to redis-

cover her mouth which answered his kisses

and provoked his desires. His hands stroked

the softness of her belly and thighs but never

trespassed beyond.

Mirjana wanted to cry out, to beseech him
to put an end to this exquisite torture, to have

her and be done with it. She responded to

every touch, returned every kiss, opened her

mouth to his teasingly probing tongue with-
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out realizing she did. Every caress was echoed

somewhere in the depths of her body and
created a hunger for him that was beyond
anything she had ever known. Wherever he

touched her he left a delicate flame that ignited

her perceptions and extinguished all caution.

Her sensibilities were drowning in a sea of

tactile sensation. She could not have said what
had brought her here, or why. She only knew
that the feverish heat of his skin seemed to

singe her fingers and that the tracings of his

lips circling her breasts would drive her mad.

Her hands found the smoothness of his

torso, descending to the hollows of his groin,

stroking, caressing. And she knew the

strange sensation that the feel of him and the

knowledge of his body was familiar to her,

not something recently discovered, but with

the comforting impression of returning to a

place much loved and cherished. Somehow,
in this small space of time, he had become
a part of her, and she welcomed him, certain

beyond reason of his gentleness, knowing he

would not ruthlessly invade her.

He experienced the rounded swell of her

bottom and the curve of her hips, and it filled

him with a throbbing urgency that was unlike

any he had ever known. He felt her tremble

uncontrollably as his mouth moved down over

her belly, and he anticipated her sudden with-

216



drawal. But her legs offered no resistance as

he opened them, and her body caught fire

from this most intimate of kisses.

Mirjana bit her lips to keep from crying out

with ecstasy. This was a sensation she had
never experienced, had not known of its ex-

istence, had never guessed this sense of power
and rushing of sensuality radiating from her

in ever-widening circles pulsing from her cen-

ter. She had called him a Hun, and he was
the most gentle of lovers. She had called him
a barbarian, ignorant of culture and beauty.

Yet he was beautiful, perceptive of her every

response, giving of his own passions to awaken
hers.

A yearning ache sped through her, demand-
ing satisfaction, wanting to satisfy. Her fingers

wound through his hair, pulling him upwards
on top of her, bearing his weight gladly as

his chest flattened her breasts and stomach

against his. Hungrily, her mouth found his,

instigating new paths for the meeting of their

lips and tongues. She captured him in her

arms, feeling a thunderous need in her loins

which sought relief by the involuntary roll of

her hips against his hard masculinity. She

whimpered, unable to find any release for

these sensations that were erupting within her.

Small, kittenish mewlings sounded in her

throat as he hunched over her, covering her
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body with his own, protecting her from the

night, creating a new world for her that was
whirling, spinning, drawing her into the vor-

tex of their mutual need.

He drew away from her and she cried for

her loss, bereft for his embrace, though the

distance that separated them was less than the

width of her hand. He was clouded in dark-

ness, yet she knew his eyes burned into hers.

And when he spoke his voice was husky, heavy

with desire, yet less than a whisper.

"I creep into the Mansion of her Moon and

satiate her soul upon my Lips . . ."he mur-
mured, quoting a phrase from the love poem
of Absal and Salaman which she had read to

him by her campfire an eternity of nights

ago. Suddenly the words she knew so well held

new meaning. "Tell me you want me, Mirjana.

Tell me you must have me, above all else/'

he commanded. "I will not take you otherwise.

Say it!" There was a thick note of desperation

in his voice, yet he clung to the perimeters

of his control.

A hard, driving need seized her as she tried

to draw him back into her embrace. Her lips

sought his, offering herself, needing to give

herself. Ruy returned a steely resistance,

though he believed he would shatter into frag-

ments if she did not say what he craved to

hear. Mirjana's eyes widened in the darkness.
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She understood. This was not to be a barter.

There would be no exchange of her body for

her freedom; she could not give what he would
not take. Her surrender must be because she

wanted it, never because he demanded it. She
should throw him off, kick him and cry, run
out into the night where she could hide her

defeat. But the hollow yearning that de-

manded to be filled could only be satisfied in

him. Cursing her weakness, wishing to die

with a failure she could not live without, she

cried, "I want! I do want you! Must have you!"

His fingers bit into her shoulders, hard,

commanding, shaking the last of her resolve,

needing, wanting to hear her say it as much
as she needed to have it said. "I must have

you, Ruy," she whispered, finding victory in

her defeat, her blood singing with the joy of

it, knowing it to be the only truth she had

ever known.
His mouth covered hers, putting an end to

her cries. Her body opened to him, wanting

him above all else, yielding to his manhood,
knowing only a brief, sharp pain that was in-

stantly quenched in these new fires he stoked

within her. Fires that consumed yet restored,

that destroyed yet cleansed. She was the

sheath and he the scabbard, made for each

other, two parts of the same whole.

And when she heard him cry her name from
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the far side of his passion, it reverberated in

her being and quickened her heartbeat. Roll-

ing waves of exquisite sensations carried her

upward, and together they sailed upon a crys-

tal starship into the black depths of infinity

where the moon shone a path to passion's way.

It was without knowing that she answered him
with the sound of his name upon her lips,

"Ruy! Ruy!"
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CHAPTER 6

Ruy lay with his eyes closed against the morn-
ing light filtering through his tent flap. He
lay alone. Hours ago he had taken Mirjana

back to her own tent. Hours ago, and yet he
could still feel the touch of her hands upon
his skin and was aware of the light, elusive

scent of her perfume where she had lain amidst

his pillows. Hours since he had sought sleep,

wishing for it, knowing it would not be his.

His thoughts were filled with her, remember-
ing not only the intimate moments of last night

but each and every moment since he had first

put eyes on her — every detail of those quiet

midday sojourns; the way the fire was cap-

tured in her hair as she sat before the campfire

reading to her audience of rough soldiers who
had taken a sudden and intense interest in Per-

sian love poems. It seemed to him that all who
crossed Mirjana's path were changed some-

how for the better, himself included.

He had never been a man to give much

221



thought to women. War was his career, and
he lived it each and every day. Since meeting

her, knowing her, battles and sieges had been
far from his thoughts. Instead, his interests

were focused on butterflies and rainbows and

the way the brilliant Castilian sun lit the grassy

plains and sparkled like jewels in the wayward
brooks and streams. His head was filled with

thoughts of warm, velvet skin and hair that

was neither red nor gold but an astounding

shade somewhere between. Supple limbs,

sweet fragrance, all of these Mirjana.

He had helped her dress last night, actually

this morning when the sky was still dark. If

he had expected a shy withdrawal or an embar-

rassed bumbling, he would have been wrong.

She had been gracious in allowing him this

intimacy, smiling softly as he kissed her breast

and then her shoulder before covering them
with her garments. Nor had there been any

accusations in her eyes as he bent to help her

with her slippers. She had set about seducing

him in an attempt to barter herself for her

freedom. From any other woman he would have

accepted the bargain, but never from Mirjana.

He had wanted to possess her through her

willingness, through the demands of her own
passions. He had demanded it and she had

not refused him. Her cry of his name still rang

in his ears and set his blood pounding.
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Later, outside her tent, he had expected her

to claim he had tricked her, used her, but she

had merely smiled that strange, tender smile

of hers and caressed his cheek before slipping

into her tent. He smiled, remembering the

sweetness of her gesture, then frowned for the

quandary in which he had placed himself.

Nothing had changed. Mirjana was still aban-

doned by both father and betrothed, and he,

Ruy, was still burdened with her future. A
renewed hunger for her made him hope that

her predicament would not change; saner

reasoning made him wish word would reach

him this day that Hassan had reconsidered.

There was no room in his life for a woman,
he told himself, not even one as beautiful and
desirable as Mirjana. He had a duty to his

career; he had pledged himself as vassal to his

king, and there were his duties as lord of Bivar.

No room for a woman! Especially not a woman
whose every waking hour was devoted to gain-

ing her freedom to return to a father who no

longer wanted her!

Tanige lay on her pallet across from Mir-

jana's, watching her mistress sleep and hearing

her softly murmuring indistinguishable words.

The princess had been gone more than half

the night, and there was no doubt as to where

she had been. El Cid's voice, bidding Mirjana

good night, had come to her through the tent.
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And when Mirjana had slipped out of her dress

and lain down on her pallet, she had heard

the soft sighs, and soon after the deep, even
breathing of sleep. This last, more than any-

thing, puzzled Tanige. When Mirjana had
been absent for so many hours, Tanige had
paced the confines of the tent tormenting

herself that she had not confided to the prin-

cess what she knew of El Cid's ransom de-

mands and how they refused. She realized that

Mirjana was probably attempting to strike up
some kind of bargain with El Cid, and having

witnessed for herself the look in his eyes when
he watched the princess read near the camp-
fire, she had a very good idea what that bar-

gain would involve. Poor Mirjana, Tanige

mourned, she had paid with her body for a

freedom El Cid was not able to give!

Determined that Mirjana would not read the

pity in her eyes, Tanige crept from her pallet

through the tent flap into the early morning

light. She would heat water for washing and

find something for their breakfast. If Mirjana

must discover she had suffered El Cid's in-

timacies the night before to no avail, it would

not be on an empty stomach.

Tanige was bending over the low-burning

fire heating water for the herbal tea Mirjana

preferred when her mistress stepped out of

the tent into the sunlight. She was dressed
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and groomed for the day, wearing the slim-cut

yellow caftan over her long-sleeved, high-

necked kirtle. Her hair had been brushed to

a high gleam and secured to the top of her

head. Her cinder-like gray eyes held a secret

of a smile, and she appeared refreshed and
ready for the day ahead. So, she still did not

know, Tanige surmised, narrowing her eyes

and speculating on the events the night before

which seemed to leave the princess's beauty

enhanced and her mood decidedly tranquil.

Almost at the same moment that Mirjana

stepped from the tent, Dona Ysabel ap-

proached with young Teodoro in tow. With
a regal wave of her arm, Dona Ysabel mo-
tioned Tanige aside and confronted Mirjana.

Her voice was cold and disdainful, her de-

meanor overbearing.

"I want it understood now, before we arrive

in Bivar later today, that I wholeheartedly dis-

approve of you. I would have you left by the

roadside, but my son, lord of Bivar, insists

we will practice our Christian duty and give

you shelter in our home." Dofia Ysabel's lip

curled in distaste, and her words were so

forceful that Mirjana found herself stepping

backward, retreating from the loathing in the

woman's eyes. "There will be naught but

trouble if you come with us, and for that rea-

son and for the saving of my son's soul, I am
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prepared to help you make your escape. Ruy
tells me you wish only to return to Seville.

I don't understand your reasons since your

brother, Hassan, who now sits on the throne,

wants no part of you. I fail to see how a woman
in your circumstances can hope to persuade

as ambitious a man as Hassan to reconsider

his decision to secure his alliance with Granada

and disregard your personal circumstances."

Dona Ysabel was quick to see the shock on
Mirjana's face, and she took pleasure in it,

continuing in a more sympathetic tone which

was clearly a facade for her true feelings.

"Would it not be better to throw yourselfupon
Yusufs mercy and beg him to give you shelter,

regardless of your immorality last night?"

Mirjana gasped, the sound tearing from her

throat.

"Oh, yes, Princesa," Dona Ysabel sneered,

"do you think me so remiss a mother that I

am not aware of my son's weaknesses?" Her
hand went to the top of Teodoro's head and

ruffled through his dark hair in a possessive ges-

ture. Realizing the young boy's presence, Mir-

jana was doubly humiliated by the woman's
accusations.

"Do not pretend with me, Princesa," the

woman mocked. "I know a whore for a whore
when I see one. As I see it, the best you can

do is agree to beg Yusufs mercy. Ruy will
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even intervene on your behalf." How self-

righteous she sounded, how certain of herself

and her son's thoughts.

The full impact of Dona Ysabel's words
slapped Mirjana. It was impossible! She
couldn't believe, would not believe it. What had
happened to her father? Why was Hassan sit-

ting on the throne of Seville? Even Hassan
would not disown her . . . She knew Hassan
would, knew he had. He was an ambitious

man and had waited with great impatience to

gain the throne. There was nothing more im-

portant to Hassan than filling the treasuries.

Mirjana straightened her shoulders and
stared deeply into Dona Ysabel's eyes. "Thank
you for your kind offer, Seiiora, but I neither

want nor require your assistance. Excuse me,
it is almost time for the caravan to depart and
there is much to be done. Buenos dias, Sefiora,"

she said in an emotionless tone before slipping

back inside the tent. She wanted to disbelieve,

to cry that all Dona Ysabel had told her was

untrue, and yet she knew it for truth when
she had glanced over the sefiora's shoulder and

seen Tanige's stricken face. How long, she

wondered, had Tanige known? So this was the

secret then that Tanige had been keeping from
her.

Dona Ysabel's efforts to wound Mirjana

were frustrated by the princesa's quiet poise
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and cool graciousness. Looking down, she saw
her son's sly smile at the way his domineering

mother's game had been called and so regally

bandied. The smile was wiped from the boy's

mischievous face by a resounding slap from
her hand that produced a high-pitched whine

of complaint — which she immediately
soothed by clucking and popping a sweetmeat

from her pocket into his mouth. The boy con-

tinued to tug at his mother's voluminous skirts

as she led him away back to their quarters,

from time to time finding another treat and

feeding it to him.

Tanige found herself looking after them,

disgusted by Dona Ysabel's display of treating

the boy like a coddled infant without half a

brain. Teodoro was quite intelligent, Tanige

knew, and cunning like a fox. And there was

a streak of evil that ran through him which

was enhanced by his mother's pampering and

lack of control over him. Someone should do

something about him, Tanige thought. But

right now, her attentions must be directed to

Mirjana who was no doubt sitting inside the

tent this moment crying her heart out.

When Tanige entered the tent with a steam-

ing cup of tea, she found Mirjana perched on

an empty water barrel, sitting as still as death

itself, staring off into a corner. Yet she could

sense a restlessness that frightened her, truly
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frightened her. She could have understood if

the princess was screaming and crying, raging

against the will of Allah himself. But this

deadly calm was something she could neither

understand nor dare to disrupt.

Tanige offered her mistress the tea, watch-

ing carefully for a break in her dreadful calm.

Mirjana's hand was steady as she accepted the

cup, her features lifeless as she sipped the

scalding brew.

After a moment, Mirjana stood and care-

fully put the cup down on the barrel. Taking
a moment to smooth her dress and square her

shoulders, she stepped out of the tent and
turned to the left. Tanige watched her, certain

above all doubt that she was going to confront

El Cid, knowing that the princess's last hopes

would be dashed when he told her all she had

heard was the truth.

Head high, ignoring the polite greetings

from both Padre Tomas and Pietro, Mirjana

walked toward her destination. Soldiers, busy

with their chores to prepare for the day's

march, silently cleared a path for her. Their

eyes followed the bright hair and stiff shoul-

ders, noting her regal bearing and sensing that

something was troubling the laughing, smiling

woman who had entertained them with her

poetry.

Without thought for etiquette or decorum,
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Mirjana entered Ruy's tent, leaving the flap

open and allowing sunlight to stream into the

dim interior. She found him lying upon his

pallet, seeming to be asleep. She stared down
at him, willing him to sense her presence.

He did. Opening his eyes, Ruy saw her

standing over him, shadows staining her

cheeks, the dove-gray eyes hollow and life-

less. A charged silence surrounded them and
his voice, when he spoke, was rife with sym-
pathy. He knew why she had returned to his

tent, knew the reason for the gaunt shadows

under her cheekbones and why the crystal,

gray eyes held traces of ashes. "I wished to

be the one to tell you, Mirjana."

As if at the sound of his voice the life flowed

back into her, Mirjana felt herself respond to

all that had happened. A seed of fear was flow-

ering in her middle. It was true, Dona Ysabel

had spoken the truth. And he was sorry. He
sympathized. He pitied her!

"Why was I not told? Why did you leave

me at the senora's mercy knowing she had

none for me? Why?" It was the cry of a

wounded bird, an animal trapped with no

hope of escape. It ripped at Ruy's innards

making him incapable of answering. He
watched as her eyes moved in concert with

her trembling hands and heaving breast. He
wanted to reach out, to comfort her, to assure
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her he would always remain her protector. In-

stead, he said nothing, waiting for the tears

that never came.

He was stunned into further silence when
she again spoke. "I can forgive you, my lord,

for last night. What a fool I was to think I

could barter myself for something that was
not yours to give — my return to Seville! I

will even forgive your greed which placed me
in these circumstances. What I can never for-

give is your keeping the news of my father

from me. I assume since Hassan has ascended

to the throne, my father is dead." She waited

for a moment and saw his solemn nod. "What
you have done to me is unforgivable." With-
out another word, without another glance, she

turned quietly and left him, her back ramrod
straight.

Ruy sat in stunned silence. His masculine

defenses provoked him to white-hot anger.

Damnable woman! By what right did she for-

give or not forgive? All he had done, tried

to do, was shield her, protect her, save her

dignity. And what thanks did he receive? She

would not forgive him! Damn her!

Ruy was disturbed by his emotions, feeling

as though he had kicked a sick dog. He didn't

remember ever feeling this way. Reaching for

the nearly empty wine flask, he took several

deep swallows to dispel the bitter taste in his
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mouth. It was time to prepare for the day's

march. By nightfall he would be in Bivar, set-

tled once again into his own household. Home.
It had been too long, and he was tired. He
needed to be home, feel his belongings sur-

rounding him, and most important of all, to

go among his people.

A sudden rush of raw anger rode up in his

chest, making him clench his fists and lash

out to smash a water jug. Being among his

own people and winning their praise over his

exploits and feeling their respect would not

soothe the loss of Mirjana's approval. His guilt

was engulfing him, and he would find no

peace, he knew, until he shed it like a snake

sheds its skin. And in his heart he knew he

was facing the most arduous and difficult bat-

tle he had ever fought.

Mirjana rode silently in the wagon beside

Tanige. Heartsick, forlorn, she stared straight

ahead into the distance. Bitter, scalding tears

burned behind her eyes. Today was the day

when she had learned the meaning of despair,

what it meant to be lost and have all that was

loved and familiar taken from her. Today, she

had lost her identity, becoming a nameless

person without heritage, her past and future

obscured. Only yesterday she had thought she

possessed all these and had taken them for
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granted. Yesterday, she had still possessed her

self-respect. Now she was shamed, degraded,

feeling without worth.

A pawn, that was all she was. To be used

or discarded at men's whims. A pawn of their

greedy ambitions. And a fool, with only her-

self to blame. She had tried to shirk her duties

to become Yusufs wife, and had taken the

first step to her downfall by writing that letter.

Ruy had been greedy in trying to ransom her,

but the ultimate blame was her own. How
could she have been so naive and so clumsy

to think she could seduce her way to freedom?

She had cheapened herself and might have

worsened her situation. A bitter laugh of self-

rebuke broke her unnatural silence. And to

think it had all begun because of her infat-

uation with her teacher when for these past

weeks she had barely given thought to Omar.
Last night, in Ruy's arms, no other man had

ever existed for her. The poet was forgotten;

only Ruy's searing mouth and searching hands

remembered.

Womanly defenses rose. She wanted to

blame Ruy for using her, for lying to her and

keeping the truth from her. But she knew now
his reason for demanding she admit she

wanted him to make love to her, demanded
she say it aloud, leaving no doubt there was
to be no barter of her body for her freedom.
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And she had cried out her need for him, her

wants. Could she fault him for wanting to pro-

tect her from defeat she now realized? Could

she hate him for giving her shelter and bur-

dening himself with her when he could have

just cast her out onto the Marches and for-

gotten her existence? Slowly, Mirjana's sense

of herself seeped back to her. Ruy had known
he would not receive a dinar in payment for

her return to either Seville or Granada, and

yet he must have found her to have some value

since he had not abandoned her and Tanige,

or even murdered them as she knew he was

quite capable of doing.

She must have been a trial to him these past

weeks, she realized. He must have been quite

uncertain as to what should be done with her,

and yet, in the beginning he had withstood

the onslaught of her anger and even the sharp

edge of her insults until he had courted her

into a friendship. Even the night before, when
he could have used her, he had not. She had

set about seducing him and was seduced in

return, willingly, gladly, sharing her passions

with him, realizing all the while no bargain

would be struck. If he had been less than hon-

est with her concerning her situation, at least

he had not tricked her, used her, or discarded

her as had Yusuf and Hassan.

Mirjana's chin lifted; her eyes lit from the
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shadows of her despair. She was Miitadid's

daughter, princess to the throne of Seville. She

had been educated and bred to royalty, and
trained to seek the truth and face it, however
difficult. Stubborn, optimistic, and holding a

faith in her god, new strength and determi-

nation were reborn. It was Allah's will that

she leave Seville, and she was certain it would
also be Allah's will that she return. Somehow,
someday. For now, she must resign herself

to this new life before her and live it the best

way she could. It would be difficult, she knew,
but she also knew that should her situation

change and she be welcomed back into the

bosom of her family, Rodrigo Ruy Diaz, El

Cid, would help her.

The day wore on and the sun was slowly

sinking when the caravan overtook a steep in-

cline. They had left the open March, and for

the better part of the day had followed a road

leading through tall trees and cool, green

grasses. Coming to the top of the rise, Mirjana

looked down and saw the town of Bivar and
the castillo of El Cid laid out before her. Stone

buttresses caught the red-gold glow of sunset,

and the moat that separated the high, thick

walls of the city from the outlying fields and

farms mirrored the brilliance of the sky. Twin,

monolithic towers rose from the castillo, cast-

ing long, purple shadows over the town that
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nestled at its feet, and yet their gray, rough
stone captured the tinge of bloody gold from
the sky. Further on the horizon stood the

Pyrenees, still deeply snowcapped, but their

foothills were lush with new spring growth.

Flags were flying atop the jagged battlements

in celebration of El Cid's return, and within

the walls of the city there appeared to be a

gathering of people to welcome him.

In spite of herself, Mirjana was filled with

a sense of adventure, she who had never been

outside the city of Seville and had only heard

and read of these feudal towns on the outreach

of the Marches, which separated the opposing

worlds of Islam and Christianity.

From the distance came the toll of church

bells, chiming melodiously, welcoming home
Bivar's lord and champion. As they ap-

proached the town following behind the long

column of foot soldiers and mounted officers,

a thunderous roar of cheering welled up in

the crowd. Mirjana and Tanige sat in alert

attention as they entered the horseshoe arch

and the gates to the city. The townspeople

were throwing garlands of pungent herbs

and field flowers, and the shops were deco-

rated with laurel leaves and banners. El Cid

had returned home victorious from his siege

of Badajoz, and the news of his valor had

reached his people. Eager to see it all, Mirjana
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stretched her neck, viewing the numerous
footbridges and thatch-roofed structures. The
bells continued to toll, louder now, coming
from a tall tower whose gabled roof was
topped with the symbol of Christianity — a

cross.

The soldiers began to disperse among the

throng, accepting wine-filled skins with which
to quench their thirst. Some were met by
mothers and wives who clutched the men to

themselves in anxious embraces, their faces

lit with smiles and cheeks stained with tears

of gratitude for their returning warriors. Oth-
ers searched the crowd for loved ones, some
of whom had been left dead on the Marches
outside the city of Badajoz or some other place

where they had met their fates. Some children

cried and clung to women's skirts, frightened

by all this commotion, while others curiously

watched from the safety of their mother's

arms.

The drawbridge to the castle was down,
spanning the moat surrounding it. At this

proximity, Mirjana could see the way moss
and slime grew on the rough stone walls, and
the filth floating in the moat. A curious brown
color had washed out of the stone battlements

and down the exterior walls like ancient blood

stains. The streets they had traveled to achieve

the castle were unpaved, muddied and tram-
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pled by thousands of footsteps. Mirjana's first

impression of Bivar was suddenly altered.

What had appeared to be a lovely city by the

sun's setting glow was, in reality, more like

an open cistern. A thick, malodorous stench

came to her nostrils — sewage in the moat
and in the streets creating streams of mid-

dens. The peasants, filthy and unkempt, were
clothed in rags, and flies feasted upon the

droppings from pigs and dogs and other barn-

yard animals which were allowed to roam the

streets.

Seville, Seville, jewel of Andalusia, Mir-

jana's heart cried. She knew the Christian

towns and cities were far below the standard

of Islam but she had never quite expected this.

In Seville all streets and main concourses were

paved, and animals were restricted to back

avenues on their way to market. All the build-

ings were washed white, unlike these hovels

here in Bivar, and were scrupulously scrubbed

and kept. Boulevards were lined with trees

and flowers of the season, and the palace itself

stood out like a pearl, white and sparkling,

surrounded by flower-ringed patios and
bubbling fountains. Here, all was of a color

— dun. There were no tiles over the archways,

no bas reliefs, no fretted doorways. It was as

though the outward signs of civilization— art

and beauty and cleanliness — had never
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reached the walls of Bivar.

"Already it disgusts me," Tanige whis-

pered, shutting her squint eyes against the ug-

liness. "Allah has cursed us to send us to such

a place."

Mirjana was silent, her thoughts echoing

Tanige's. The wagon's wheels rolled hollowly

over the drawbridge, and pulled them into the

courtyard of the castillo. Dona Ysabel was is-

suing orders for the transference of her be-

longings to her quarters, and young Teodoro
was busily chasing a slat-ribbed dog between
the horses' legs and wagons. The stench from
the moat had followed them into the court-

yard, and Mirjana was eager to be away from
it. It was doubly overpowering compared to

the fresh, open outdoors in which she had

spent these past weeks. It was a dismal trek

from the courtyard through the heavy wooden
gates protecting the great hall just behind. The
same dull gray walls as the exterior, smudged
with red-brown streaks, vaulted to a high ceil-

ing stained with soot from decades of smol-

dering torches. Crossbows and armor were

hung and displayed among racks of spears and

shields which were held in readiness against

attack from invaders. A long, roughhewn table

surrounded by narrow benches was placed di-

rectly in front of an ancient, massively de-

signed fireplace. To the right, stone steps led
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upwards, no doubt to the quarters above.

Mirjana was depressed by this windowless

cave filled with arms and the lingering aroma
left by thousands of meals prepared in the

hearth. Underfoot was an earthen floor cov-

ered with trampled bulrushes and browning
straw. Mirjana and Tanige, standing close to-

gether in shocked silence, were approached

by an old woman servant dressed in drab

shades of brown and a kerchief tied over her

gray hair. "Dona Ysabel says you are to share

a chamber in the tower."

Motioning for them to follow, they clutched

the meager belongings they had managed to

carry from the wagon, and climbed the wide

stone staircase to the second level. The steps

were worn into hollows from centuries of use

and were treacherous to an uncautious ankle.

On the second level there was no gallery, no

long, open hallway as Mirjana had expected.

Instead, it was a long, dimly lit corridor that

was punctuated by stout, rough-timbered

doors, no doubt opening into the family's pri-

vate chambers.

The aged woman led them down the cor-

ridor, which swung sharply to the left around

the perimeter of the great hall below until

coming upon a narrow portal that opened with

squeaking protest onto the circular stone steps

immediately within. Grunting with the effort
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of the climb, the servant lit an occasional wall

sconce as they climbed, lighting the interior

of the tower into dim light and long, ominous
shadows. It was obvious from the hanging cob-

webs and thick dust that the tower had not

been used in years. An occasional narrow, slot-

ted opening allowed in daylight, and since

they were not glazed or shuttered, they also

allowed in insects in the summer and chill

winds and snow in the winter. And from the

puddles and damp stains on the walls, she

knew they also permitted the entry of rain.

At the top of the stairs stood a wooden door,

narrow and scarred and boasting a huge lock

on its outer bolt. Tanige's eyes widened when
she saw it, realizing that the chamber assigned

to them had been used as a prison cell. And
when they stepped into the circular room with

only one high window, unglazed as were the

ones on the staircase, they realized this to be

exactly the case.

The proportions of the room, the cell, were

narrow and confining, containing only a bro-

ken wooden cot and a filthy straw-filled mat-

tress. Tanige dropped the belongings she was

carrying and stood in the center of the cell,

disbelief in her eyes.

"Mirjana! This is an insult! You cannot

allow this! You are a princess, member of a

royal family —

"
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"Hush!" Mirjana ordered, the old authority

returning. Then turning to the servant, she

spoke in the woman's native Spanish, "There
is only one cot. Since there are two of us,

another will be required, immediately. Can
you see to it?"

The woman shrugged. "Dona Ysabel said

nothing of another cot. Perhaps you can take

one from the chambers below if it is not to

be used." Obviously, the woman could not

be responsible for making a decision or taking

it upon herself to have another cot brought

up. Seeing she would get nowhere by pressing

her, Mirjana tried another tack.

"And the bedding," she said, plumping the

filthy mattress, seeing the straw within had

decayed and powdered and was of no use

whatever.

Again the servant shrugged. "There is straw

in the stable ..." And then, remembering,

"Dona Ysabel wishes you both to use the

kitchen stairs. You will find them at the far

end of the lower corridor." This was said

firmly, the seiiora's words repeated faithfully.

So, even in the confusion of homecoming,
Dona Ysabel had given enough thought to

Mirjana's stay at the castillo to remember to

advise both Tanige and herself to use the

servants' stairway.

Giving thought to their immediate needs,
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Mirjana pressed. "There is no chamber pot,

no container for water for washing . . . Tell

me, are the rooms below unlocked? If so, we
could obtain these things.

"

Again, the woman shrugged. "I do not

know. It has been years since I have been
above stairs. My work is in the kitchens." Dis-

missing them and any concern for their needs,

the woman shuffled toward the door, pulling

on her ear and wincing.

"Does your ear pain you?" Mirjana asked

quietly.

The old woman's eyes widened at the ques-

tion, and she nodded in the affirmative, ob-

viously surprised that anyone should notice

or inquire for her pain.

When the old woman had gone, Tanige al-

lowed herself the luxury of her reaction to

the quarters they had been assigned. Her
mouth dropped open and a fine edge of hys-

teria pitched her voice. "There must be a mis-

take. Human beings do not live in these

conditions!" Then, as if touched by a lit taper,

she rushed to the door and struggled with the

rusted padlock that swung from the bolt. "At

least if we are to be locked into this dungeon,

it will be from the inside!" she cried.

Mirjana's eyes dropped to the cracked stone

floor. It was bare and filthy, and their footsteps

had left prints in the dust. Experimentally,
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she rubbed her foot across the stones. Grit

and grime screeched in her ears. Tanige was
right; this was a dungeon, although it be high

in the tower and not below ground level.

Curious as to what their location was in re-

spect to the casiillo, Mirjana tried to see out

the knife-slim window, finding it was too high

and she not tall enough. Indeed, a man as tall

as El Cid would have difficulty seeing out.

Dragging the wooden cot beneath the window,
she stood on the top supporting rail and peered

out. The sky was leaden gray now, the sun

at last having slipped below the horizon, and

darkness was falling quickly. Beneath her was

the courtyard, and if she stretched her neck,

she could just see the drawbridge and the town
beyond.

Horses stood in the courtyard, waiting for

the hostler to stable and feed them. The most

outstanding was Liberte, black and sleek, his

muscles still twitching from the long day's

ride. Beyond the walls, in the town, revelry

was continuing with the return of the men.

Torches glowed, fighting the oncoming dark-

ness, and from somewhere came the sound

of a flute, played lightly and with a dance

rhythm. So this was Bivar, she thought. This

is where he came from. And from here he

went out into the world and made himself a

legend. Humble beginnings for such a man,
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she told herself. Humble and unworthy of

him. He had seen, she knew, the splendors

of Islamic palaces. He was a frequent visitor

to Zaragoza, he had told her, and was familiar

with the customs and life-style of her people.

Yet, he had done nothing to improve his home,
obviously contenting himself with it, sticking

to his own culture and background. Or was
it because he was a military man, a vassal of

the throne of Castile, that he preferred these

fortresslike surroundings? Or was it because

Dona YsabeFs influence and her determina-

tion to keep her home austere and crude rather

than to sin against her religion and adopt the

luxuries of the Eastern world? This last, she

suspected, was closer to truth than the first.

"Let her have her austerity and her accumu-
lated filth!" Mirjana exclaimed. "I will live

the way I have been taught! Like a human,
not an animal in a stable! Tanige!" She turned

to the woebegone girl who sniffled back her

tears and held shadows of defeat in her small,

squinted eyes. "Tanige, we will not live like

this! Like animals!"

Tanige brightened, rubbing the back of her

hand under her nose. "Princess, you are going

down to protest this — this insult? You will

demand appropriate quarters? Remind them
who you are."

"No. You know my circumstances. I have
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no right to demand anything. Instead, we will

make this chamber habitable by humans. I

want you to go down to the kitchen. Remem-
ber to use the back stairs. Find a broom, some
water, rags— whatever we need to make this

fit to sleep in. Hurry, now. Meanwhile, I'll

go below and find an unoccupied chamber and

take what we need. Hurry! And then find out

what has become of the remainder of our be-

longings and see if you can find someone to

help you bring them up here."

Backbreaking hours later, Mirjana and Tan-
ige were still hard at work. Together, they

had swept down the walls, banishing the

stubborn cobwebs. Among the items they had

purloined from an unused chamber below
were several lamps that when lit dispelled the

gloom. While Mirjana got to her knees to

scrub the floor, Tanige had gone to the stables

to fill the mattresses with fresh straw. Another

cot had been carried up the steep, winding

staircase, leaving them sore and breathless. An
old trunk with a broken lock also found its

way upstairs, as well as a low table and spare

blankets. Something must be done with the

window, Mirjana realized, foreseeing the flur-

ries of insects that would follow the glow from

their lamps into the room. But that could wait

until another day.

With the help of an unwilling stable boy,
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Tanige had brought the remainder of their

meager possessions up to the tower. And when
the boy saw the restoration and housekeeping

taking place, he blinked and smiled sourly.

The scrawny one, who had ordered him to

give her assistance with the princesa's belong-

ings, had tricked him. He had only agreed in

the first place so he could tell the others he
had seen a royal princesa, and whom should

he find— a scullery maid, skirts tucked above
her knees, back bent, scrubbing the floor!

When they had finished, they both collapsed

onto their cots in weary satisfaction. The old

trunk with the broken lock stood beneath the

window, and by standing on it, they could

look out. The yellow, fluttering light from the

lamp gave the cell a cozy glow, and although

the floor was still damp underfoot, at least

it was clean and would not dirty the hems
of their skirts. The straw hay stuffed into the

mattress ticking gave off a sweet smell, and

the blankets and pillows they had purloined

promised a warm night, even though they

were of crudely woven cloth and scratchy to

the touch. And they were not excessively

clean, Mirjana thought, but at least there was

no evidence of fleas and other vermin. At best,

the cell was clean; at worst, it was dismal com-
pared to the suite she had left behind in Se-

ville.
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Tanige's stomach grumbled hungrily, re-

minding Mirjana that it had been hours since

she, too, had eaten. Nothing had passed her

lips since the hot tea Tanige had brewed for

her early that morning. That morning. Had
it only been less than a day since discovering

the results of her foolish scheme to avoid going

to Granada to marry Yusuf? Only hours, re-

ally, since Dona Ysabel had taken such delight

in informing her that she was an abandoned
non-person, forsaken by both family and be-

trothed? Less than a day, and yet an eternity.

Pity for Tanige prompted her to tell the

girl to go down to the kitchens to see what

she could find for them to eat. "Inspect it care-

fully, Tanige. If their housekeeping is any in-

dication of their cooking, you would be wise

to choose carefully
!"

Hopefully, thinking of her empty stomach,

Tanige told her there had been a great deal

of activity in the kitchens, and that a haunch

of lamb was being roasted in the hearth in

the great hall. "I heard one of the cooks say

supper was later than usual because of the

lord's return. Dona Ysabel required a nap to

refresh herself before eating. There should be

much to chose from for our own meal," Tanige

told her, smacking her lips in anticipation and

hurrying out of the room.

Mirjana sat on her narrow cot and leaned
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back against the wall, weary to the point of ex-

haustion. The drudgery of housework was as

unfamiliar to her as flying. She looked at her

hands, at the chapped, rough skin and the broken

fingernails. Her gown was filthy, stained by dirty

water and years of grime. The night was warm,
for the first weeks of spring were upon them,

but not warm enough to justify the dark rings

of perspiration under her arms and the damp
curls that hung about her face. Ordinarily, her

clothing never came into such a state of sham-

bles, and a tiny, stubborn stain on the bodice

was reason enough to discard the garment. Now,
there was no way of knowing when, if ever,

she would have another to replace it. And the

others in her wardrobe were so few she realized

she must become thrifty in her use of them.

This minute, there was nothing she wanted so

much as a bath and a change of clothes.

Mirjana heard the slamming of the door at

the bottom of the stairs leading to the tower.

Quickly, thinking it was Tanige coming with

their meal, she removed the lamp and her hair

brush and hand mirror from the flat top of

the trunk under the window. At least they

would have a table of sorts.

"I've cleared a space, Tanige," she said over

her shoulder, brushing back tendrils of hair

from her face with the back of her hand.

"Bring it over —

"
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Turning, her words choked off in her throat.

He stood there before her, his tall, broad

shoulders framed in the doorway. Were it not

for his flashing smile and laughing, dark eyes

she would have thought him a stranger. There
was no other word that could describe this

change in him except to say it was a trans-

formation. Gone was the bristly black beard

and shoulder length hair which had been held

back with a studded headband. Gone were the

breastplate armor and bulky wolfskin jerkin.

His face was clean-shaven except for a

closely trimmed moustache on his upper Up,

defining his mouth and softening the line.

Dark hair, barbered short to graze the top

of his ears, curled softly around his head, just

touching the collar of his short, fitted, leather

tunic worn over knitted chausses that ended

in knee-high-boots of the softest leather. But

it was to his face that her eyes returned, seeing

the dimpled indentations in his cheeks that

set off the squareness of his chin and jaw. She

remembered those times when she had been

with him, and his easy laugh and bright eyes

had given her the impression of a far younger

man than either his appearance or his repu-

tation allowed. And she blushed to remember
the night before when she had lain in his arms,

her exploring fingers finding the hardness of

his muscles and the flatness of his belly.
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"Does the sight of me displease you, Mir-
jana?" he asked. "Would you prefer to see

me in my wolfskins? No, I think not. As I

remember, you told me you found them ob-

jectionable. And there were other items ofmy
dress you also found objectionable. Let me see

if I can recall ..." His eyes challenged her

to deny that the night before she had almost

stripped him of his garments, making her re-

member how she herself had pulled off her

shoes and gown before sinking down beside

him and entering his arms.

Quick to dispel this line of conversation,

Mirjana interrupted before he could continue.

"I approve of both my lord's barber and tai-

lor," she told him, suddenly aware of her own
sad appearance.

"I will relay the compliment, milady." He
performed a courtly bow. "I trust you find

your chamber comfortable?" He glanced

about the small cell approvingly, seeing the

cleanly scrubbed floor and readied cots, com-
plete with pillows and blankets. "I thought

this rather confined and small, but I was as-

sured it was to your liking."

Mirjana's eyes widened. Who had told him
it was to her liking? Dona Ysabel? And yes,

the cell did appear comfortable — now, after

all of her and Tanige's scrubbing and carting

furniture and other necessities! Mirjana si-
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lenced her erupting objections and desire to

qualify just what she thought made a chamber
comfortable. For the time being, it was enough
to know that he himself had not assigned her

to this lofty dungeon and had been unaware
of its disrepair. She did not want him to think

her spoiled for luxury. There was always the

possibility that he would insist upon her oc-

cupying a chamber on the second level. And
from what she had seen of them, she and Tan-
ige would have to begin their scrubbing all

over again!

"The chamber suits me, my lord. Perhaps

for the lack of a table on which to take meals,"

she told him shyly, realizing she did not want

to make demands of him. As it was necessary

for her to accept his hospitality and shelter,

she had the few and resented privileges of an

unwanted guest.

"Milady will not be taking meals in this

room. You are expected to join the family in

the great hall. This was my purpose in coming

up here, to invite you to the table. Your hand-

maiden will be eating in the kitchens with the

other servants."

Was he then differentiating between the po-

sition she was to maintain in his household

and that of the servants by insisting she take

her meals with the family? "If it is what my
lord requires of me," she said softly, com-
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municating her sense of obligation.

"By the devil's toenails, Mirjana! It is not

what I require but rather what I wish!" he
burst forth angrily.

Taken aback, Mirjana rose to her defense.

"Since it is that I am in your debt for the

shelter and protection you provide, I am well

aware of my obligations to fulfill your wishes.

However, I would plead my obligations begin

tomorrow since, as you can see, I am hardly

presentable to attend your table." Her hands

smoothed the front of her gown, bringing his

attention to her appearance.

Noticing the stains and soil, and her hair

which was in a roiling disarray, Ruy laughed.

"Pve seen scullery maids in better attire. What
have you done to yourself?" Not waiting for an

answer, he told her, "Hurry and change your

gown. The meal is waiting, as are Padre Tomas
and Pietro. Were it not for my mother's in-

sisting upon a nap, we would have eaten hours

ago. Pm starved!" he complained.

Mirjana shrank backwards into the shadows.

"Please, my lord, permit my absence from

your table this night."

A dark scowl formed on Ruy's handsome
features. She had become used to his glowering

at her from behind his thick, black beard.

Now, since his metamorphosis, it was like fac-

ing a stranger's anger, and she wasn't quite
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certain how to deal with it.

"Firstly/' he told her, stepping further into

the lamplight so she could see his seriousness

and impatience, "I do not care for this sudden
formality between us. When did I become 'my
lord

5

instead of Ruy? Secondly, as I told you
at the beginning, I rarely repeat an order

twice!
55

"Forgive me ... I was merely showing
respect for my protector . . . my guardian

. . .

55 Her words were sticking in her throat.

Ruy hated to see her this way, hated to know
he had caused her defeat and obeisance. Where
was the woman who could speak her mind
and rail against him? Where was the woman
who had dared to upbraid him for his "Hun-
like

55
appearance and his "barbaric

55
behavior,

and who had spit her fury at him time and

again? She was behaving like a whipped and

beaten dog licking at its master's boots. He
knew she considered herself in his debt, and

he disliked the position in which she had

placed him. Seeking to alleviate her fears, he

said, "Mirjana, I want you to know that I will

continue to intercede on your behalf with your

brother, Hassan, and will do all I can to insure

your return to Seville. Unfortunately, because

of the distance between Seville and Bivar, ne-

gotiations may be lengthy.
55

"Am I to understand then that you have
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dropped your ransom demands?" She watched
him sharply.

"Of course! Dammit! We were both fools,

Mirjana — you to try to trick your way out

of a marriage to Yusuf, and me to think I

could force my hand in demanding a double

ransom. Had Mutadid lived, no doubt you
would have been returned to Seville. But have

you considered under what condition you
would have returned?"

Mirjana hung her head. Certainly she had
considered the conditions. Mutadid more than

likely would have secured her release from
the infamous Christian as a matter of pride,

but her father's retributions would have been

swift and merciless. He would have disowned

her publicly in order to maintain his alliance

with Yusuf. After all, she was but a worthless

woman, regardless of the affection between

Mutadid and herself. All the more reason, she

realized, to be grateful for Ruy's intercession.

A woman in this world could do nothing for

herself. Her power was only as great as the

influence of the man who championed her.

And now, since Hassan sat on the throne, it

was well that her champion was the powerful

El Cid. Perhaps nothing more than family

pride would prompt Hassan to accept her back

into the bosom of the family.

Her dejection infuriated him, made him re-
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alize his guilt. If only he had not tried to ran-

som her ... If only he had contented himself

with the priceless booty of the caravan . . .

If only ... if only. The boiling emotions were
cooled by his need to protect her, and he found

it was a double-edged sword. Mirjana's needs

were not merely physical, they were also emo-
tional. She was a princesa, a member of royalty,

and he would not allow her spirit and self-

respect to be crushed. It was also the main
reason he had come to her room to take her

to the table. He intended to make her position

in his household clear to one and all right from
her first night here. This was especially im-

perative where Dona Ysabel was concerned,

and he would not allow her to evade this

chance to establish herself in the eyes of his

mother, his friends, and to all of Bivar.

"Change your gown," he said authorita-

tively. "The meal awaits us."

"I need more than a change of gown. I need

a bath! If you had used your head and your

eyes, you would have known I could not have

stayed the night in this room in the condition

it was in. You say you have seen scullery

maids in better attire? No doubt," she said

sarcastically. "If this room was any indication

of how your house is kept, your scullery

maids' hands have never touched scrub

water!"
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Ruy smiled, the sparkle and deviltry return-

ing to his eyes. This was the Mirjana he knew!
Fighting, spitting, demanding justice for her-

self. "Get your change of garments/' he said

darkly. "I will see to your bath." There was
a sudden hunger for her building in his loins.

She had no idea how beautiful she looked —
hair wild and tumbling, gown wet and clinging

from the scrub water.

"It will do you no good, Ruy," she said

warningly. "I am known for my lengthy and
leisurely baths. It would be best not to wait

supper on my account." She opened the trunk

and removed a change of clothing, including

long, finely knitted stockings and a fresh kir-

tle. "Now, if you will have the servants bring

me a tub —

"

Her words were cut off in midsentence as

Ruy seized her as easily as he might pick up
a child. With his free hand he gathered up
her fresh clothes and carried her out of the

room. Spitting and scratching, she fought him
all the way down the tower stairs and along

the corridor to the stairway leading to the great

hall. He had her firmly tucked under his arm,

her heels dragging on the stone floor. Just at

the top of the main stairway, he released her,

only to pick her up again with one powerful

arm and sling her over his shoulder. Her fists

beat against his back. Her voice was raised
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in a clamor as she cursed him in the tongue

of Islam. Her hair broke free of its pins and
tumbled down over her face as she continued

her struggles. Only the harsh and imperious

sound of Dona YsabePs voice made her realize

that he had carried her down to the great hall.

"Ruy! Ruy!" Dona Ysabel screamed. "What
are you doing? Where are you going? I insist

you stop this and come to the table im-

mediately!
5 '

Teodoro's young voice piped, repeating his

words over and over. "Are you going to beat

her, Ruy? Huh? Are you going to beat her?

Can I watch? can I?"

Mirjana's struggles ended. She had never

been so ashamed in her entire life. She lay

limply over his shoulder, derriere high in the

air, her head hanging down his back, her arms

covering her face to hide her disgrace.

"I will come to the table, Madre, after the

princesa has had her bath! You will await our

return!"

"A bath!" Dofia Ysabel screeched. "In my
home? A home devoted to the teachings of

the church? Never! Mi Dios! Mi Dios! Padre

Tomas! Speak some sense to my son! A bath!

Did I not tell you she was a devil! Did I not?

Not from the day of her Christening does a

woman bathe! Tell him, Padre!"

"There would be little use for it, Seiiora,
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since the princesa is a Muslim and therefore

has never been baptized." Padre Tomas rolled

his eyes upward and shifted his bulk on the

wooden bench where he sat. "Would that few

good women were christened/' he mourned,
"no doubt the air around them would be more
pleasant."

Dona Ysabel sputtered her disbelief while

Teodoro whined, "I want to watch Ruy beat

her! Madre, I want to watch Ruy beat her."

It was with enormous relief that Mirjana

heard the door slam behind them, shutting

out the din from the great hall.
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CHAPTER 7

Immediately after he had kicked the door shut

behind them, Mirjana continued her fast and
frenzied struggles, beating on the broadness

of his back, kicking her feet, aiming for his

vulnerable regions.

"Oh, no you don't, Princesa! You requested

a bath and a bath you shall have!" He carried

her across the courtyard, gaining the atten-

tions and speculations of the curious eyes of

the stable hands, along the path to the right,

skirting the Castillo's walls, beyond the stables

to a low-roofed structure of the same stone

as the castle. Ruy went to the door, kicking

it furiously, shouting, "Come out of there!

Now! Come out!"

Mirjana could hear the sounds of startled

men from within, making protest at this in-

vasion. The door opened suddenly. A naked

man wielding a broad sword and ready to do

action stood there, and when he realized the

interloper was none other than the Cid him-
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self, his mouth dropped open in astonishment,

which was doubled when he realized Ruy
hefted a female on his shoulder.

"Clear out!" Ruy ordered again, setting the

man into action, repeating his leader's orders

to all within. It was with red-faced embar-
rassment that Mirjana realized he had taken

her to the bathhouse where warriors and
guardsmen could steam away the pains of

battle and their rigorous training. Vaporous
steam hissed from within, blasting and swirl-

ing foggily into the sudden rush of cool air

from the open doorway.

No less than eight men rushed the door-

way, giving hasty salutes as they passed their

leader, their eyes politely shifting from Mir-

jana's presence. A few of them were too sur-

prised to do more than gape while others

laughed outright in good humor at her pre-

dicament.

"Put me down!" she cried, eager to be away
from these curious glances, and frightened at

what Ruy planned to do with her now that

he had her here. She had demanded a bath

and he had said he would see to it himself.

And he never repeated an order twice, as he

was quick to remind her!

Stepping over the threshold, Ruy kicked the

door shut behind him and dumped Mirjana

unceremoniously onto a bench with such force
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her teeth rattled. The interior of the bath-

house was steamy and dimly lit. There were
several chest-high square enclosures con-

structed ofwooden planking with tarred seams

that served as tubs. In the center of the low-

ceilinged room was a glowing brazier of im-

mense proportions around which stones were
piled and glowed red. Beside this stood a pail

of water and a dipper from which, when water

was sprinkled over the rocks, steam would siz-

zle and fill the room.

"Undress/' he told her, his eyes giving

challenge.

"Surely, you do not expect me to— to bathe

in your presence?" She heard her own voice

tinged with fear, knowing full well that was
exactly what he expected.

"I do. If I remember correctly, the first time

I set eyes on you, you were bathing. You car-

ried yourself quite well at that time, if I re-

member. I was astounded by your lack of

modesty. Tell me, Mirjana, what has caused

you to change your ways?" There was that

slow smile she had come to know so well, that

dark, amused mockery in his eyes.

"I did not know you then!" she answered

inanely, crossing her arms over her breasts in

an unconscious gesture of defense.

"Oh, am I to take it you only disrobe for

strangers then?"
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"Oh . . . oh, you are enjoying this, aren't

you!" she spit angrily.

"Why would a woman of your seeming in-

telligence think I was enjoying this?" he
laughed. "Do you think it is my pleasure to

wait upon you like a humble servant? Do you
think I enjoy attending you at your bath?"

"Yes, damn your eyes, I do!"

A wicked grin worked its way around Ruy's
mouth. He winked insolently, bringing her

temper to a flare. "You are quite astute, for

a woman," he teased. "Now, will you undress,

or will I do it for you?"

"You wouldn't!" she gasped, then trying to

reassume her dignity, she said haughtily, "I

am no slattern, my lord, and I am quite capable

of seeing to my own needs."

"Ah! But what of my needs, Mirjana?" His

eyes half-closed sleepily, insolently. "Besides,

what have you that I have not already seen?"

he asked, bringing her closer to him, working

the back laces of her gown, pulling it down
away from her shoulder. "What can you be

hiding that my hands have not already ca-

ressed?" The gown slipped to the floor and

her kirtle was being lifted over her legs, al-

ready exposing the soft white flesh of her

thighs. "And have you some secret my lips

have not already kissed?"

Mirjana was mesmerized by the slow de-
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liberateness of his hands as they undressed her

and by the husky intimacy of his voice. She
wanted to run, or to stay and fight, to protest

this casual use of her. But his hands were al-

ready plotting courses down her shoulders and
back, and his lips were navigating the curve

of her neck and the valley between her breasts.

Breathless, her protests died in her throat. The
existence of a world outside the span of his

arms and the touch of his lips was lost to her.

While her mind screamed complaints of these

intimacies, her body was betraying her.

He stripped her— gown, kirtle, stockings,

everything— leaving her naked and beautiful

and within access of his hands, his eyes, his

lips.

His hands were hard, rough on her skin,

but his touch was gentle. His were the hands

of a warrior, calloused and tough, used to

wielding a sword and the reins of his mount,

not given to the softness of a woman's skin

and the silky strands of her hair. And she loved

his touch, welcomed it, allowing it to stir the

embers of the passions she had discovered only

the night before into a blaring fire.

He found her lips with his own, felt them
yield beneath his. The room was steamy, hot,

making her body break out into beads of per-

spiration that slickened her skin and gave it

a sheen, like a pearl from the sea.
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He was impatient for her, wanting her, feel-

ing as though he would never have enough
of her. Her lovemaking from the night before

had not satisfied him. He doubted he would
ever be satisfied, always wanting more of her

than she would give. She was a woman of pro-

found depths, and he wanted to plunge him-
self into her, seeking out the farthest recesses

of her, hungry to possess her completely, to-

tally, body and mind.

Mirjana wedged her arms between herself

and his chest. "Ruy," she reminded him
breathlessly, "you brought me here for a

bath."

His lips trailed lazily up her throat finding

the hollow and pleasure point beneath her ear.

"Hmmm. Yes, so I did." Reluctantly, he re-

leased her, allowing her to dart across to one

of the tubs. She plunged in, settling herself

in the hot water up to her shoulders.

Mirjana felt the heat from the water seep

into her bones and aching muscles. Various

pungent herbs hung from the rafters, releasing

their fragrance in the steam from the rocks.

A sigh of contentment escaped her and she

lowered herself deeper into the tub.

The heat from the water was not as hot as

the touch of his hands upon her skin as his

fingers trailed over her shoulders and down
to her breasts. Mirjana tipped her head back,
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allowing his lips access to the pulse point at

the base of her throat. When he leaned over

the rim of the tub to avail himself of her white,

rosy-tipped breasts, she was surprised, but not

alarmed, to find he was naked.

The coppery glow from the brazier lit the

bathhouse in a rosy glow, giving deep bronze

tones to his skin. The night before when her

fingers had explored him greedily, the dark-

ness in his tent had cloaked him from her

view. Now her gaze covered him, searching,

voyaging his body, and seeing the patterns of

dark, soft hair covering his chest and narrow-

ing down his belly as though to direct her eyes

to the swell of his manhood and the power
of his thighs. His hips were slim, punctuated

by the high roundness of his haunches. He
was beautiful, she thought, sleek and clean of

line, like a panther she had once seen that

was brought from the jungles of India. Dark,

wavy hair tumbled over his forehead, lending

him a boyish look, but the expression in his

eyes was all man, hungry, wanting, demand-
ing to have her.

She opened her arms to him, fulfilling a need

he created within her, inviting him into her

embrace. He slipped into the tub beside her,

seizing her in his arms, sliding his length

against her water-slick body, feeling each dis-

tinguishable curve of her breasts, her hips, her
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thighs. His gaze scorched her being, a dan-

gerous look, compelling her to return his pas-

sions, to feed herself on them, and in turn,

to satisfy him.

Her eyes had turned from crystal to an ashy,

cinder-like gray. Her lids were partly closed,

giving her a sleepy expression which belied

the movement of her hands upon his flesh and
the charge of passion that dwelled on her lips.

She was all that was beautiful, womanly; her

mouth was made for kissing, ripe and full and
his for the taking.

Her responses to his lovemaking unleashed

a driving need that set his pulse pounding and
heightened his awareness. He wanted to take

her immediately, believing he would shatter

into thousands of fragments if he did not pos-

sess her at once. More generous sensibilities

overrode his desires. Mirjana's body re-

sponded beneath a gentle touch, a slow pro-

gression of intimacies, and he was sensitive

to her needs to be loved softly, slowly, al-

lowing her hungers to build until they were

as ravenous and voracious as his own. Making
love to Mirjana was a seduction, and he knew
that each time he would have her she would
come into his arms willingly, happily, trusting

him to fire her sexuality.

Her light, sensual touches found his but-

tocks, grazing the backs of his thighs, slipping
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between them. There was fluidity to her ca-

resses, silkened by the water. The tub had
become too confining for his liking. He wanted
to stretch out beside her, wanted to see her

in this coppery light that lit her red-gold hair

to fire. In an easy, smooth motion he rose

from the tub, gathering her into his arms,

carrying her to a mat of toweling where he lay

her down. Her wet skin glistened, sleek and
polished, the light catching and emphasizing

each vulnerable curve and swell of her body.

Downy, golden hair below her stomach
bloomed triumphantly on the swell of her sex,

and he knew an unquenchable desire to kiss

the smooth skin of her inner thighs and ex-

plore those regions that were so sensitive to

his touch and were doubly so to his lips.

Mirjana's fingers slid through his tangle of

dark chest hairs. She triumphed in the hard-

ness of his body and his obvious desire for

her. His hands moved over her gently, slowly,

spending time to bring her to full arousal, and

would not be satisfied with less. His hands

spanned her waist, then slid down to her hips,

raising them, lifting her for access to his lips.

The world seemed to spin around her, leaving

her frozen with anticipation at its vortex. She

found the thick, curling hair at the back of

his head, gripping it between her fingers, pull-

ing it, while she followed his greedy mouth
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with her body, yielding her flesh to it.

And when his lips returned to her mouth
she could taste herself there, her body molded
to his, fitting her curves against the hard
planes of his body. She shivered with expec-

tation when his thighs parted her own and
he lowered himself over her, taking her

quickly, sensing her urgency that he make
himself part of her.

There was a sunburst at her very center,

searing, exploding, bringing her ever closer

to that exquisite pleasure. She matched his

rhythm, driving herself against his hardness,

her legs wrapped around his hips, locking him
within her. And when he heard the cry of

his name upon her lips, he silenced them with

his own, knowing she had found her release,

driving himself ever deeper into her, searching

for his own.

They lay in each other's arms, legs en-

twined, arms embracing. His lips traced along

her hairline where the red-gold fury of hair

met the whiteness of her brow. His hands

cupped her breast in a lazy caress, rubbing

his thumb over the coral tip more with a desire

to soothe than to enflame.

Mirjana lay with her head upon his shoul-

der, listening to his quiet, deep breaths, find-

ing this intimacy after lovemaking delicious

and tranquil. She was learning this was some-
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thing Ruy enjoyed almost as much as the ex-

change of passion. Even the night before while

in his tent, he had held her this way after

the loving. He was a passionate man, a sensual

man, encouraging her to caress him, to hold

him while he did the same for her. She re-

alized, though inexperienced, that without this

gentle and tender aftermath, she would have

felt used, discarded, the abrupt end to her pas-

sion leaving her cold and unfulfilled. How did

he instinctively know this part of lovemaking

was essential to her?

Ruy placed his lips close to her ear, telling

her how he had delighted in her, bringing

blushes to her cheeks as he described to her in

detail how wonderful she was and how she had

made him feel. He told her she was like no other

woman, listing those things he found intrin-

sically hers alone. Whispers fanned her cheek

as he told her how he worshipped the re-

turn of his passion, the fullness of her breasts,

the lovely, delicate skin between her thighs.

But most of all, he liked to watch her eyes

when she was about to realize the reward of

her desires — half-open, looking into his,

melting her being into him. And how the

sound of his name, deep and vibrant in her

need, was echoed in the wild thrusts of his

haunches and in his total joy of her.

Mirjana nestled snugly into Ruy's arms,
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rendering herself up to the glory of the mo-
ment.

When Ruy and Mirjana finally returned to

the great hall within the castillo it was to face

Dona Ysabel's stare, her eyes as small and hard

as little black stones. While she voiced no re-

criminations, she was obviously offended at

the behavior of her eldest son and this wicked
woman he had inflicted upon her. The se-

fiora's eyes were quick to notice that Mirjana

had changed her soiled gown in favor of a

turquoise one of light wool, elaborately em-
broidered at the sleeves and hemline by skilled

hands. The girl's kirtle was startlingly white

against the blue, and her hair, still damp from
the steam in the bathhouse, clung to her tem-

ples and the nape of her neck in shining ring-

lets. Yes, Dona Ysabel knew her son had

carried this heathen off to the bathhouse, and

it did not take much imagination on her part

to know what his purposes were.

Torches smoked black against the stone

walls of the hall, and the fire in the hearth

had been recently replenished. Teodoro con-

fronted them accusingly, still whining how
hungry he was while he stuffed his mouth full

with chunks of dark bread. Pietro, still in his

newly tailored tunic of burgundy cloth, looked

admiringly at Mirjana, successfully hiding his
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welcoming smile from the seriora whose wrath
he had met once too often. Only Padre Tomas
stood to greet them, gesturing to Mirjana a

place beside him while Ruy took his usual seat

at the head of the table between Teodoro and
Dona Ysabel.

Ruy offered no excuses as to why the meal

had been delayed on his account. Instead, he

lowered his head and asked Padre Tomas to

bless the table. He had taken as his due his

right as head of household that the meal should

not commence until he was ready to break

bread.

Mirjana could feel the senora's piercing gaze

upon her while Padre Tomas said the prayer.

She realized Ruy's insistence upon having her

sit with his family was to make it clear to ev-

eryone, especially his mother, just what po-

sition she held. She was a guest, not a servant.

A sudden rush of color stained Mirjana's

cheeks. There was no doubt in her mind as

to what position she held in the Diaz house-

hold. In return for Ruy's protection and in-

tervention with Hassan, she had become his

whore!

The next morning, after a surprisingly

peaceful night's sleep, Mirjana went down the

back stairs to the kitchen area, deciding to

avoid the great hall entirely. More than likely,
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Dona Ysabel was there enjoying her break-

fast and meeting with the servants to dis-

pense their orders for the day ahead. Tanige

had gone down earlier, carrying soiled gar-

ments and other items to be laundered.

The back stairs, while not dusty and grimy
as had been the stairs leading to the tower,

were nevertheless filthy. Bits of spilled food

and crumbs littered the corners, inviting in-

sects and other vermin. The total disregard

for cleanliness surprised Mirjana who had al-

ways considered Dona Ysabel remarkably
well-groomed and turned out. Apparently, the

sefiora's interests were more to her person

than to her household. She made a mental note

to have the stairs swept and scrubbed, even

if she must do it herself.

Passing through the kitchens where the

hearth burned brightly and bread baked with

its pleasant aroma, Mirjana was quick to see

other affronts to her meticulous upbringing.

The floor was littered with spilled food, and

the covering of rushes was the perfect hiding

place for vermin of all kinds while mangy dogs

perused the corners looking for fallen scraps.

Underfoot, the earthen floor was muddy from

spilled liquids, and in other places footsteps

had worn it into treacherous gullies. Did all

Christians live this way? she wondered, re-

membering the sparkling freshness of the pal-
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ace in Seville. In Islam, cleanliness and order

were mandates of Allah and the prophet Mu-
hammad.
Mirjana asked for Tanige and was told by

the same aged servant who had shown them
to their tower room the night before that she

would find her handmaiden in the pantry just

beyond the kitchen. She knew the old woman
was correct when she heard Tanige's high-

pitched screech of anger. It was a sound she

dreaded and knew by heart, having heard it

at least once a day since she was ten years

old.

By putting her weight against the stout

kitchen door that hung crookedly on its

hinges, Mirjana managed to push it open.

Tanige was in the pantry, the laundry scat-

tered about her feet, scuffling with a youth,

pushing him toward the entry to the kitchen

yard.

"Tanige! What are you doing?" Mirjana

shouted above the din.

"This — this insult to the eyes of Allah

seems to believe he can issue me orders! He
says he has other duties and cannot make a

fire for the wash water. I told him I would

do it myself and he said I could not. He seems

to think I, attendant to Princess Mirjana, have

no rights!"

Mirjana's soft gray eyes turned to lava as
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she stared at the youth who was uneasily at-

tempting to back out the door into the yard.

"Is what Tanige tells me true?" She saw how
frightened the youth was and softened her

tone. "Perhaps you do not understand what
is required. Firstly, water heated, with which
to wash our garments. Secondly, and no less

important, a tub. What is your name?" she

asked him, forcing a smile. Allah be blessed,

was everything to be so difficult here in Bivar?

"Alvar," the boy said shyly. Then braver,

"I would like to help but it is forbidden. I

will be whipped."

Mirjana frowned. "Who will whip you?"

"Doiia Ysabel. She will have me whipped,"

he said, scuffing his feet together.

"Did Dona Ysabel tell you it was forbidden

to help us heat water to wash our clothes?"

Mirjana asked. He shook his head. "Then you
will not be punished. I will see to it myself.

Now, please Alvar, help Tanige with the

water. First bring a tub."

After Alvar had left the pantry, Tanige si-

dled up to Mirjana and whispered, "Princess,

you have no right to promise him anything,

much less that he will not be beaten."

Turning on Tanige, sparks glinting in her

eyes, Mirjana was quick to chastise. "You had

that boy frightened half to death, do you re-

alize this? With all your caterwauling Fm cer-
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tain he's fled and will not return."

Mirjana was proved wrong when Alvar re-

turned with a wide tub and helped Tanige

bring hot water in from the fire in the kitchen.

He was obviously still quite frightened be-

cause as soon as he filled the tub from the

pails he ran out of the pantry. Mirjana looked

after him, wondering if she had been too hasty

in demanding that he assist them, wondering

if she had been too quick to promise him he

would not be punished. From the attitude of

the kitchen help, it was plain that Dona Ysabel

had ordered there was to be no fraternizing

between the lord's houseguest and the staff.

The sun rode high in the sky when Tanige

crept silently into their shared tower room.

The soft smile on Mirjana's sleeping face did

not go unnoticed. Although her mistress had

not shared the fact that she was sleeping with

El Cid, Tanige knew it to be true. Down in

the kitchens and out in the courtyard the ser-

vants were buzzing with the news that their

lord had brought himself an Islamic princess

who warmed his bed and put lightness in his

step.

"Mirjana, Mirjana." Tanige shook her

shoulder, waking her. "Dona Ysabel demands
you see her in the hall. Now. Please wake up,

Dona Ysabel wants to see you."

"Mmm," Mirjana mumbled sleepily. The
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stress of situating herself in this house and
the labors with the laundry that morning had
exhausted her. "Go away, leave me be." She
contradicted her words by rubbing at her eyes

and sitting up on the narrow cot. "What time

is it, Tanige?"

"Past midday. I had not the heart to awaken
you until Dona Ysabel caught me in the cor-

ridor and commanded you meet her in the

great hall. Now!"
Regretfully pulling herselffrom the last ves-

tiges of the dream she was having where she

was lying in Ruy's arms and he was repeating

the most wonderful things into her ear, Mir-

jana snapped to attention. She had been ex-

pecting to hear from Dona Ysabel sooner or

later, and this was an audience she had decided

to face head on.

Quickly bathing her face from the water in

the ewer, Mirjana raked her brush through

her hair and braided it, artfully arranging it

at the back of her head.

"Hurry, Mirjana. Dona Ysabel was like a

fire-eating dragon. She has the sting of a viper,

and that little plotting devil sits beside her

while he dreams up new ways to torment the

servants." Tanige's upper lip curled in dis-

gust.

"Perhaps if Teodoro were not shown such

animosity, he would be more inclined to be
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kind to others/' Mirjana defended. Little as

she liked the boy herself, he was a child, and
the blame for his behavior was more justly

placed on the influence of those around him.

Dona Ysabel was waiting for Mirjana in a

chair by the hearth in the great hall. The at-

mosphere was still smoky and stale from the

night before and was in need of a good airing.

Several of the dogs she had seen in the kitchen

were rooting through the matted straw under

the long, planked table searching for scraps

in their never-ending hunger. The sefiora was

dressed, as usual, in somber shades of gray

and black, the only relief being the exquisite

lace on her collar. Her gleaming dark hair was

pulled severely back from her face, and a man-
tle of finely woven linen draped from her head

to her narrow shoulders.

"Come here!" the sefiora commanded when
she saw Mirjana come down the stairway. "I

believe you were told to use the kitchen stairs,

were you not?"

"Yes, I was." It was a statement and she

would offer no excuse as to why she had not

followed the order. "I was informed you

wished to see me."
Disregarding Mirjana's insolence in dis-

obeying the order concerning the correct stair-

case to use, Dona Ysabel launched on a hasty

attack. "In my son's household we do not lay
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abed in the middle of the day. Everyone is

expected to contribute his or her share to make
the castillo of El Cid run smoothly and effi-

ciently. My son is a military man" — the

woman lifted her chin proudly— "and in the

military, order, not chaos, is valued. Since you
have no female guardian, as a favor to my
son, I intend to take you in hand myself."

The sefiora's words were clipped, authorita-

tive, broaching no argument. "The girl you
brought with you can be put to use in the

kitchens while you will be in charge of the

bed chambers. That would seem a likely place

for your talents, would it not?" A wicked

smirk twisted Dona Ysabel's mouth, and the

smack of insult was not lost on Mirjana.

"What exactly do you mean?" Mirjana chal-

lenged.

"It means exactly what you take it to mean."

Then, more innocently, "You will see to the

chambers, laundering bed linens, and emp-
tying chamber pots . . . among other things.

Although I believe you take a special interest

in laundry, is that so?"

"All things interest me, Dona Ysabel." Her
tone was smooth, even respectful, but Mir-

jana's glinting eyes and imperious tilt of her

chin infuriated the sefiora. "And if I refuse

your generous offer, Sefiora?"

It was clear the idea of Mirjana refusing her
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direct order never occurred to Dona Ysabel.

"Then I will have to take it up with my son.

I assured him I would take you under my
charge."

Mirjana's eyes dropped to the stone floor

where Teodoro sat curled at his mother's

feet, playing with the straps of her shoes. He
was industriously fastening the straps to-

gether.

"Then, Dona Ysabel, it would be wise of

you to confer with your son again. You can

tell him you suggested certain household

chores for Tanige and myself, and Princess

Mirjana refused your offer."

"You what?" Dona Ysabel sputtered.

"I refuse to become your servant." Her
words were cool, smooth, despite the roiling

anger that beat through her.

"I have told Ruy it was a mistake to bring

you here. You are beyond salvation! I have

already offered you my assistance in sending

you back to where you came from. You also

refused that! I warn you, Princesa whoever-

you-are! My son will not be hampered by one

such as you. He is a mighty military leader,

strong and victorious. He has only begun his

illustrious career. He is a Diaz, truly his

father's son. He is consort to royalty; all of

Castile looks to him for leadership. He is an

honor to both his country and his family, and
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I will not allow you to tamper with his fu-

ture!" Her words were barely a hiss, her face

pinched, red with hatred. Mirjana had found
an enemy in Dona Ysabel who was clearly am-
bitious for her son's career and was deter-

mined that nothing and no one stand in his

path to glory. Plainly, the seiiora had seen

Mirjana at first as a temporary inconvenience.

Now, since Ruy had placed her at the table

among his family, Doiia Ysabel saw her as a

threat to his future.

"Also, this is a Christian household. I will

not abide your flights of vanity. Nor will I

treat lightly your countermanding my in-

structions to the servants. Oh, yes, I am well

aware of your bathing last evening, as I am
aware of your fetish to launder your gaudy

dresses. You should know that the boy, Alvar,

will be punished for assisting you."

"Madre, Madre, I want to do it! I want to

punish him!" Teodoro whined.

"We will see," Dona Ysabel said fondly,

running her hands through the boy's curly

locks.

Mirjana's eyes dropped to the floor again

to see Teodoro's eyes bright with anticipa-

tion. "Sefiora, you cannot mean to punish a

boy for bringing a tub for laundry. " Her voice

was incredulous.

"I can and I do, Princesa," the sefiora said
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dryly. "As mistress, I have a certain duty to

my people. Among those duties is the keep-

ing of their religion and their soul to God,"
she said piously. "Teddy, caro> when Alvar

has completed his work for the day, you can

give him five lashes with the whip." Dona
Ysabel smirked as she stared straight into

Mirjana's unbelieving eyes.

"Sefiora, you would not have a boy beaten.

Certainly, Ruy would not allow it."

"My son does not concern himself with the

household. He is a warrior, vassal to the

realm, destined to become a part of Castile's

ruling history. The duties of the castillo are

women's work. You do not seem to under-

stand, Princesa. The boy, Alvar, is a regret-

table victim of your own vanity! Here in

Castile, among Christians, women are taught

to be more concerned for their souls and pre-

paring the way to heaven than they are for

vain habits that are of the devil's contrivance

to turn a man's eyes away from his Savior

and towards carnal temptations. Another con-

sideration, Alvar must be made an example

of so the others will know that I, their mistress,

disapprove of disobeying orders. Vanity,

Princesa, is a sin against God and will not be

tolerated!"

Despite her show of bravado, Mirjana's

knees were shaking. She had never faced such
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fanaticism, and it frightened her. She realized

many sins against humanity could be con-

doned by claiming religious fervor. "Since the

sin was mine, I will take Alvar's punishment.

"

Teodoro quickly looked up from his busy

fingers, first at his mother and then at Mirjana.

"You will both be whipped!" he piped in his

child's voice, a malicious satisfaction evident

on his too plump and pretty features.

Mirjana's movements were panther quick

as she reached out to grasp Teodoro's arm.

She pulled him to his feet and then bent over

till she was on a level with his eyes. "Listen

to me; I will say this but once. If you so much
as touch Alvar, I will take a whip to you my-
self. This is not a threat but a promise

!"

"Madre, Madre, help me!" he cried, strug-

gling to escape Mirjana's grip. "She's hurting

me, Madre!"

"Take your heathen hands off my son!

Don't dare to touch him!" Dona Ysabel

screeched. "Ruy will hear of this!"

Aghast at what she had done, Mirjana re-

leased her hold on the wiggling child. She

backed off a step as Teodoro rushed past her,

his eyes wide with fright. Dona Ysabel stood

to rush to her son's defense. She staggered,

cried out with surprise, and fell forward. Cries

of, "You wicked, wretched child!" echoed in

Mirjana's ears as she hastily left the room.
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She ran headlong into Tanige who was
eavesdropping at the top of the stairs. "What
are you looking at, Tanige? Wipe that look

of horror off your face! You should be proud
of me; I have refused the seiiora our services

as additions to her household staff.

"

"Very proud, Mirjana. But you volunteered

for a whipping. It is at times like this I question

your education and logic." A thought occurred

to Tanige, and she narrowed her eyes and
pinched her face into stubbornness. "Since you
offered yourself to stand in for the boy Alvar,

do not look to me to stand in your place."

Mirjana laughed, "Tanige, I better than

anyone am well aware of how deep your al-

legiance to me runs."

"You let your mouth run away with your

better senses, Princess. Now Dona Ysabel will

find other methods of revenge."

"We must defend our rights, Tanige. We
must never humble ourselves or forget our

self-respect. There is a saying that if one lays

with dogs he will rise with fleas! What Dona
Ysabel calls vanity is merely self-respect."

Tanige, holding fast to her decision that

Mirjana's offer to accept the boy's punishment

was still foolish, said sourly, "And did you

maintain your self-respect when you took hold

of Teodoro and threatened him?"

Color rose in Mirjana's cheeks. "I must not
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allow myself to forget he is but a boy and
a product of his mother's spoiling. I was wrong
to threaten him, but fair is fair. Alvar does

not deserve a whipping. It is you and I who
are to blame for forcing him to assist us against

his orders.

"

Tanige regretted seeing the reasoning be-

hind Mirjana's statements. Still, she told her-

self, Mirjana had best not attempt to place

blame on her for Alvar's misfortune. Even
though she was the princess's servant she still

had rights, and she would not take the pun-
ishment for which Mirjana had volunteered

herself. "Why was Dona Ysabel screaming at

Teodoro?" she asked, wanting the last piece

to the puzzle of the commotion she had over-

heard.

"Oh, that," Mirjana smiled. "Teodoro tied

the sefiora's shoe-straps together and she top-

pled over like a great stone wall. I could hardly

believe what I was seeing! You should have

been there, Tanige."

"I should have," Tanige replied smugly.

It was later in the afternoon when Mirjana

went out into the kitchen yard with Tanige,

lifting her face to the warm sunshine, enjoying

the fresh, pleasant smell of their laundry as

Tanige took it down from the line. The pun-

gent aroma of newly turned earth from where

several men were spading for the planting of
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vegetables and herbs caused her to remember
the lovely gardens surrounding the palace in

Seville. Not for the first time, the thought oc-

curred to her that this castillo could become
quite lovely, if rustic, under the right hand.

Mirjana sighted the storerooms, two-storied

stone structures erected behind the stables.

Outside stood the empty wagons which had
been filled to brimming with the gifts Muta-
did had intended for Yusuf to celebrate the

marriage. The thought of her personal belong-

ings almost brought tears to her eyes. How
comforting it would be to have her own pre-

cious possessions around her in this strange

and alien place.

"Tanige," Mirjana called, "finish with our

laundry later. For now, there is something

more important we must do." Quickly, she

related her intention to retrieve her personal

belongings from the storehouses. "We will just

take what we need for now. And only those

things that belong to us. While I go see if I

can find someone who will help us, try to find

that Persian carpet that used to lay just inside

my balcony doors. Its bright colors will serve

well in our dingy tower."

An hour later Tanige was muttering in

complaint as she helped ransack the trunks

and barrels, searching for her own personal

possessions as well as Mirjana's. They had
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gathered most of the furnishings from the suite

in the palace as well as their clothing. "Prin-

cess, see what I have found!" she cried ex-

ultantly. "Look — spices, herbs, cooking oil.

No doubt it was meant to supply the caravan

all the way to Granada and back again. For
the two of us, it will last many months!"

Earlier that day Tanige had complained to

Mirjana about the unseasoned food— too salty

and less than fresh. On the one hand she was
glad to have found the rare spices and sea-

sonings; on the other she regretted her state-

ment that it would last them many months.

It was a dismal thought to remember that their

future was still in question, and they did not

know when, if ever, they would return to Se-

ville. Quickly, before Mirjana's thoughts ran

along the same line as her own, she offered

to prepare dinner for them. "Tell me, Prin-

cess, what do you fancy?"

Mirjana laughed, her mood considerably

lightened by the knowledge that the tower

room would be less bleak and austere now
that she had reclaimed her things. "I care little,

Tanige. Something simple. With a lot of pa-

prika and yogurt sauce?"

Immediately, Tanige's face fell into a dis-

solute frown. "Yogurt? Where am I to get

yogurt? Better to ask for sherbet, or straw-

berries, or honeyed lamb!"
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"I understand clabbered milk is much like

our yogurt. Tomorrow, early, we will see to

it."

"And where did the princess acquire such

knowledge about cooking?" Tanige squinted

suspiciously. She did not believe for one mo-
ment that Mirjana was acquainted with food

preparation. Never, in all the time she had
known her, had Mirjana shown an interest in

menial chores.

"From a book, of course," Mirjana told her

blithely. "As I recall, it was an exploration

of the differences and similarities between Is-

lamic culture and Christian —

"

Tanige rolled her eyes. "Enough, Princess.

If it is clabbered milk you desire, you will

have it. And you will be wanting the service

plates and goblets as well as the table linens?"

"Certainly," Mirjana answered, thinking of

how she disliked the stale bread trenchers the

Castilians used in place of tableware.

A voice behind her suddenly spoke. "My
lady, you may not remove these things from

the storehouse." It was a burly, giant of a man
dressed in peasant's clothing. He tugged at

his forelock politely but his expression was

forbidding, fearful.

"You are mistaken. They are already re-

moved. As they belong to me, I mean to have

them. They were only being stored here until
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I could claim them." Mirjana spoke quietly,

softly, immediately liking this big man. Did
everyone in this house live in fear of pun-
ishment? First it was the old servant who
pulled on her ear, then it was the youth, Alvar,

and now this man.

"You possess many beautiful things, milady.

If you are certain you have permission to take

them, I offer myself to carry them for you."

Mirjana was touched. How well he spoke,

how gentle he seemed. "What is your name?"
she asked as he hoisted a barrel of table linens

to his broad shoulder.

"Gormaz," he answered as he hoisted the

barrel onto a two-wheeled cart.

"Have you always lived in Bivar? Do you
have a family here?" Mirjana saw Tanige

throw her a quizzical glance. Since when did

the princess acquaint herself with servants?

And when had she become so interested in

the private lives of those who served her? But

Mirjana was thinking of how Ruy had known
the name of the captain of the guard who had

escorted the caravan out of Seville, while she

who had spoken to the man on several oc-

casions had never thought to ask. She was re-

membering the shame she had felt as she

stood there on the battlefield and saw the loss

of lives of those who had only tried to protect

her, never knowing it was her own treachery
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that had defeated them.

"I have lived in Bivar all my life, and took

a wife last winter. My wife is with child, but

she is ailing, and the old women say she will

lose the child or die with it." The concern

in his voice tore at Mirjana's heart.

"Has she seen a physician?" she asked ig-

norantly.

Gormaz halted his movements to look at her

blankly. "My lady?" Clearly, he did not know
the meaning of the word.

"Someone who tends to the sick and ail-

ing?"

His face brightened with understanding.

"Several midwives in Bivar care for the sick

— and, of course, Dona Ysabel. But all efforts

have been useless, and my wife is in great dis-

tress."

Prompted to do something for this kindly

man, Mirjana rummaged furiously through a

trunk of books and ordered Tanige to dis-

cover the whereabouts of a certain coffer of

medicinal herbs and powders. "These books,"

she told Gormaz, "were written by learned

physicians, healers. Leave these things for now
and take me to your wife. Trust me, Gormaz,

if I can help her, I will."

"But Don Ruy? What will he say if his

. . . lady tends to his peasants?"

Mirjana heard the slight hesitation in Gor-
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maz when he qualified her relationship with

Ruy. So, all of Bivar knew by now that she

was their lord's whore. Yet, Gormaz hadn't

placed a judgment, and perhaps others would
also be as kind. "Don Ruy will be happy if

your wife recovers. He places value upon his

people/' she said confidently, knowing this to

be true. It was Dona Ysabel who decided Ruy
was not to be concerned with his home or

people in Bivar, prodding him on to distin-

guish himself in service to the throne and not

to those who depended upon him for their

livelihood.

"My home is not far, milady, but we must

walk. My wife will be most grateful. For
months she has not been able to keep food

in her stomach, and she becomes weaker as

the child grows. I — I fear for losing her.

I was not a young man when I married. Do
you think you can help her?" There was such

hope in his voice, and it was obvious he loved

his wife dearly. Mirjana was filled with com-
passion for him.

"I cannot promise, Gormaz. I can only do

my best."

Just outside the castillo walls and over the

draw bridge was the home of Gormaz. It was

a humble hut with an ancient, thatched roof,

and outside in the yard the summer garden,

obviously planted with great care, was already
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sprouting with tender green shoots. The front

steps were swept clean, and inside, in the one
room which served as both kitchen and bed-

room, the earthen floors were scattered with

sweet, freshly cut straw with occasional sprigs

of thyme and sage that when crushed under-

foot gave off a pleasing aroma. She could not

help thinking of the disorder and careless

tending in the castillo.

On the double-rope-strung bed between
scrupulously clean bedding lay Gormaz's wife,

Ilena, her cheeks white and deeply hollowed.

Beside the bedstead was a basin placed con-

veniently for the girl's sudden, urgent need

to empty her stomach.

"Don Ruy's lady has come to see you,

Ilena/
5 Gormaz said, shy before Mirjana.

"Perhaps she can make you well."

Ilena looked trustingly at Mirjana and
smiled weakly as she attempted to sit up. "Oh,

my lady, it is unfitting you should find me
this way. Gormaz, please, heat water for tea."

"Do not trouble yourself," Mirjana pro-

tested. It was obvious to her that these people

had barely enough for themselves, and she did

not want them to waste their precious herbs

in brewing her tea. That was more than likely

most of Ilena's problem, poor nutrition.

Quietly, Mirjana asked Ilena her symptoms,

after which she pored through her physician's
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manuals. Finally, she opened her coffer of

medicines and brought out a vial of seeds.

"Make a brew of these and sweeten it with
honey. Drink it often. Also, your meat must
be cut lean and cooked well." She patted

Ilena's hand comfortingly. "I will come to see

you tomorrow/' she promised, making a men-
tal note to bring some delicacy to tempt the

girl's appetite.

On the walk back to the castillo, Gormaz
questioned the medicine Mirjana prescribed.

"It's fennel. The books say it is soothing to

the stomach and eases the digestion. I expect

Ilena to improve, Gormaz, but she is near her

time and should not work so hard. Keep her

off her feet as much as possible, will you?"
The huge man smiled his gratefulness and

promised he would do what he could.

"Come, we must return to the castillo and

move my belongings up to the tower."

Mirjana and Tanige sailed through the great

hall carrying baskets of oils and scents while

Gormaz followed behind toting a massive load

of furnishings that boasted his strength. Be-

hind him trailed Tanige and two stable hands

equally laden. Within the hour Mirjana sat on
her cot surrounded by her treasures, telling

Tanige about her introduction to Ilena and

how clean her little hut was kept.

"So, not all Christians are pigs!" Tanige
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glowered. "Princess, the kitchen in this castillo

is overrun with mice and other unspeakable

vermin. And the scullery maids itch and
scratch and pinch at the fleas that torment

them. Bah! So much for Christian holiness!

I myself prefer the sins of vanity we Muslims
commit each time we bathe and launder our

clothes. The laundry!" Tanige screeched, re-

membering the abandoned garments hanging

in the kitchen yard. Like two children, Mir-

jana and Tanige trampled down the stairs,

laughing and squealing.

Using the main staircase down to the great

hall, the two skidded to a stop when passing

the stout double doors leading to the front

courtyard. There was a congregation of peo-

ple, most ofwhom they recognized as servants

from the castillo, and their faces were drawn
into silent lines of resignation. A woman,
hands covering her face, was weeping, her

shoulders shuddering pathetically.

Mirjana's momentary laughter was stilled.

Apprehension tickled the hairs on the back

of her neck. Forcing herself forward, her steps

quickening with each thud of her heart, she

pushed herself through the closely gathered

throng. Tanige dragged behind, suspecting the

reason for this spectacle and cringing from the

thought of it.

Alvar, hands securely fastened to a hitching
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post, head hanging between his arms, stood

ready for his punishment, Teodoro, looking

less than certain about whether he regretted

obtaining his wish, stood several feet away,
wielding a whip that was twice the length of

him. Dona Ysabel, hands folded beneath her

flowing sleeves, stood behind her son, a sly

gleam lighting in her sternly narrowed eyes.

"Ah! Princesa, I find you a woman of your

word." The sefiora's long, thin upper lip

curled in a sneer. "Am I correct, did you not

volunteer to stand in Alvar's place?"

A gasp went up from the Castillo's servants,

and all eyes were turned on this strange man-
ner of woman whom their lord had brought

from the outer reaches of Castile. Mirjana was
silent, frightened by the expression in the

sefiora's eyes and her curious calm. Alvar

turned his head, looking at Mirjana through

a child's terror. Even Teodoro appeared ter-

rified, confused, and remarkably, Mirjana felt

more sympathy for him than even for Alvar.

Looking back to the sefiora, Mirjana nodded.

"I did volunteer to stand in Alvar's place. He
acted upon my orders, and if any punishment

is deserved, it is mine."

Another gasp from the servants, an under-

tone of chattering and speculation. Dona
Ysabel shot a glance of consternation and they

became silent. Her mouth curved into a smile.
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"It is your privilege, Princesa."

Mirjana's innards were quivering with rage,

heaving with trepidation. The seiiora was too

satisfied, too glib to be trusted. Having com-
mitted herself to take Alvar's place, Mirjana

moved mechanically to the hitching post and
released the frightened youth. All the while

she was telling herself that Teodoro was only

a child, and his inaccurate expertise would be

more punishing in the way of humiliation than

in physical abuse.

She could feel the sefiora's eyes on her,

watching her every move, satisfied and tri-

umphant. Voluntarily, Mirjana's hands closed

over the post. The rough, weathered timber

bit into her hands. She glanced backward over

her shoulder to Teodoro. "I am ready, Teo-

doro, and because you are only a child, I for-

give you." She wished there were more
confidence in her tone.

"Denada, Princesa. You have no reason to

forgive Teddy. Since you have offered to take

the place of a child, I have seen it fitting that

you are not punished by a child." One slim,

pale hand appeared from her sleeve, and she

crooked her finger to signal someone standing

behind the portico. From out of the shadows

stepped a hulk of a man, his weight and the

size of his boots crunching the earth beneath

his steps. A thick, wide belt girthed his middle.
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His shoulders were bulky and overdeveloped
beneath the thin cambric of his shirt. And in

his hand he carried a long, snaking whip
wound into many coils.

Mirjana's knees buckled, and she clung to

the post for support. She heard Tanige's cry

of alarm. "Teddy, cara," Dona Ysabel was
saying smoothly, gently, in that voice she used

only for her youngest son, "come over here

to me. You will watch how an expert performs

his art."

Teodoro ran to his mother, burying his

face in her skirts, whimpering. Despite her

circumstances, Mirjana felt pity for the boy.

So young, so malleable, with a heart that was
actually more inclined to good than the evil

effects of his mother's spoiling. She knew in-

stinctively that the child was not whimpering

for an opportunity lost. His tears were a com-
bination of relief and fear.

"Begin," the sefiora's reedy voice echoed

through the hushed courtyard, and the first

crack of the whip, expertly wielded, sounded.

The blow struck her right shoulder, snaking

with exquisite shock across her back. The en-

suing pain was paralyzing, and reflexes stiff-

ened her spine as she arched away to press

herself against the post. Rough timber bit into

her palms. Her nails splintered the wood.

With the second blow, aimed at her left shoul-
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der, she heard her gown rip and shred under
the biting leather.

When the whip cracked for the third time

they came from three directions — Gormaz,
with a belly-thundering roar from the stables,

Tanige screeching, and Ruy from only Allah

knew where.

Sweat poured into Gormaz's eyes as he
shouldered Ruy out of his way and pried

Mirjana's fingers from her death grip on the

post, and she fell into his arms. Her face was
white, her soft gray eyes glazed with pain. She

only half heard Tanige shriek her name.

Another voice rang above the bedlam.

"Who has dared this outrage?" The sudden

silence was ominous, deadly, and accusing.

"No outrage, Ruy, rather justice!" Dona
Ysabel stepped forward, compelling her eldest

son to recognize her rights as chatelaine of

his castillo and as his mother.

"You! Why?" he demanded, his features

darkened with fury. "No, I care nothing for

your reasons. No doubt this was all done in

the name of Christianity! I have tolerated your

bigotry, your overbearing dominance of my
household, and I have even sacrificed my own
brother to your selfish spoiling against all I

know to be right and what my father would

wish were he alive! No more of it, Madre.

It is ended. I suggest you prepare to leave
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for a mercy tour of your convents. No doubt

the nuns will welcome you to tend their sick.

And prepare for an extended tour, Madre. I

doubt I will find my tolerance for you renewed

for some time to come."

Teodoro, hearing that his mother, his pro-

tector, was to be sent away, threw himself

against Ruy, attacking with clenched fists and

gritted teeth. Grappling with the child and

hoisting him upward by his doublet, Ruy
laughed. "There's hope for you after all,

Teddy! We'll make a man of you yet. While

your guardian angel is making her tour of the

convents you will remain here and work in

the stable with Gormaz."

"No! No! Madre!" he cried.

"Yes, yes, Teddy! You will work with the

animals and clean after them and learn some
humility." Teodoro spat into his brother's face

and was rewarded by Ruy's resounding slap.

"Give me the princesa, Gormaz. Take my
brother back to the stables with you. Fix him
a bed and give him work, hard work. Don't

allow him out of your sight, and when next

I see him, I expect him to display some man-
ners."

Ruy tossed Teodoro away from him and

watched with a frown as the boy once again

buried his face in his mother's skirts. It sad-

dened him to see the senora's pale and
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trembling hand reach out to comfort the dark,

curly head. "This is your punishment,
Madre," Ruy said coldly. "It is little wonder
why Mirjana's people know us as savages and
barbarians. Your actions are inexcusable,

ruthless, and beyond my experience with cru-

elty. And I have been to war."

Gormaz lifted Mirjana into Ruy's arms.

"Gentle with her, my lord. She is in pain."

"As I can see," Ruy said hoarsely, taking

her into his arms. Tanige followed him into

the castillo, bleating her distress for her mis-

tress. Behind her, Dona Ysabel.

"The princess has an ointment," Tanige told

him. "Pll see to her injuries."

"Then you will do it in my chamber. Find

your ointment and be quick about it! There
is barely room to turn around in that pigeon

cote of a room."

"Ruy . . . Ruy ... I beg of you, listen to

me — your mother!" Dona Ysabel pleaded.

"I have listened to you, Madre, and I have

seen the results. I should have taken Teddy
in hand much before this. And as for what

you have done to this woman, it is unforgiv-

able! She will more than likely bear the scars

of your doing for the rest of her life."

"What matter is that?" the sefiora argued.

"She is a heathen, a devil! I am your mother!

I gave you life and fed you at my breast. You
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cannot turn on me this way. Ruy, I implore

you . .
."

Ruy looked down into Mirjana's face, saw
the white pain there, and could have cried

for what he had brought her. If only . . . The
never ceasing condemnation for his ransom
attempts welled within him. How innocent

she was, how giving, how feather-light in his

arms. Something rose in his throat and he

could not swallow it. His desire to protect her

was an actual pain in his middle, and yet he

had failed her. Again.
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CHAPTER 8

Mirjana made a small and vulnerable figure

on the wide expanse of Ruy's bed. The late

afternoon sun streaming through the high, un-

glazed windows seemed to emphasize her

whiteness and the tumbling wealth of bur-

nished gold hair. Ruy paced near the foot of

the bed, eaten up with recriminations while

Tanige attended her mistress.

"This is not the end of this, Tanige," he

told her. "Pve still to deal with my mother's

henchman who wielded the lash!" He pounded
one fist into the palm of the other.

"Don Ruy, come see," Tanige gestured to

the exposed skin on Mirjana's back. "Look,

the skin is not broken." Ruy rushed to her

side, inspecting Mirjana's wounds. It was true.

While welts rose on the creamy white flesh,

it was not broken. Mirjana's pain was real,

but she would not be marred for life.

"How is this possible?" Tanige asked. "I

myself saw the size of the man and heard the
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crack of the whip."

"The man is an expert. No doubt he could

slice the wings from a fly with his lash. At

least we have this to thank him for; he obeyed

the sefiora but did as little damage as possible.

But it is not enough!" Again the smack of

his fist into his palm.

Tanige's hands were gentle yet quick and

efficient as she liberally spread greasy salve

over her mistress's back and deftly sprinkled

a white powder, careful to coat each welt

evenly. A compress of soft cloth was applied.

Mirjana lay still, sleeping with the effects of

an opiate Tanige had found with the medi-

cines.

She should sleep for several hours/
3

Tanige

murmured. "If I have your permission to stay

here, Fll tend her when she wakes."

"Yes, of course," Ruy said impatiently,

"this chamber is ample for the lot of us. I

want you to see she has every comfort, ev-

erything she needs." His eyes kept returning

to Mirjana, seeing the soft, yielding flesh that

was so tempting to his hands and lips.

"We retrieved our personal belongings from
the storehouse earlier today," Tanige said with

a hint of defiance in her tone.

"As I was informed. Go, get what you need

and I will remain here until your return."

When the door closed behind Tanige, Ruy
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sat beside Mirjana on the wide bed. How small

she really was, he thought. She hardly dis-

turbed the bedding or feather mattress with

her weight. Her face was in profile to him,

and he saw the slim, straight nose and full,

almost petulant, mouth that seemed so ripe

and ready for his kiss. He touched the defiant

curls drifting over her cheek, saw a slight flut-

ter of eyelash and quickly took his hand away.

He wanted to pick her up and hold her in

his arms until the pain subsided. But she ap-

peared so delicate, so fragile, he feared she

would break beneath his touch. It was strange

to think of Mirjana as delicate, remembering
the strength of her temper when she was fight-

ing for justice. And she did not think of her-

self as fragile, else she would never have

offered to stand in Alvar's place.

Tanige returned quickly, her arms full. "I

have taken the liberty, earlier today, to pre-

pare supper for the princess and myself. Even
now, it is simmering slowly. There is more
than enough for my lord."

"I have no appetite. I only want to sit near

her for a time. Will I interfere with your du-

ties?"

"Certainly, you'll interfere. You make me
nervous under your too watchful eye. And I

cannot bear to see your marked concern, al-

though I am certain the princess would ap-
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predate it. There is nothing you can do here."

"What would you have me do?" he asked,

puzzled at Tanige's bluntness and his own
indecision. He wanted to escape from the ev-

idence of his guilt, and yet he could not bring

himself to leave.

"How should a humble servant know?" she

voiced her annoyance. Then she softened,

pitying his torment. "Later, when the princess

awakens, perhaps you can return and take

supper with her."

Ruy nodded, glad to be given his oppor-

tunity to leave, happy to be invited back.

"Then, my lord, before you leave perhaps

you would clear that table of your maps and
parchments. PU lay it in preparation for the

princess's supper at my first chance."

Ruy quickly followed her instructions to

the letter and quietly left the room, closing the

door behind him. When she was certain he

would not return, she rushed to Mirjana and

removed the coarse coverlet and replaced it

with a silken one that was sewn with rainbow

bands. She added pillows, all bright and vi-

brant, some embroidered with scenes from the

forest with young animals living together in

harmony. Tanige grimaced at the wooden
cross bearing the crucified figure of Christ

hanging over the master's bed. In the Islamic

religion, deity was never personified, and this
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figure with its represented agony was quite

disturbing. She carefully avoided looking at

it.

Tanige smoothed her hand over a pale

yellow nightdress of sheer silk which was
embellished at bodice and short puffed sleeves

with the finest white lace loomed by the ar-

tisans of Seville. When the princess awak-
ened, it would be there, ready for her use,

and its cheerful, sunny color would relieve the

gloomy austerity of Don Ruy's chambers.

Stepping back to admire her handiwork, she

was satisfied with the results and proceeded

to prepare the table for supper. A richly em-
broidered cream-colored cloth covered the

table and was ready for the polished silver ser-

vice plates on top of which she placed fragile

ceramic bowls from the Orient. Rare amber
glass goblets and wrought silver utensils

flanked the plates. Tanige smiled, happy to

be among signs of her own civilization. Now,
all that was left to do was to find Don Ruy's

favorite wine to accompany his dinner. Her
smile broadened. Things could not be better,

she thought romantically. Especially consid-

ering the circumstances. She and the princess

would not be put into a servile capacity. As
for herself, her duties would be, as always,

to Mirjana, and she would not be made to

attend Dona Ysabel as was her fear. Also, Don
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Ruy had metamorphosed from a rough and
bearded barbarian into a handsome courtier.

Thirdly, and most importantly, she herself had
witnessed that look of concern in his eyes as

he carried the princess up to his chamber. Yes,

most definitely— Tanige suppressed a giggle

— the fates were much improved. And she

could not remember the last time Mirjana had
mentioned Omar's name!

Tanige sat near the sleeping Mirjana, watch-

ing over her, her eyes drooping wearily. It

had been such a long day. So many things

had happened. Her stomach heaved threat-

eningly. There was more to come, she was
certain of it. As long as Dona Ysabel was in

the castillo, she was a threat. True, Don Ruy
had said the sefiora was to be sent away from
Bivar until he could take the training of Teo-
doro in hand, but there would still be several

weeks before she actually departed, if what
Tanige had heard in the kitchens was true.

Havoc could be wreaked in much less than

ten days. A chill raced up Tanige's too skinny

body.

Mirjana should be waking soon. Did she

dare to go to the kitchens to make the last

preparations for supper? Her stomach rum-
bled ominously, making her realize how long

it had been since she'd eaten. The thought

of the seasoned lamb dish she had prepared
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and the flaky pastry topped with honey was
tempting. She wondered how she would keep
the food at the correct temperature for serv-

ing. The hearth in the chamber was filled with

old ashes, and it seemed not to have been used

in years. A brazier would be the answer. She

would have one of the kitchen boys, perhaps

Alvar, carry it up to place near the table. The
food would keep warm until the princess

awoke and Don Ruy returned.

Down in the kitchens, Tanige ate quickly,

savoring each morsel, thinking it to be the

most tasty meal she had ever consumed. Since

leaving Seville, at any rate. The princess would

be proud of her handmaiden's efforts.

Only the mention of Don Ruy's name was
needed to gain the cooperation of a kitchen

boy to carry the brazier up to the master's

quarters. Tanige herself carried the stewed

lamb and the plate of pastries, and a skin of

Don Ruy's preferred wine, tucked under her

arm. A small, grubby child, no older than

seven, trailed behind Tanige with a loaf of

warm bread and a crock of yellow butter.

Making hasty preparations, Tanige was sat-

isfied the stew was warming nicely in its kettle

on the brazier. Mirjana stirred restlessly and

settled back into a half sleep. One of the lamps

sputtered fitfully and glowed brightly, bathing

the chamber in its ruddy glow. Don Ruy's
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chamber had taken on new life since the prin-

cess had been installed here. A touch of bright

colors, a small amount of personal comforts,

tantalizing aromas from the brazier. Would
he find it to his tastes? Or would he consider

these comforts unnecessary and heathenish, as

would Doiia Ysabel?

Mirjana opened her eyes, looking about her.

Where was she? She realized a discomfort and

cautiously moved on the silken coverlet. The
memory of her lashing flooded through her.

"Tanige," she called hoarsely, "what am I

doing here?"

Perching herself on the edge of the bed,

Tanige proceeded to enlighten her mistress.

"You will be up and about tomorrow, Mir-

jana. I applied ointment to your wounds, and

believe me when I tell you, the skin was not

broken. It would seem Doiia Ysabel's hench-

man had sympathy for you. Thank Allah, he

is such an expert with the whip."

"I remember being so frightened, every-

thing seemed to swim before my eyes . .
."

"Do you remember Gormaz? He is the one

who rushed out and saved you. But it was
Don Ruy who carried you here, insisting you
be placed in his own chamber. The entire

castillo knows his affection for you, and Doiia

Ysabel was almost foaming at the mouth, like

a mad dog. The seiiora is being sent to tour
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the convents, and little Teodoro has been
placed in Gormaz's care for his training."

Mirjana remembered the terror on Teo-
doro's face and winced with the memory. Such
a small child, not responsible for the sefiora's

influence over him. There was a great deal

of goodness in him, she was certain of it.

"What is that delicious aroma?" Mirjana ques-

tioned, her fingers smoothing the coverlet.

"Supper. Don Ruy is to sup with you. See,

I have prepared everything! When he returns

I will have him move the table closer to the

bed. But now, you must change out of that

gown and you will need your hair brushed."

Mirjana subjected herself to Tanige's min-

istrations, still too sore to accomplish much
for herself. At last, resting lightly against the

pillows, she asked, "Well, how do I look?"

"Never less than beautiful, Princess," Tan-

ige lied. "Your eyes sparkle, your cheeks glow,

and your lips are pink."

"In other words, I look feverish and quite

deplorable. Why must you always he to me,

Tanige? You know I have only to look into

your eyes to see the truth."

"If you look slightly less than beautiful, it

is excusable, considering your experience.

Don Ruy was quite protective of you. Do not

rush your recovery, enjoy the circumstances

and bask in his attention." Tanige's voice
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dropped to a whisper. "It would be best for

your slow recovery. At least here, in the

master's chamber, we have some protection

from Dona Ysabel. Do you understand?"

"I am not an idiot, Tanige. It was my back,

not my head that was wounded. What you're

trying to say is I should deceive Don Ruy and

allow him to think my suffering is greater

than it is. You want me to play on his sym-
pathies."

"Exactly," Tanige said excitedly.

Before Mirjana could tell Tanige exactly

what she thought of the idea, there was a soft

tapping on the door. When Tanige opened

it, there stood Don Ruy.

Mirjana heard his deep voice murmuring
inquiries about her. Almost shyly, he stepped

into the chamber, filling the large proportions

of the room with his bulk. He was freshly

shaven, she noticed immediately, and the spicy

scent of the soap he had taken from the car-

avan came to her. "Tanige tells me you have

awakened."

He seemed so uncertain, so unsure of him-

self, that her heart suddenly went out to him.

She rewarded him with a smile, her lower Up
trembling a little that this all-powerful man
could be so concerned about her that he was

humbled to the shyness of a child. She wanted
to reassure him, to tell him he need not worry,
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to banish the frown line that appeared between
his thick, unruly brows.

Ruy's eyes drank in the sight of her. She
had been so pale, so wounded as he had carried

her up the stairs. He had come to treasure

her, he had realized, and the injustice she had
suffered burned into his soul. He and his own
had brought her nothing but grief.

Stepping close to the bedside, he reached

for her hand, taking it within his own, feeling

the warmth of it. Her resiliency astounded

him, and he again was reminded that he had
always considered her remarkable. "How are

you, Mirjana. I wish I could turn back time

and you never would have suffered at my
mother's hands."

"I will recover quickly, my lord," Mirjana

reassured him, refusing to acknowledge the

clatter of the kettle lid and Tanige's accusing

glances. It was true, she would recover, and

she could not bring herself to lie to him. She

could not bear to see his guilt and self-

recriminations continue. The sooner she was

up and about, the sooner he would forget this

incident.

Ruy looked down into her soft, gray eyes

and felt a terrible rushing through his veins.

Not a stupid man, he realized another woman
might be tempted to have him at her mercy
by playing on his sympathies and guilt. His
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hand reached out to brush a stray tendril of

ruddy-gold hair from her cheek. His touch

was familiar, and almost as a reflex, Mirjana

turned her cheek into his palm. It was a fa-

miliar gesture, in some ways more intimate

than if he had caressed her breast. Although

she had lain with him and he knew every turn

and curve of her body, he had never reached

out quite this way to touch her so casually.

And when he brought his hand away from
her check it was to recapture her hand and

hold it warmly in his.

Tanige entreated Ruy's help in moving the

table close to the bed so Mirjana could join

him in supper. One glance at the beautifully

appointed table and Ruy praised the servant's

preparations, enflaming the girl's cheeks with

his flattery.

The stew was perfection, the pastry the flak-

iest, and Ruy ate with relish, serving both

himself and Mirjana, seeing to her every need

himself, lest he be asked to have Tanige return.

He wanted Mirjana to himself, to be aware of

her every need and comfort. The conversation

between them never touched on the events of

the afternoon; he did his best to keep it light-

hearted and entertaining, telling her instead

of Gormaz's astonishment to learn that the

lord's destrier had somehow acquired a name,
and more remarkable yet, answered to it.
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"Liberte. A fine name for a fine steed/
5

he

told her, confiding how he had feared she'd

select something innocuous like Pansy or

Nubbins.

Mirjana joined in his teasing, pretending in-

sult that he would think she would ever make
a poor selection for El Cid's mount. Although

the banter was light and Ruy was a charming

host, Mirjana sensed something was troubling

him and hated to think she had brought him
this concern.

Through the evening they talked, enjoying

this newfound ease between them, entertain-

ing one another with stories from their child-

hood, and so engrossed in one another they

hardly noticed when Tanige came to retrieve

the remains of their supper, closing the door

quietly behind her, leaving them for the night.

Ruy stood before the narrow window, gob-

let of wine in his hand, looking out. He had

begun to fear Mirjana was growing weary of

his company and exhausted from her wounds.

He thought he might stay in the chamber, qui-

etly, until she fell asleep.

As he stood near the window, looking down
into the courtyard where glowing torches

fought against the darkness of night, Mirjana

watched him. Something was definitely trou-

bling him. There was that tiny frown again

between his brows. It was much the same ex-

314



pression, she realized, as those countless times

when she would inquire about word from Se-

ville and he had been unable to give her an

answer. He had thought to be protecting her

then and she could not find it in her heart

to hold it against him, but now, unexpected

fears rose in her again. Had his mood some-
thing to do with word from Hassan?

Unexpectedly, another fear rose in her.

What if Hassan had finally recapitulated and
had agreed to accept his sister back into the

palace? Mirjana suddenly realized she was not

yet prepared to leave. Not yet, she found she

was telling herself. Not until he sends me
away.

"Ruy," she said softly, at last finding her

voice. "Come and sit here beside me and tell

me what's troubling you. Perhaps it will help

to talk about it." She patted the mattress, in-

viting him to stretch out beside her. He did

not seem to notice her gesture.

It was a long moment before he spoke, but

when he did, his words seemed to explode

from within him. "It is my King. Sancho. He
has been murdered! And the bastard who did

it is his own brother, Alphonso!"

Mirjana was aghast. A king, murdered! By
his own brother! This was something very

close to her, she whose father was a king.

Regicide was not unheard of; through the ages
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in every culture there were those who lusted

for power. She allowed the words to tumble

from Ruy, not interrupting, listening to his

curses and grief. This had been a terrible day

for him. First, learning that his king was mur-
dered, and then the ordeal and consequences

of the whipping. Poor Ruy.

"Ruy," she called again, "please sit down."
After a moment he accepted her offer, need-

ing to be comforted in some way. His entire

world was falling apart, his future hung in the

balance. Settling beside her, goblet still in

hand, he was aware of her warmth, and he

tenderly and gently slipped his arm around

her shoulders, careful of her injuries, and felt

her slip into the crook of his arm. Her cheek

was pressed against his chest, and she quietly

waited for him to speak, unlike other women
who would insist on prying the words from

a man before he had even spoken them in his

own brain.

As he spoke, Mirjana stretched her intel-

ligence and memory, trying to recall all she

knew about the volatile rulers of Spain. Al-

phonso, she knew, was the second son of

Fernando, also known as Ferdinando I. As

such, Alphonso had inherited the province of

Leona, while Castile, the most important

dynastic holding, had gone to the oldest son,

Sancho. The lesser and most northern prov-
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ince, Galicia, had been bequeathed to the

third son, Garcia. It was a foolish and irre-

sponsible act on Fernando's part to divide his

kingdom this way; as a politician, he should

have known the grief and strife it would cause

between the brothers. As had happened before

and would more than likely happen in the

future, the brothers began to fight immediately,

each trying to gain the entire heritage. Ruy,
under the prestigious title of El Cid, was field

commander of Sancho's armies.

"I was a fool to think that my keeping Al-

phonso in banishment in Badajoz was protec-

tion enough for my king!" Ruy told her, his

words more bitter than gall. "Garcia is a weak-
ling and a fool, and is happy enough to be

left to himself in Galicia. There was little en-

mity between Sancho and himself."

"Perhaps their relationship was sound be-

cause Sancho knew that any time he wanted
he could take Galicia for himself, Garcia was
too weak to afford much resistance," Mirjana

offered.

Ruy looked down at her as she lay against

his chest. His lips grazed the top of her head

and he could smell her sultry perfume.
"Beauty has been no price for your intelli-

gence, cara. There is truth in what you say.

Yes, Garcia is a weakling, overshadowed his

entire life by the brilliance of his brothers.
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Alphonso has always been the thorn. Twice,

I have defeated his armies, and each time he

has sought political refuge in Badajoz and To-
ledo. Sancho and I both lived in a fool's dream
to think he could be suppressed! And all the

while Urraca was doing her worst against San-

cho."

Ruy explained to Mirjana that the Infanta

Urraca was actually the eldest child of King
Fernando, and she was more a man than a

woman in her ambitions. "I have always sus-

pected an unholy alliance between Urraca and

Alphonso, and now I know it to be true. It

was she who put Alphonso's plans into action.

And if Alphonso is guilty of murdering his

brother and killing my king, Urraca shares the

sin."

Mirjana slipped her arm around his middle,

hoping to give comfort to the pain she heard

in his voice. There was much he was not say-

ing, she knew, from past conversations dur-

ing the journey across the Marches. He had

told her how Sancho and he had been boyhood
friends and that there was a distant family re-

lationship through Dona Ysabel. He grieved

for his friend and sorrowed for his king.

Draining the last ofthe wine from his goblet,

Ruy laughed bitterly. "All the while I thought

to be holding Alphonso in Badajoz, keeping

him from gathering his armies to ride out once
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again against Castile, Urraca was carrying out

a plot."

"How do you know this?"

"I knew Sancho. He had often voiced his

suspicions of Urraca to me. It is proof enough
to me that while I was far to the south laying

siege to Badajoz, Sancho led his army to

Zamora, which is a property of Urraca's. He
must have learned of her collusion with Al-

phonso. What he never suspected was to be

murdered in his tent. The report I received

this day tells there was evidence of poisoning,

clearly a woman's weapon. And if that were
not enough, when Sancho was too weak to

protect himself, he was felled by a broad-

sword. Sancho was a warrior, unafraid of death

when honorably dealt. He should have met
his end atop his charger, leading his army into

battle, the fallen enemy in his sight, and the

sound of the bugle in his ears."

For a long time afterward, Ruy was silent,

refilling his goblet and draining it time and
again. Mirjana sat with him, in silent tribute,

with him in the death of his friend.

He was so silent, so still, Mirjana thought

him to be asleep. She moved to remove the

goblet from his hand when he spoke. "And
now, to add insult to injury, Alphonso is seek-

ing twelve men, good and true, to swear his

oath to ascend the throne. He has seen it to
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his advantage to select me as one of these men,
and it is I whom he expects to administer this

oath."

Her heart would break for him. Without
his explanation, she realized the strategy of

Alphonso's move. Ruy, El Cid, was military

chief, Sancho's staunchest supporter. If he

were to administer the oath that would absolve

Alphonso of any implication in his brother's

death, it would still wayward tongues and sat-

isfy even the most suspicious.

"I hate the man!" Ruy's voice thundered

in his chest, his heart beating like a captured

bird beneath her cheek. "He is domineering,

intolerant of his inferiors, and prejudiced

against his betters. Have you heard the tale

of his betrayal of the Mozarabs only last year?"

The Mozarabs were those Christians who kept

their faith even while living and working in

Islamic states.

Ruy repeated the story for her. There was

a move by church and state against the keep-

ing of the Mozarabic liturgy, which was so

dear to all Spanish Christians to whom it rep-

resented centuries of a faith upheld even in

the heart of Islam. Conformity with the rest

of the Catholic world was urged by Pope
Gregory VII and the monks of the Cluny

Order. The argument became heated when the

Pope deprecated the work of St. Isidore and
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other venerated Spanish clerics, classing the

Goths, from whom the aristocracy claimed de-

scent, with the Moors. A decisive trial of arms
was decreed to be held in Burgos and the

champion for the Mozarabic rite was a Castil-

ian named Lope Martinez. When Martinez

won the duel, the Catholics were dissatisfied

and another trial, this time by fire, was or-

dered. Both liturgies were thrown into the bon-

fire but, miraculously, the Mozarabic one
sprang out of the flames. Never a man to be

thwarted, Alphonso kicked it back into the

inferno. His voice rang above the roaring fire,

above the din of onlookers, "Laws go the way
kings want!" Because of his daring and be-

trayal of the Mozarabs, Alphonso won Pope
Gregory's alliance and the Cluny Order's

gratefulness. Two powerful clubs against his

enemies.

Listening to Ruy's account of Alphonso's

betrayal of his people, Mirjana agreed with

his conclusions. "And now he is king," she

whispered, hardly daring to break the ensuing

silence.

"Yes, my little bird, he is king. And there

is nothing to be done for it unless I decide

to take up my sword against him." Ruy's voice

rang strong, clear, rising to the high-vaulted

ceiling.

"And should you take up your sword, all
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of Spain will engage in civil war. Brother will

fight brother and peace will be forgotten. " Her
words quelled his outcry.

"Are you saying, little one, that for the good
of all Spain and to save Castile, I should forget

my disgust of the man and swear the oath to

Alphonso?"

"Only you can decide, my lord. Only you."

She raised her face from his chest, looking up
into his eyes, her thick lashes creating those

feathery shadows on her cheeks, fluttering in

the quivering light of the sputtering candles.

His hands came to her hair, twining the

silken strands between his fingers, a sad and

haunted smile coming to his lips. She offered

him her mouth and he took it with his own,

finding solace there for his sorrow. Sweet arms

clung to his neck, fragile curves and slender

waist availed themselves to his caress. In her

arms he found his ease; she was a vessel into

which he emptied his misery and uncertainty.

And when she took him into her, she was a

miracle, restoring his power and confidence,

reminding him he was a man.

And all this he told her in the quiet solitude

following their lovemaking. He called her his

little bird, beating her wings to chase away
his sorrows. He named her his miracle, the

words breathed softly into her ear. And in the

darkness, she soothed him into sleep, feeling
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her contentment cover them like a blanket

against the demons of the night. Her heart

was filled with this man, and she realized a

meeting, a partnership, between them, a mar-
riage of kind, in the joining of their bodies

and their minds. Clinging to him in sleep, nuz-

zling her face against the thicket of hairs graz-

ing his chest, she knew contentment, and in

the dark days to come, she would think often

of this moment when she lay in his arms, a

woman fulfilled.
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CHAPTER 9

Muted lavender shades of early dawn were

fast melting into the ripe golden colors of a

new day. Dona Ysabel tore at her hair, the

shadows of sleeplessnesses dark stains beneath

her eyes. The nightmare of yesterday was still

with her. Her own son was literally banishing

her from his household, taking Teddy from

her maternal arms and depriving him of the

mother the child so desperately needed. The
separation of a mother from her son was a

sin she would not easily forgive Ruy. Her own
flesh and blood was causing her this suffering,

and the Blessed Virgin, mother of Christ,

would see to his punishment.

It was true— Teodoro was a spoiled child,

but he was her own and she loved him. What
did Ruy know of a mother's love? He had

been sent away before the age of eight to a

comrade of his father to train for the military.

Ruy had been torn from her arms in much
the same way Teddy would be taken from
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her. Poor, poor Teddy. What would become
of him? He was not made for the military.

Her dreams to have him become a member
of the clergy seemed so distant now.

Anguished tears rolled down her cheeks as

she stared at the suit of clothes the boy had
worn only yesterday. Now he would be
dressed in rags, tending the horses and clean-

ing the stables. Ruy, how could you do this

to your mother? she thought. Teddy had been

a gift from heaven itself, a seed planted in

her belly when she had thought the comfort

of children was lost to her forever. He was

a child of her middle years and more precious

because of it. Teddy was the last legacy left

her by his father who was killed in battle be-

fore the babe had cut his first tooth.

A fresh onslaught of self-pity and fear for

her child shuddered through her. She must

do something. She was a powerful woman,
strong and willful. There was still time before

being sent away. Much could be accom-
plished. There was no telling how long she

was to be in exile; Ruy's heart was cold and

hard, unlike his younger brother's.

This was all that woman's fault, Dona
Ysabel comforted herself. She was a heathen,

a devil with soft, white skin and hair the color

of hell's fires to tempt Ruy. He should have

been married years ago; a wife and children
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would have lessened his vulnerability to the

princess. And he never would have been free

to bring her here to Bivar, to reside in the

castillo!

Dona Ysabel knew the ways of beautiful

women; she had once been very beautiful her-

self. Now she was a dowager, a widow, left

without the comfort of a man and now with-

out the comfort of her sons, Ruy was a fool,

he had always been a fool! While he was al-

ready a legendary military figure, he was an

innocent when it came to women. Mirjana had

wormed her way to Ruy's protective nature,

filling him with desire for her. Dona Ysabel

felt the heat of a flush rising to her cheeks.

Ah, yes, she too knew the ways of the flesh,

and not so many years had passed that she

cried out in the night for her loneliness fol-

lowing Don Diaz's death. Her one comfort had

been Teddy, and Ruy had promised never to

take him from her. Why, oh why, had the

child been born a male. A daughter could com-
fort her mother's old age. A daughter re-

mained so all of her life! When her belly was

growing with Teddy, she had made novenas,

prayed day and night the child would be a

girl. And the Lord had not seen fit to answer

her prayers. He answered them little of late.

She blessed herselfand sighed deeply. Perhaps

she asked too much of God. It occurred to
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her that she should seek Ruy's confessor to

intercede for her, to discourage this unholy

alliance between her son and this heathen

princess. Perhaps Padre Tomas could talk

some sense to him.

Dona Ysabel sank back on her chair, shoul-

ders slumping, fingers playing idly with her

rosary beads. It was not likely Padre Tomas
would assist her. Once Ruy made up his

mind, the Almighty could not change it. If

anything was to be done, it must be by her

own hand.

Daintily, the seiiora dabbed at her nose with

her handkerchief. At least, until the time came
to leave, she was still chatelaine of the castillo,

Ruy would not dare to take that from her.

She knew Mirjana had been taken to Ruy's

chamber the evening before, and this adultery

under her roof filled her with rancor. Ruy had

lost all respect for his reputation and his home.

The first thing she would do would be to move
the girl back to the tower room. As long as

she was mistress she would ensure the dictates

of her religion were followed in her own home!

Enough gossip surrounded the doings of her

son. The question remaining was what method
she would use. She had no desire to face the

princesa's brazen-tongued, homely serving

girl, nor did she wish a confrontation with

the princesa herself.
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Dona Ysabel clapped her hands loudly,

bringing a timid serving girl into the room.

She waited respectfully until her mistress

acknowledged her presence. "You will go to

my son's quarters, Dulcimea, and assist the

Princesa Mirjana in returning to her own
quarters. Whatever belongings you find in the

lord's chamber are to be removed by you. As
my son is an early riser, you are certain to

find the princesa alone. You will see to this

immediately and convey to the princesa that

you act upon my orders."

Out in the dark, shadowy corridor, Dulci-

mea took a deep breath. Everyone in the

castillo knew that Don Ruy himselfhad carried

the princesa to his chambers. Everyone knew
he had spent the night with her. And now
Dona Ysabel was ordering her to force the

princesa to return to the tower. The girl's eyes

were bitter as she trudged down the corridor.

What was she to do if the princesa refused

to obey? What if she was in pain and could

not leave? Would a punishment be in order

because she had failed to carry out Dona
Ysabel's orders? Dulcimea shivered in the

early morning damp.
Hesitantly, Dulcimea rapped on the stout

wooden door leading to Don Ruy's chamber.

When she received no reply, she knocked

again, louder.
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Tanige opened the door, expecting to find

Don Ruy.

"Por favor, you must understand, Dona
Ysabel has sent me to assist the princesa back

to the tower room/' Dulcimea said in a quiv-

ering voice.

Move?" Tanige demanded.
Yes, back to the tower room. Dona Ysa-

bel/' she reemphasized, "wishes the princesa

to return to her assigned chamber."

"What is it?" Mirjana called.

"Wait here/
5

Tanige commanded as she

closed the door.

"It is one of Dona Ysabel's serving girls.

She is here to help us move back to the tower.

What should I tell her?"

"You will ask her to please convey to the

sefiora our regrets. Don Ruy has placed me
here and only under his wishes do I leave.

Be kindly, Tanige, pity the poor girl who must
return to Dofia Ysabel with my refusal of her

orders. I am certain the sefiora is also inter-

ested to know where her son slept last night."

"Just as I am certain she is already aware

or she would not have sent the servant to move
us back to the tower."

"I know exactly what you mean, Tanige.

Go, do not keep the girl waiting. And Tanige,

perhaps it will be necessary for you to go to

Dona Ysabel yourself. Everything concerning
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the sefiora seems to become muddled and
misunderstood."

Tanige muttered sourly as she stalked from
the room. The last thing she needed this morn-
ing was to confront Dona Ysabel.

When next Tanige appeared in Don Ruy's
chamber, Mirjana saw her face was a mottled

purple. She could barely gasp out the words,

she was so angry.

"Calm yourself, Tanige. Just please tell me
that you were at least respectful."

"Certainly, I was respectful! I kept repeat-

ing over and over that it was Don Ruy's wishes

that you remain here until you are fully re-

covered. It was terrible how she kept blaming

you for having Teodoro taken away from her

and how you were corrupting her son and
stealing his soul from heaven. She said she

would see to it you regretted this interference

in her family for the rest of your life."

Mirjana remained quiet, seemingly un-

moved. But within, she was bitten with the

accusation and felt an empathy for the sefiora.

Tanige continued her report. "The sefiora said

that if it was your intention to make permanent

your stay in her son's chambers you are sadly

mistaken. She told me to tell you that you

are merely another in a long line of whores

who presented momentary fascination for her

son, and like the others, he would soon cast
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you aside. The sefiora said to tell you she was
trying to spare you further heartache/'

"One day I must thank her for her con-

sideration/' Mirjana said, the wounds from
Tanige's message ravaging her face. Tanige

was alarmed at how pale Mirjana had become.

Surely, Don Ruy did not think of Mirjana as

another of his whores. Not the princess. Never
the princess.

"What are we to do, Mirjana?"

"Nothing, Tanige. At this moment we are

guests of Don Ruy and we must follow his

wishes. In his hands he holds the hope of our

return to Seville." Even as she said this, she

was stung again that she could not compre-
hend leaving here, leaving Ruy. Then, in a

brighter, more determined tone, "You have

taken great efforts to make me comfortable

and I truly appreciate it. Don Ruy, himself,

commented last evening how delighted he was
with the pains you took for his supper. He
even admitted he liked the small comforts of

the coverlet and pillows. Of course, I realize,

as must you, that this is a temporary arrange-

ment, and soon he will want the peace and

solitude of his chambers returned to him. We
must be certain not to take advantage of his

hospitality. He is a most remarkable man, in

many ways. At first, I believed there was no

compassion in him, but I was wrong."
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Mirjana's eyes had become dreamy and soft
j

as she remembered the night before.

"I thought you detested the man/' Tanige
argued slyly. "Have you contracted a fever?

j

What has made you reconsider? Can it be that

beneath all those wolf-skins and armor you
had no idea such a handsome and exciting man
lurked? Ah, I see I am right. Do you know
what I think?"

"Do not think, Tanige!" Mirjana said wea- j

rily.
j

"Very well, I will keep my opinions to my-
self and so much for your loss/' Tanige told

her tartly. "What would you like me to do

for you today?
55

"While you were with the sefiora, I have

planned the day. Firstly, go to the stable and

see how Teodoro fares. No doubt, he is quite

frightened, being away from his mother for

the first time in his life. Secondly, speak to

Gormaz and find the way to his hut. I want

you to visit his wife, Ilena, and prepare more
fennel tea. Also, before you go, go to the kitch-

ens and find a cut of the leanest meat, fresh

vegetables, and honey. And yes, a confection

to tempt her appetite. While you visit with I

her, prepare the meat and the tea, urge her I

to drink it, and report to me if she is faring I
better than when I saw her. Assure her, that I

as soon as I am able, I will come to see her.
55
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"I will see to it, Mirjana. Now, for your

own supper? Will Don Ruy be joining you
again this evening?"

"Yes, I believe so, but not until quite late.

Prepare something tasty, Tanige. He was as-

tounded at your stew. And would it be pos-

sible to locate my chess game? I believe we
brought it from Seville, the one with the white

jade figures. Don Ruy said he would like to

challenge me."
Tanige snorted. The princess was an ex-

cellent player and could even trounce Emir
Mutadid soundly whenever they would play.

"Will you allow Don Ruy to win?" she

asked.

"That is ridiculous. Of course not! Whoever
deserves to win will win!"

"I think you should allow Don Ruy to win,

he will find himself more susceptible to your

charms."

"I do not need any help from a chess board,"

Mirjana sniffed.

Tanige was glad to be outside the castillo

on such a lovely spring day. She looked for-

ward to the walk to Gormaz and Ilena's hut.

Mirjana seemed to think highly of Gormaz's

wife, and perhaps she and Tanige could be-

come friends also.

Dona Ysabel paced before her windows. A
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black scowl crossed her features as she no-

ticed Tanige walk across the courtyard. She

watched her progress to the stables with men-
acing eyes. Her plan to remove the princesa

back to her tower room had been brazenly

thwarted and no doubt Ruy would hear about

it. She did not worry about him, he had already

done his worst. Nothing could be worse than

exile from Bivar. Desperate, she realized she

must use her cunning to have Teddy returned

to her. She would pray and connive to that

end. Nothing and no one would interfere with

her plans.

In the early evening, Mirjana gave herself

up to Tanige's gentle ministrations. She was

bathed, and the bandages were removed from

her back. The welts were still present, but they

had lost their heat, thanks to the ointment,

and they appeared to be healing quickly.

Mirjana brushed her hair, bending from the

waist, the riot of red gold catching the last

rays of late afternoon sun that streamed

through the slotted windows. After Tanige per-

formed her handiwork, arranging Mirjana's

hair into a lovely design that swept it back

from her temples and brow, yet allowed it to

drape freely around her shoulders, the hand-

maiden stepped back and nodded her ap-

proval.
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"Princess, you have not looked so lovely

since before leaving Seville. Don Ruy will be

most impressed with you this evening. And
see what I have brought for you to wear!"

Tanige quickly held up a white silk gown, de-

signed with the oriental flavor. The bodice

was cut low, daringly, made to hug the body
down to the waist where, because it was cut

on the bias, it swirled out in fullness over the

thighs down to the floor. The sleeves were

cut narrow at the top and widened to graceful

points at the wrist. A light coat of the same
material accompanied the nightdress, and both

were completely free of any ornamentation.

In this gown, the woman was the decoration.

Ruy arrived late. Mirjana had about given

up hope that he would arrive at all. He strode

into the chamber, his eyes immediately going

to the bed, lighting with reliefwhen he noticed

her sitting near the glowing, welcoming
hearth. She had no idea where he was per-

forming his ablutions, but he was freshly

shaved, and there was the fragrance of the

spicy scented soap she believed could not smell

so pleasant or exciting on any other man but

he.

Mirjana noticed a certain weariness around

his eyes and guessed he still pondered what
his reaction to Sancho's death should be. "If

you are ready to sup," she said lightly, "Tan-
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ige has performed another of her miracles."

At the sound of the word "miracle/' that

wondrous name he had called her last night,

he swung around to look at her, the fires of

intimacy burning in his eyes, as though by
the mention of the word she had ignited a

fuse. Taking her hand, he kissed it, never tak-

ing his eyes from hers. "You have brought

many miracles to my life, Mirjana." His tone

was husky, sending her pulses racing. Then,

remembering Tanige's presence, he became
more formal, leading Mirjana to the table and

seating her.

Pouring a goblet of wine for himself, water

for Mirjana, he inquired after her health.

"I am quite well, Ruy. With Tanige's ex-

cellent care, I believe I can be up and about

tomorrow. We will then move back to the

tower room. I cannot allow you to be in-

convenienced longer than necessary."

"Only your leaving can inconvenience me,

Mirjana. I would like it if you would stay."

He had said the words that changed her uni-

verse. He wanted her there, available for his

touch, for his kiss, for the magic they shared,

and Mirjana's heart knew music.

Ruy thought her extraordinary that she was

concerned for his convenience. Did she not

know how long his nights would be without

her? How empty his bed, though she had
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shared it but one night?

Tanige served their supper, a delectable dish

of fresh spring lamb and jelly made from the

mint leaf. The bread was warm and thickly

buttered, and while Ruy enjoyed his wine,

Mirjana drank a tea made from pungent herbs

and orange skins.

After they had eaten, she allowed him to

win at chess. If it amused her to allow him
to win, Ruy thought, he could not be less than

gracious in winning. But in their second game
she could not help trouncing him badly. Mir-

jana looked aghast and apologized for her

good fortune. Honeyed figs were brought to

the table, after the board was cleared away,

and Ruy made a joke of feeding them to the

victorious Mirjana, kissing away the sweet

stickiness he left on her lips. Although his

spirits seemed high, she knew that at his core

he was deeply troubled.

"Why don't you tell me about it, Ruy?"
she asked only once before his indecisions con-

cerning Alphonso's coronation came tumbling

out. Even as he repeated what he had told

her the night before, he considered what a

remarkable woman she was. He had thought

of her almost continually all through the day,

and here, now, he was forced to admit that

he was ready to take her advice in the interests

of all Castile, to administer the oath to Al-
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phonso and thus save his people from civil

strife. His only regret was that he would be
made to leave her for God knew how long

to attend the coronation, and this was some-
thing he would almost rather gamble a civil

war than do.

"I have decided to accept Alphonso as

king/
5

he told her simply. "You were correct.

To do otherwise would mean civil war, and
I have no liking to see men killed for my un-

certain principle. While Sancho was my king

and my friend, I believe he would tell me not

to strike out against Alphonso for what can-

not be changed. Sancho loved Spain and would
have gladly sacrificed his life for his coun-

try."

She listened, patient and without prompt-

ing. Ruy must come to his own decisions, and

it was one he would have arrived at without

her. He was a leader of men, a man of power
and confidence. He would do what was right.

"When will you be leaving?" Mirjana asked,

already mourning his departure.

"Not until I am called. By Visigothic and

old Roman rite, twelve good men of truth are

necessary to absolve Alphonso of his guilt. I

intend to be the last to arrive. I would like

to see him sweat a little. All of Spain knows

of the friendship between Sancho and myself;

no doubt as far as Alphonso is concerned my

338



witness at the coronation is the most valuable.

Certainly if I, Sancho's vassal, cannot find

fault with Alphonso, neither will Spain."

"I see," Mirjana teased. "As Cid goes, so

goes Spain!"

"Exactly! And what of you, Princesa Mir-
jana? As Cid goes, so goes you?"

"At your bidding, my lord."

"Cid goes to bed," he told her, laughing,

standing to reach down and lift her from her

chair and carry her to his bed. She squealed

in delight, loving the moist kisses he trailed

down her throat where her pulses beat like

the wings of a hummingbird.

They loved each other with slow vigilance,

finding each time they came together this way
was better than the last. They purposely

strung out the minutes into hours, prolonging

their pleasure in one another. His caresses

were eloquent, echoing the words of pleasure

from his lips. He told her how he loved her

hair and the way it hung in curtains filled with

sunshine over his face when she was atop him,

her breasts pressed against his chest, their

coral tips excited and stimulated by their con-

tact with his chest hairs.

Mirjana laughed her pleasure, yielding her-

self to his hand and lips, playfully biting the

flesh of his shoulder, her husky, joyous sounds

evolving into a contented cat's purr of pleasure
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as he entered her and held himself there, still

and deep. And when he began to move within

her, she chorused his cry of passion and spoke
his name as he loved to hear it.

In the soft glow of the candles and the dying

embers in the hearth, Ruy's little miracle lay

across the bed on her stomach, haunches bare

and lifted for his touch. He smoothed his hand
over the small of her back and followed the

white curve over her buttocks, stopping to

stray in the mysterious shadows between her

thighs.

She lay across his lap, her fingers tenderly

playing with the dark, downy hair on his

naked thighs. They had made love, finding

it wonderful and joyous, claiming one another

for themselves.

"You liked it, didn't you?" he asked, certain

of her answer but wanting to hear it all the

same.

"Liked what?" she teased, and was re-

warded with a sound slap across her bottom.

"Ouch! Unhand me, you barbarian!" Her
teeth playfully nipped at his thigh.

"She bites like a bitch in heat and has the

gall to name me the barbarian!"

Mirjana sat up, tickling his ribs in a surprise

attack, setting him reeling with laughter.

"Stop, unhand me, else I'll be forced to call
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for my mother like little Teddy!"

At the mention of Dona Ysabel, Mirjana in-

stantly sobered. She crawled up to the pillows

where Ruy rested his back, fitting herself

comfortably into the crook of his arm.

"Ruy, there is a matter I wish to discuss

with you. It concerns young Teodoro and your

mother." She lifted her face to him, watching

the hostility creep into his eyes. "Please, listen

to what I have to say," she pleaded quickly.

"Teddy is so young. More an infant than most

boys his age. He has much to learn, yes, but

it should be gradual, and you should take an

active hand with him, not leave it to some
other whose interests are less than your own.

Teodoro can become a man you would be

proud to call your brother, but only under

your own hand. I have also heard Dona Ysabel

is to be sent to the outer provinces to take

an extended tour of the convents. Will you
reconsider?"

"No!" It was such an explosive reply, Mir-

jana cringed. Ruy jumped up from the bed,

reaching for his dressing gown, tying the belt

firmly around his waist. "It is time my brother

grows and learns that manhood must be

earned, both by heart and deed. And I am
not punishing my mother, regardless of what
you believe. She also needs to find a life with-

out young Teddy, and this she would never
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do willingly and of her own accord. It is a

painful separation, but I can no longer close

my eyes to them, having them disease one an-

other with their own selfishness until they are

both destroyed!"

Ruy paced the room, stopping only to refill

his goblet with the dregs of the wine. "The
sefiora is a very strong and resourceful woman,
Mirjana. Believe me, she will be happy visiting

the convents where she can do as she pleases

and visit old friends whose castillos are nearby.

At the convents, she can play lady bountiful

from morning to night and know the undying

gratitude of the nuns and her beloved church.

Perhaps she will strive for sainthood; one can

never tell with my mother. Trust me, Mirjana.

Do you?"

Mirjana met his gaze, saw the softness in

his eyes, knew that his outburst had more to

do with the pain of separating his family than

because his authority and judgment were

questioned. Should she trust him as he asked?

She smiled, a vision of loveliness in his eyes,

young and fragile, and becoming so dear to

him. Of course she would trust him, with her

heart, with her very soul.

These were idyllic days for Mirjana— yel-

low, golden days, days with Ruy. And the

nights were blue, silver nights. Nights spent
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beside him, in his arms.

Mirjana never broached the subject ofDona
Ysabel again, fearing to disrupt this new ease

between herself and Ruy. But she did visit

Teddy several times a day, ignoring the child's

churlishness, taking a genuine interest in him
as he learned under Gormaz's disciplining eye.

The boy was learning to ride a chestnut brown
filly and was learning to accept full respon-

sibility for the animal. Gormaz and Mirjana

believed, despite Dona Ysabel's overprotec-

tive love, that the child was basically lonely,

frightened, and despite his spoiled tantrums,

quite lacking self-confidence.

It was clear to Mirjana that Teddy idolized

his older brother and felt he could never mea-
sure up to Ruy's achievements. If only Ruy
would be more patient with the boy, more
giving of his time, then instead of competing

with Ruy in a negative sense, Teddy might

try to emulate his sense of justice and gen-

erosity.

As her relationship with Ruy became deeper

and more complex, she found herself involved

more and more with everyone in the castillo

and in the town of Bivar. Everyone seemed
to be a part of a huge family, having lived

in Bivar all of their lives as had their grand-

parents and great-grandparents and even fur-

ther back. Their roots were in one another;
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they cared about one another. And from their

genuine smiles and out of respect for their

lord, they were coming to care about her. The
day she had offered to step in for Alvar, one

of their own, she had earned their respect.

Dona Ysabel was a tyrant with a mercurial

nature, and had never seen the villagers or

castillo servants beyond their services to her.

Tanige and herselfwere making friends here

in Bivar, and until now, Mirjana had never

known how isolated her life had been. In Se-

ville she had spent her youth in the harem,

living among her father's wives and their chil-

dren. They were her family, but there was
such hot rivalry between them for Mutadid's

attentions, and being without a mother to

watch over her, Mirjana was often the victim

of their jealousies. Even when Mutadid had

agreed to her having her own suite in the pal-

ace, her acquaintances were restricted to her

half brothers and half sisters and, of course,

Tanige. Perhaps, that was why she had be-

come so enamored of Omar. He had been the

only man outside of her family with whom
she had had contact. True, he was wise,

learned, and so gentle. But now she found her-

self questioning if he had had any real emotion

for her. Fresh color washed her cheeks as she

remembered how she had thrown herself at

him. And he had sent her away, kindly, it
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was true, but nevertheless he had sent her

away. No doubt, the position he enjoyed in

Mutadid's palace was more important to him
than a lonely girl's passion for him. Ruy, on
the other hand, would never have allowed

anything or anyone to stand between himself

and the woman he wanted. He would have

carried her off in the night, keeping her for

himself, protective and passionate. A smug
smile tugged at Mirjana's mouth. And that was
exactly what he had done— swept her away,

kept her for his own. True, their beginnings

were less than romantic and for other reasons

entirely, but it was always the ending that mat-

tered, was it not?

The villagers of Bivar waved their greetings

as she walked through the town. They ap-

proved of the beautiful young woman with

the smile of a thousand candles. They saw her

ready smile and the gentleness in her eyes,

and heard the softness of her laugh. She loved

their children, singing little songs for them
and telling them tales about fairies and dragons

and handsome princes. They saw her walking

to Ilena's hut and the way Gormaz's young
wife was blooming under Mirjana's care. Her
eagerness to see and learn everything with joy-

ous enthusiasm gave them a pride in their

work they had never known. And all of them
shared the hope that their lord, Don Ruy,
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would always be kind to her, keeping her as

his own, and never causing her grief. There
had been others, they knew; a man as vital

and important as El Cid must have had many
women. But he had never brought them to

Bivar as he had Princesa Mirjana. And al-

though she came from a world and a culture

so very different from their own, she was be-

coming one of them. She was a Muslim and
they were Christians, but these hardy peasants

had little use for bigotry; that was a luxury

of the idle rich.

Even their lord, Don Ruy, seemed changed

to them. Often times he would accompany the

princesa through the town to commission work
for the castillo. He looked younger, happier,

more content to stay here in Bivar than they

had ever known him to be. Always, after only

several days, Don Ruy was itching to find mat-

ters to concern him elsewhere, away from

Bivar. And they saw the way Don Ruy's eyes

followed Mirjana wherever she went, smiling

at her with a surprising tenderness.

Mirjana was aware of the speculations of the

villagers and servants, but did not allow them
to concern her. She was much too happy mak-
ing new friends and finding purpose to her

life. The beauty and luxuries of Seville were

nearly forgotten, disregarded. She much pre-

ferred the austerity of Bivar with the warm

346



friendships she had found to the cold lone-

liness of her home city. Bivar was becoming
home. Here were the roots of Ruy's begin-

nings; it was to here that his thoughts traveled

home. If the pits of hell were home to him,

there she would want to be.

Easter Sunday dawned with sunny perfec-

tion, a conspiracy of nature to insure the suc-

cess of the festivities signaling the end of Lent.

Dona Ysabel had already proclaimed she

would abstain from this year's ceremonies,

preferring to hear Mass privately in the castillo

chapel. Also, she had no taste for the fiesta

following Mass. Teddy seemed crestfallen at

this news from his mother, and it was only

with prodding from Gormaz that he resent-

fully accepted Mirjana's and Ruy's invitation

to attend the fiesta with them.

After Mass in the village church where
Padre Tomas had conducted the ritual, Gor-

maz and Ruy had come back to the castillo

for Mirjana and Tanige. Everyone was gath-

ering at the fresh water pond outside the vil-

lage, bringing baskets of food and hot loaves

of bread. Gormaz had already hitched up one

of the wagons and handed Mirjana and Tan-
ige up, placing himself as driver. Ruy, riding

Liberte, had denied Teddy's request to ride

his chestnut filly to the picnic. Mirjana saw
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the boy's face fall into disappointment, and
she glanced at Ruy who, seeming to read her

mind, hoisted the boy atop Liberte.

The profound joy on Teddy's face tugged

at Mirjana's heart. The boy adored his brother

and expected only negligence and disinterest

in return. To ride atop Liberte this way to

the fiesta was a great honor.

The grassy plains outside Bivar were bril-

liant with that shade of tender green appear-

ing only at this time of year. The pond, still

and blue, reflected the glory of the sky above,

and the copse of trees brought relief from the

sun. Children chased one another, playing

their games while their mothers prepared the

food and delicacies which were traditional for

this holiday. In the wagon, Tanige and Mirjana

had overseen the preparation of a whole lamb

with jars of mint jelly and a special sauce made
from preserved apricots and pears. Large jugs

filled with their secret contents rattled and

clinked; Mirjana had planned a surprise for

later.

Several of the men were tuning musical in-

struments, plucking the strings in mindless

melodies. When the food was laid out, mothers

scolded and slapped at greedy hands. Not until

Padre Tomas led them in prayer would a mor-

sel of food pass their lips.

Watching Teddy, Mirjana held her breath
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as one of the children invited him to join a

game of tag, and she was relieved when the

boy gleefully joined them. Her heart squeezed

for the child who looked so much as Ruy must
have looked when he was the same age —
dark hair, softly curling about his ears and

over his brow, dark eyes with the same sherry-

colored glints, and stubbornly set jaw. It made
her laugh to think of Ruy as a child, and at

the same time it brought him closer to her.

Mirjana and Tanige were welcomed by Ilena

whose profoundly pregnant belly made her sit

awkwardly on the blanket Gormaz had placed

beneath the trees closest to the pond. Ilena

had bloomed under Mirjana's care. Tanige

went daily to prepare tea and to visit, and

Mirjana was especially vigilant about calling

shortly after the noon hour to encourage her

to rest and to bring her food prepared in the

castillo kitchens. Mirjana was concerned for

Ilena. She was a small girl with narrow hips,

and the babe promised to be large and big-

boned like its father.

The afternoon wore on, becoming warmer
and warmer from the beating sun. Everyone

had eaten gluttonously, licking their fingers

and praising each housewife's efforts and spe-

cial contribution to the fiesta. Ruy sat among
the men playing a game with polished stones

and telling jokes about his adventure while
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on campaign. He enjoyed an easy camaraderie

with his people, and while they were respect-

ful3 always remembering he was their lord,

they honestly enjoyed him.

The musicians played rousing melodies that

encouraged dancing, and even the children

joined their parents, awkwardly imitating

their steps. Ruy pulled Mirjana to her feet,

slipping his arm around her tiny waist and
brought her out among the dancers. She was
quick to learn the steps, laughing with the

sheer joy of it, linking her arm through Ruy's

as he swung her around. Even Teddy had
found a little dark-haired girl to dance with,

and once, as they changed partners, Mirjana

found herself opposite him. There was no
hostility in this child as he laughingly im-

itated his brother's motions, slipping his arm
gravely around Mirjana and leading her into

the dance.

"Gormaz tells me you have brought a special

surprise for the fiesta," he told her. "He says

it's a secret. I should have brought something

too" — his little face fell into lines of worry
— "but I did not know what."

"Would you like to share in my secret,

Teddy?"
"Oh, yes! What is it? I love secrets. What

did you bring, Princesa?"

"I will only tell if you promise to call me
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Mirjana. Will you do that?" She watched him
carefully, afraid that in this easy, happy sit-

uation she had pressed him too fast and too

far. She realized that Teddy had reason to blame

her for the separation between himself and
his mother, and his banishment to the stables.

"I promise. Really, I do, Mirjana. Now will

you tell me the secret?"

"I will do better. Come with me, I have

something to show you." She led him back

to the wagon that had six barrels packed in

straw in its bed and was parked beneath the

trees. Gormaz had followed her, believing she

was ready to reveal her surprise.

Teddy watched as his new friend told

Gormaz to open one of the barrels. Peeking

inside, he saw it was filled with ice and snow,

He looked at Mirjana questioningly.

"From the mountains, Teddy." She pointed

to the not too distant snow-capped peaks of

the Pyrenees. "Only yesterday it was brought

down."
Frowning, Teddy looked at her question-

ingly. "It doesn't seem much of a surprise,"

he told her, disappointed. "Every winter it

snows and no one seems happy for it."

"Fm certain," Mirjana said seriously. "But

have you ever eaten it?"

"Once I put it on my tongue and it turned

to water."
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"But this is magic. Here, I will show you.

Now, close your eyes and don't peek!"

Tanige, overwhelmed with this change in

Teodoro, however temporary she believed it,

handed Mirjana a grape leaf spindled into a

cone. Gormaz, using a sharp, thin pick,

chopped at the ice, scooping a handful of the

glittery frozen substance into the coned leaf.

Tanige deftly poured a syrup of crushed
blackberries sweetened with honey over it,

and Mirjana told Teddy to stick out his

tongue. She touched the sweetened ice to it

and watched laughing as he tasted it, his eyes

opening in wide surprise. "More!" he giggled,

taking the grape leaf from her, the sticky juice

running down his chin.

"What do you think of our secret surprise

now, Teddy?"
"Wait, I'll call my friends!" He scurried

away, calling to the children.

Gormaz stood in the wagon, hands on hips,

laughing with satisfaction. "There is hope for

the boy," he said. "He is not the same child

Don Ruy placed in my care."

Children came running to the wagon, fol-

lowed by their curious parents, where this

strange new delicacy was dispensed. Mirjana

carried a portion of ice and syrup in a shallow

wooden bowl over to Ilena who cooled her

tongue with it and pronounced it delicious.
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"I only hope we have enough for everyone/'

she said, licking the stickiness off her fingers.

Ruy could not resist the sweet berry stain near

her lips and boldly leaned down to kiss it.

"Food for the gods/' he told her, a wicked
glint in his eye causing her to blush. They
were lost in each other for the moment and
were unaware of the nodding smiles of ap-

proval from the adults who witnessed this

gentle intimacy.

After the holiday, life continued much the

same as before. Ruy was busy preparing for

his journey to the coronation of Alphonso,

Ilena grew more uncomfortable each day with

her pregnancy, and Teddy, churlish because

Gormaz had proclaimed the chestnut filly not

ready to ride, resumed his sulky displeasure

with everything and everyone.

The sun-filled days ofMay were upon them,

yellow with sunshine and filled with the scent

of newly bloomed flowers. Mirjana still re-

sided in Ruy's chambers, curling herself

against him each night as they slept, loving

the feel of his arm thrown over her as though

he were afraid he would lose her while he

slept.

Dona Ysabel had managed to prolong her

departure from the castillo because of a spring

cold that made her eyes watery and red, and
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produced a bone-racking cough. Mirjana
mixed an elixir from a recipe in her phy-
sician's text and had Dulcimea bring it to her,

warning her not to reveal that she was its

source.

The senora spent her days in her private

chamber, only attending supper in the great

hall in the company of Padre Tomas and her

own confessor, the young Padre Juano, who
was under the older priest's tutelage. Pietro

had already left Bivar weeks ago to return to

his own home in Viega, a town many miles

east of Bivar. Ruy seemed to prefer the pri-

vate meals shared in his chamber with Mir-

jana, but several times he and the princess had

attended supper in the great hall. At these

times Dona Ysabel was barely civil to Mirjana,

but her manner to Ruy was always respectful

and humble.

It pained Mirjana to see this haughty, regal

woman whose eyes seemed haunted by shad-

ows, and she silently questioned Ruy's assur-

ances that Dona Ysabel would find happiness

outside Bivar.

Mirjana liked to keep herself busy while

Ruy was attending his duties and oversee-

ing the preparations for his departure. The
thought of these idyllic days and nights coming

to an end depressed her normally high spirits,

and she was careful to keep a cheerful face
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and lighthearted manner whenever she was
around Ruy.

She was returning to the castillo by way of

the stable yard, carrying a basket of freshly

gathered raspberries from the wild bushes just

on the other side of the town. Unexpectedly,

Ruy had returned early from the wheel-
wright's forge where he was overseeing the

making of new wagon axles. His eyes lighted

with the sight of her, hair bright from the

sun, skin warm and flushed from her walk.

He took her basket of berries, his hand lin-

gering on hers. "By the time I return you'll

be as brown as a gypsy," he chuckled. There

was a familiarity, an intimate huskiness in his

voice that sent tingles up her spine.

In the bright light of day, Ruy drew her

close, feeling the warmth of her and the slight

dampness of perspiration through the back of

her dress. He also felt her quickened heartbeat

and felt it answered by his own.

Mirjana leaned against him, reveling in his

lean strength, giving herself over to the trem-

ors of pleasure his nearness always brought.

He took her into the comparative darkness

of the barn, the sweet fragrance of hay and

the dust motes dancing in the shafts of golden

light arrowing through it. His hands were in

her hair, pulling it from its pins, draping it

around her shoulder, curling it around one of
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her breasts. His eyes bathed her in their sul-

triness, stirring responsive yearnings within

her. He tasted the curve of her throat, the

fragile whiteness at the top of her breasts

which was revealed by the deeply cut bodice.

"I want you, Mirjana." His voice was a hun-
gry groan. "Here, now!" His touch became
urgent, compelling, and she lent herself to it,

her own desires soaring, feeling him fill her

world with his presence, knowing no other

existence than being here, in his arms.

He drew her deeper into the shadows, never

taking his eyes from her, as though he could

never see her enough, never touch her enough.

The trap door in the loft above was open to

the sky, and sunlight streamed down onto a

bed of hay, warming it, seeping a sweet fra-

grance of open fields and blue heavens from

it.

He had loved her in the darkness of his

chamber, by the light of the fireplace, but

here, in the shaft of golden sun, she found

a certain erotic pleasure in his shadow as he

covered her body with his own.

His slow, arousing caresses were becoming

fierce and demanding, hurrying to find his

pleasure, knowing his pleasure could only be

found in hers.

His hands were hungry, parting the fabric

of her bodice, caressing her breasts, his mouth
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following the tender path he traced, nipping

at their coral crests, making them stand in pro-

vocative peaks that beckoned his lips over and
again.

She moved beneath him, rucking up her

skirts, parting her thighs, eager for him, hun-
gry to have him enter her and satisfy this pas-

sion he aroused. She breathed his name, then

cried for his mercy when he seemed to linger

too long.

He teased her, gently rubbing her inner

thighs, moving upwards, skirting the center

of her desires. She writhed and moaned, beg-

ging him for her release, feeling as though she

were caught in a whirlpool of emotions, ed-

dying in wide circles that became smaller,

more closely spaced, until at the center she

would find him, whirling with her in the cool

green center of passion spent.

He watched her face as he moved within

her, feeling her body contract and ripple

around his, drawing him into her, making him
a part of her. Her eyes were closed, lips parted,

her head rolled back and forth as though to

deny what she was feeling. And at the end,

when her back arched and a deep purr of con-

tentment erupted from her throat, she opened

her eyes as though in surprise to find him look-

ing down at her, the sight of her passions en-

flaming his. He quickened his stroke, seeking
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his own satisfaction, certain of hers. It was
her name he cried as he rushed to his own
blazing release, and the sound was a symphony
to her ears.

358



CHAPTER 10

Dona Ysabel poked angrily at a crumb of

bread with her thumbnail. She jabbed at it

and then crushed it as though it were an ant

beneath her shoe. A dark scowl formed be-

tween her brows, setting her mouth in a bitter

downward line.

Ruy ate quickly, wolfing down his food in

his desire to leave the table and his mother's

presence. It was early, very early, the sun had

not yet begun to shine weakly over the ho-

rizon. The great hall, always dark because its

only windows faced the west, was feebly lit

by an occasional torch and candle to challenge

the shadows.

"With Padre Tomas's influence, it could be

possible to send the woman to a nunnery,

"

Dona Ysabel broke the uneasy silence, her

voice louder and more forceful than she in-

tended. "Surely you can see, Ruy, how this

infidel has already interfered with your life!

You are a knight of the realm, dedicated to
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your career. She has affected your judgment,

shaken your allegiances . .
." The sefiora found

it difficult to continue speaking to a man who
seemed not to have heard her and merely con-

tinued to tear at his bread. She tried another

tack. "There are convents, Ruy, who for a

hefty donation would not be too particular

about giving hospice to an Islamic princesa.

Perhaps they are in a better position than

yourself to induce Hassan to accept her back

into Seville.

"

Ruy lifted his head, looked at his mother,

and went back to his breakfast.

"Ruy! Are you hearing me? If you sent the

princesa to an influential convent your problem

would be solved!
5'

"Only your problem, Madre. I was not

aware the princesa presented a problem to

me," he said before biting down on a chunk

of cheese.

"Of course we have problems." The sefiora

insisted upon grouping herself with her son.

"Teddy is a problem. Poor child, exiled to

the stables, of all places, wearing rags, and

eating God only knows. The princesa is a prob-

lem. She does not belong here. She is not one

of us! And you have compounded her distress

by keeping her in your chambers. You have

ruined her reputation, you have sullied and

defiled her. Your only recourse is to send her
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to a nunnery! If her internment there is of

length, perhaps her sins and your mischief

will be forgotten."

At this, Ruy slammed his fist down on the

table, rattling the wooden bowls and shaking

the candles, causing wild patterns of light to

fall on his face. "The princesa is not going to

a convent! And how conveniently you make
your judgments, Madre. The princescfs sin is

merely my mischief! You are a bitter woman,
Madre, and if anyone is in need of the nuns'

prayers, it is you. I want to hear no more.

Teddy, by the way, is doing quite well. I hope
to God you have your trunks packed for your

journey. I am sick of your meddling."

The sefiora was shaken. Ruy had never

treated her this way, only since the princesa

had arrived into his life. "No, son, I have not

yet prepared to leave. I was praying you would
reconsider and permit me to spend my last

days here in the castillo, in my home. I belong

here."

"No, Madre. You will leave tomorrow. You
will fill your Christian duty and spread your

beneficence through the provinces. I will sit

down this very day and write to our family

and friends to inform them you will be nearby

and expect to avail yourself of their hospi-

tality." Suddenly, Ruy's voice softened.

"Madre, regardless of what you believe, this
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is for your own good. The matter is settled,

you leave tomorrow. Teddy stays behind, and
shortly thereafter, I leave to mend my dif-

ferences with Alphonso and attend the corona-

tion. Castile will never accept him as king

unless I do this."

Dona Ysabel sat a moment, staring at her

son. She had known in her heart it would be

useless to try to persuade him to allow her

to stay in Bivar. He had changed in these past

weeks. She, as his mother, was more aware

of it than most. Even more so than his old

friends, Pietro and Padre Tomas. Her mind
searched for the proper description. Ruy was
not softer, nor was he mellow. In his breast

still beat the heart of a warrior and politician.

No, he was more peaceful. That was it. She

didn't care for the change in him, could not

cope with it. And it was all due to the influence

of \ht princesa. The senora sniffed disdainfully

as Ruy rose to leave the table. She watched

in disgust as he wiped his mouth with a cloth

he insisted be placed at his seat. A napkin,

he called it. Before, he had used his sleeve

like all the others.

She would leave because the choice was not

hers, but there was still one more gambit to

be played. She would be long gone before Ruy
and his paramour felt its repercussions.

Ruy bent to kiss his mother's cheek. He
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saw the expression in her eyes and it was not

to his liking. She would not dare to defy him.

Tomorrow, he would be relieved of this par-

ticular worry when she left. The seiiora would
depart for the provinces and he could put her

from his mind. At least, he told himself,

Mirjana would not be threatened by Doiia

Ysabel's plotting and scheming. God knew it

was difficult enough for him to keep his

mother at bay; Mirjana would find it impossi-

ble. Two females at one another's throats was

too much even for the strongest of men. To-
morrow would see an end to it all.

At a loss as to how to excuse himself, Ruy
reminded his mother that it was nearly time

for Padre Juano to say Mass in the tiny castillo

chapel. "Are you receiving communion this

morning, Madre?"
"This morning as every morning!" she an-

swered him angrily. "Why else do you think

I abstained from breakfast?" As she spoke, the

bell in the chapel sounded, calling the faithful

of the castillo to Mass. Wearily, Doiia Ysabel

stood from her chair, smoothing the fullness

of her black skirts. "Some day, Ruy, you will

live to regret your decision," she said omi-

nously.

Ruy quirked his eyebrow, looking at his

mother with curiosity. "And you, Madre, will

take great pains to see it is so, I am certain.
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Heed me, Madre, no more of your meddling
tricks, else you will never be welcome back
to Bivar." A sudden chill descended over him,

remembering his mother's power and influ-

ence and ruthlessness.

"How could an old woman threaten you,

Ruy? You are a great warrior, are you not?

Do not let the words of your old mother trou-

ble you." She waved her hand, brushing him
aside, lifting her chin imperiously, a glimmer
of a smile on her face. It pleased her that Ruy
could be apprehensive about his decision. In

some way it assured her of her remaining pow-
ers over him.

The chapel was dim and damp as it always

was. Young Padre Juano, dressed in his long

brown robe, performed the ritual of the Mass
at the altar. The relic in the altar stone was

bones from St. Clothilde, brought from Dona
Ysabel's home long ago when she had first

come to Bivar as a young bride. It was due

to her influence that this chapel had been re-

furbished, that the kneelers and pews had been

built.

The stained glass windows over the altar

were in the form of a triptych, picturing

the Blessed Virgin holding the Infant; St.

Clothilde carrying a small cross; and of course,

in the center of the three reproductions, a

scene from Christ's crucifixion with the holy
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Maria weeping near his feet.

A mother always weeps, the sefiora scorned.

The sharpest thorn is an unloving child. A
woman flirts with death at the birth of her

children and to no reward.

All through Mass Dona Ysabel prayed for

strength and the wisdom to protect her son,

even from himself. Following the ceremony,

when the castillo servants returned to their

duties, the sefiora prayed for guidance. Ruy
must take a wife! The answer came to her

as though an angel had whispered in her ear.

Dona Ysabel walked boldly into the sacristy,

hoping against hope that Padre Tomas would
be off tending his duties in the village. This

was something he rarely did, preferring to

allow his subordinates to preside at Christen-

ings and Last Rites. Even preaching sermons

to the people of Bivar seemed to be some-
thing he wished to avoid.

It depressed him, Padre Tomas had once

confided. He had even gone so far as to say

there were times he doubted his calling. Of
course this confidence came after the Padre

had consumed too much wine, and there had

been a wicked gleam in his dark, somber eyes.

The sefiora knew he had been a man of the

world before taking up the cross, carousing

and womanizing, not giving his services to

God until much later in life. His misspent
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youth was something the sefiora held against

him, having no tolerance for the man. No,
it was not Tomas Martinez she needed now.
It was her own confessor, Padre Juano, with

his greedy eyes and pasty skin. Her confessor

was a man of discretion, and for a price he

would do as she asked and die with the se-

cret.

"Dona Ysabel, what brings you here at this

time of day?" Padre Juano asked as he was
putting away the sacramental wine. His thin,

sunken cheeks delineated the sharpness of his

nose and his too closely set eyes. The fine hairs

in his nostrils quivered with annoyance at this

interruption. He hoped the sefiora was not

seeking confession. She required long and fer-

vent absolutions which he was required to

join, praying along with her, seeking forgive-

ness for her sins. He was hungry and wanted

his breakfast. Also, there was nothing more
boring than hearing the sefiora's confession.

She had little use for absolution from a priest,

excusing her sins as being the cause of other's

making. Still, she was his benefactress and was

the easiest path to acquiring the bishop's robes

he so coveted.

Padre Juano was no fool. He knew his im-

mediate superior, Padre Tomas, used him to

suit his needs, caring little if his subordinate

was content in his post. As long as Padre
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Tomas was in control, there was nothing he

could do but suffer in silence. One day,

though, his time would come, and there were
those in the castillo who would answer to him.

His dreams were to become abbot of a mon-
astery, secure and comfortable with the do-

nations from the landed rich. And Dona
Ysabel was his champion. Little as he liked

the woman, he knew her to be influential and
valuable in seeing his dreams come true.

The sefiora smiled coyly, emitting her

charm. Immediately, Padre Juano knew she

was approaching him with a purpose in mind.

"Padre Juano, por favory a moment of your

time. A small favor only you can grant."

The sefiora watched the priest rise to the

flattery as she had known he would. "I would
like you to write a letter for me to our new
king, Alphonso."

The young priest was taken aback. A letter

to the king! A thin smile played near his

mouth. How fortunate, he thought. Through
his favor to Dona Ysabel, he would find the

door open to correspond with the most im-

portant personage in Spain! Daydreams roiled

through his brain. He had sudden images of

seeing himself as confessor to the king, living

in the elaborate palace, presiding over royal

ceremonies, becoming a Cardinal, Pope!

"Padre Juano, do you hear me?" Dona
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Ysabel said irritably. "I would like you to

write a letter to Alphonso!"

The priest felt the hairs on the back of his

neck rise. He knew he would write the letter,

but first he would wait for the bribe she would
offer him. Whenever the senora implicated

him in one of her schemes she always re-

warded him. What would her price be this

time? A jewel, a few coins, his own horse from
the castillo stables to replace his humble don-

key? Whatever the price, he would know the

importance of her request by its value. He
waited, and when there was no proffering of

any kind, he frowned. "I am rather busy

today, Dona Ysabel. Perhaps next week —

"

"Next week! There will be no "next week.'

I leave for the provinces tomorrow, and I wish

the letter to be delivered to Alphonso by Ruy
when he attends the coronation. What can you

possibly find more important than writing this

letter for me?"
Padre Juano crossed all thought of suitable

bribe from his mind. The mere mention of

El Cid was all he needed to hear. He must

be gracious and do as asked. "Very well, Dona
Ysabel. Please be seated. Now, tell me what

it is you wish me to write to Alphonso."

The senora seated herself across from the

priest, clenching her fists, hating the fact that

she, an intelligent woman, had never been
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taught to read or write. Only men were
thought to be quick enough of intellect to ac-

complish literacy. She sniffed. As though this

fanatical dolt who sat before her could be con-

sidered more intelligent than she! "Firstly,

you will offer my greetings and my regards

to Alphonso and Infanta Urraca. Next, you
will speak of the unseasonably good weather,

and from there you will pledge the allegiance

of the Diaz family to our new and worthy

king."

Padre Juano felt uneasy, and he did not like

the feeling. It seemed a simple enough letter

but totally unnecessary since Don Ruy was
attending the coronation himself and could

convey this affection in person. There had to

be another reason for the senora to seek him
out this way, he was certain of it. "How do

you wish me to sign it?" he asked craftily.

"I have not finished, Padre."

He waited expectantly. His skin was begin-

ning to itch and his palms were moist and

clammy. Perhaps there would be a bribe, after

all. He leaned back in his chair and made a

steeple with his long, white fingers. "What
else do you wish me to write?"

"At the end you will include my happiness

at having the Diaz family joined with his. A
small reminder that since Ruy will be attend-

ing the coronation as will no doubt Alphonso's
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niece, Himena, I expect the nuptials to be ar-

ranged. Remind the king that the marriage

agreement was signed by Ruy's father when
Himena was first born. We will enclose my
copy of the agreement should the contract

have slipped Alphonso's memory. He is not

a tidy person, Padre."

"My dear Dona Ysabel, does my lord know
of this letter?" Padre Juano asked anxiously.

"But of course! How dare you question me?
Ruy himself is going to deliver the letter to

Alphonso and what better opportunity to have

royal sanction when Ruy is endorsing Al-

phonso for king. A much needed endorsement,

I might add," she said proudly. "Should you
doubt my word, ask my son yourself, but be

prepared to suffer the consequences."

Padre Juano was staring her directly in the

eyes. It was Dona Ysabel who looked away
first.

"For your trouble, since I am aware of how
busy you are," she said briskly, as she stripped

two rings from her fingers. A large emerald

and a glittering topaz lay in the priest's hand

for merely an instant before he pocketed them
in his surplice.

When will you have the letter for me?"
Within the hour. Bring your copy of the

marriage agreement if you want it sealed

within the letter. Do you wish to use your
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own seal or would you prefer the official

church seal?"

Dona Ysabel pondered. "I think it would
be wise to use the church seal since Ruy will

be carrying the letter. I would rather he did

not poke into my little missive. He would
never contemplate toying with a letter bearing

the church seal."

On the long walk back to her chambers
Dona Ysabel dusted her hands together glee-

fully. It was done. She might be forced to leave

her home, but she would hear the repercus-

sions of her letter for years to come. Short

of sending Mirjana to a nunnery, it was a bril-

liant idea. A plan without fault. It was or-

dained, planned from the day of Himena's

birth. As a mother, she was doing her duty.

And Ruy could not refuse without insulting

the king himself!

From out the window of their chamber,

Mirjana could see the gathering of soldiers and

people in the town and in the courtyard. They
had been arriving for days now, dressed for

the journey to the coronation. She had known
this day was to come; she had even encouraged

Ruy to proclaim Alphonso as his king. But

then, she had known the loneliness of the

hours and days without him. She brushed a

tear from her cheek. He was not even gone

371



from her yet and already she mourned his

loss.

Ruy was fastening his boots when he glanced

up and saw her standing at the window, si-

lently looking down at the crowds below. Her
thin nightdress was a gossamer veil through

which the daylight revealed each lovely curve

he had come to know so well. She still had
not dressed for the day and would not do so

until he had gone. He wanted to think of her

here, waiting for his return, he had told her,

and it was true. He did not want to lose sight

of her face among a throng of faces, and when
he was miles out into the distance and could

see the last of the castillo dipping from sight,

he wanted to know she watched from the

window.
When he was ready to leave, he went to

stand behind her, cupping her shoulders in

his hands, feeling her tremble beneath his

touch. They had lain awake in each other's

arms long into the morning hours. Their plea-

sure and desire for one another never seemed

sated. And this morning, only an hour ago,

she had come into his arms, giving and trust-

ing, holding back that rush of desolation he

knew she was feeling. There would be no tears

to mar this parting, and it was as he wished.

Looking over Mirjana's head into the dis-

tance, he saw his column of soldiers making
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formation. Padre Tomas carried the standard

of the church, his tonsured head glowing
pinkly in the early light. "I will send word
to you ofmy return, cara. Then you will watch

through the window and I will find you here

as though I had never left." His voice was
thick with emotion, and he cursed himself for

it. Never did he think he would find it painful

to leave a woman.
"I will watch for you/5

she told him, leaning

back against him, allowing him to caress her,

feeling her response to his touch even through

her misery. They had made love only an hour

ago and still her need for him was sharp, hun-

gry, yearning to be near him and give of her-

self to him.

Her eyes dropped to the small bedside table,

and she reached for an ivory white parchment

waxed with the church seal. "This letter, Ruy.

Do not forget to deliver it to Alphonso."

He took the parchment and tucked it into

his tunic. "I leave you in good hands, Mirjana.

You have only to go to Gormaz and he will

see to your needs. Even since before my
mother left the castillo, you've wooed the ser-

vants into complete obedience." He waited,

not wanting to be the first to bid adios.

"Go now, Ruy, your regiment awaits you."

It was a cry, a denial, a sob of longing.

Quickly, he turned her about in his arm, kiss-
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ing her, deeply, searchingly, hating to leave

her this way, hating even more to deny him-
self of her.

Mirjana watched from the window. The cat-

erpillar of men rounded the swelling hillocks

until she could see them no more. But she

knew that before the last of the castillo had
slipped from his sight, Ruy had turned and
offered a loving salute.

In the days that followed Ruy's departure,

Mirjana languished in the castillo, venturing

out only to see Teddy and Gormaz. Even
though Ilena was quite close to her time and

frightened of childbirth, and had asked for

Mirjana often, she hadn't the heart to walk

into the village to visit her. The servants in

the castillo sighed compassionately. The vil-

lagers made whispering inquiries. Where was

the girl with the sunshine hair? they asked.

Had Don Ruy broken her heart? They missed

her smile and the softly hummed songs they

would hear as she passed their way.

Mirjana spent long days in Ruy's chamber,

reading poetry or just lying abed remembering

the times she had spent with him. Her lone-

liness for him was acute, stealing her appetite,

and worse, her interest in others.

One particular morning while in search of

Tanige who was hanging laundry in the
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kitchen yard, Mirjana trespassed down the

back staircase, again noticing the poor house-

keeping in the castillo. The chamber she
shared with Ruy was by now scrupulously

clean due to the efforts of herself and Tanige.

But what of the rest of the castillo? Something
was fired within her. Ruy would be absent

weeks, more than likely months, and this was
the perfect opportunity to improve living

here.

Mirjana threw herself into the many nec-

essary chores, enlisting a bevy of servants. The
first thing to be done was have the great hall

swept of the old rushes and refuse. Next, the

cobwebs, hanging for centuries, it would
seem. This seemed to be the exact therapy

she needed. By the time she was ready for

bed, she was exhausted, only to rise to another

day and begin again. While having absolutely

no former knowledge of housekeeping tech-

niques, Mirjana followed her instincts, seeing

each project through to the finish.

She had already conferred with artisans in

the village and with Gormaz, who was invalu-

able to her. The man was a master of many
trades and had an inborn quality for organi-

zation. From the storeroom she ordered all

her books unpacked and brought to the great

hall. In several were written accounts for mak-
ing tiles, and after conferring with the black-
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smith, he assured her he could build a kiln

for firing the glaze.

Ancient stone walkways surrounding the

castillo were repaired, and the kitchen floor

was laid with stone, making a smooth surface

for walking and ease of cleaning. Trees were
brought down from the hillside and replanted

in the arbor. In a few years it, too, would
be flourishing, helping to restore the area to

its former grandeur. Women brought flowers

for planting in beds, and potters supplied con-

tainers for shrubs to line the walkways. Even
the barn roof was repaired under Mirjana's

watchful eye.

As the weeks passed, the storehouse con-

taining the contents of the caravan became
emptier and emptier as Mirjana helped herself

to the goods, reasoning that the treasures be-

longed to Ruy and he would appreciate having

them in the castillo for his enjoyment. An itin-

erant glazier happened to be passing through

Bivar, and Mirjana utilized his skill to create

windows for the great hall and the master's

chamber. His work was rough and lacking the

artistry she had known in Seville, but he was

thorough and the glass would keep out the

insects and the worst of the winter winds.

Fabrics and tapestries from the storehouse

found their use in the castillo. The largest and

most beautiful of the tapestries hung in the
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great hall over the hearth and along the high

stone walls. The rusty armor and cross bows
that once hung there were placed in the

quickly emptying storehouse.

Everyone worked hard, giving of them-
selves, enjoying the accomplishments of their

efforts. Mirjana was always quick with praise

for a job well done, and almost every evening

the cooks prepared supper for those who
worked that day. When the craftsmen finished

laying the tiles in the great hall, it was a day

for celebration. This had been the most in-

volved and important of the undertakings.

Mirjana had devised a simple pattern with

slate blues and shades of gold which when
properly placed formed a diamond design with

intertwining circles. The tiles had been buffed

to a dull gleam, reflecting the light from the

fire and bringing an atmosphere of cleanliness

and richness to the castillo. Ruy's castillo. His

home.

Once started, she had difficulty stopping,

and would not be satisfied until all was to her

liking. What could not be changed could at

least be cleaned. She threw herself into her

decorating tasks as the days wore into months.

Each task, large or small, would make her

stand back to view her handiwork and wonder
how Ruy would like what she had done. The
castillo was taking on a life of its own. Ev-
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erywhere the eye could see was beauty and
color. On more than one occasion she had
heard the workers and servants singing as they

hurried through the corridors. Beauty always

lightened the heart.

Tanige would smile and call it Mirjana's

nesting instinct. Mirjana called it cleaning.

Only in the master's chamber had Mirjana

held her excitement in check. Everything was
for Ruy's comfort, each color carefully se-

lected for him, bold and masculine, in com-
plete harmony with the man. A tapestry hung
over the bed, the deep reds and muted golds

echoed in the velvet coverlets. Her own supply

of bedding was brought to the chamber: silken

sheets and down pillows. Rare and exotic por-

celains, collected from when she was a child,

were placed in advantageous spots in the

chamber, their tiny, polished pedestals bring-

ing murmurs of approval. Each item was in

exquisite taste and always with Ruy in mind.

A brazier was installed near the hearth for

permanent use, and in an alcove opposite the

bed she arranged a setting of a table and two

chairs. Everything was in twos, she smiled—
two pillows, two chairs, two lamps . . . two,

Ruy and Mirjana. She herself had scrubbed

the stone floor, scattering brightly woven rugs

to bring more color to the huge room. Sconces

were hung for lamps. Lengths of sheer cloth
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hung over the windows, and in the evening

they would billow with the gentlest of breezes.

She wondered what Ruy would think when
he saw what she had done to the adjoining

anteroom. A tub had been installed, along with

a trifold screen brought from Seville. In the

afternoon the sun streamed through the newly
installed amber glass windows and bathed the

room in gold. Soft cloths, softer towels, fra-

grant soaps, and pots of oil poised delicately

on a service table. Luxurious lengths of color-

ful toweling lay stacked on two narrow
shelves, and beside them stood an elegant

silver-chased chest into which she had placed

the spicy soap Ruy was fond of using.

But it was the kitchen that Mirjana felt pre-

sented her biggest challenge. Cleanliness in

food preparation was a necessity. It had taken

her weeks to make the cooks and kitchen

maids understand what she wanted and ex-

pected. In the end, she had been forced to

tie a scarf around her hair and begin the work,

shaming them, until they applied their own
energies to the arduous task of scrubbing away
years of grease and grime. The soot-blackened

beams sparkled as though new, and Gormaz,
seeing this and anticipating the need for new
venting, applied himself to the task. In this

area, Tanige was invaluable. Her own mother

worked in the kitchens of Mutadid's palace,
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and she had a good deal more knowledge of

how things were done than Mirjana.

Tiles that had not been used for the floor

in the great hall were placed on the walls sur-

rounding the work areas. Soap suds and lye

scoured the ovens and open pits. Fragrant

herbs now hung from the beams, and copper

pots and skillets twinkled in the light. Refuse

was no longer permitted in the kitchen and
was carried away twice a day.

The preparation of fresh foods was what
pleased the kitchen staff. No longer were the

servants to eat what wasn't fit for the family.

Everyone ate the same food, insuring its good-

ness. Under Tanige's imperious instructions,

new methods of cooking were learned, and

even Mirjana joined her classes, laughing

whenever Tanige became too arrogant with

her own importance. The staff became apt

pupils, eager to please, and enjoyed them-

selves, oftentimes offering to work beyond the

hours Mirjana set for them.

"What is needed in here is a big old yellow

cat, soon to have kittens," she told them. It

was a symbol of luck in Seville. "And," she

said waving her arm, "we need some colorful

flowers for freshness and color. A little green-

ery near the hearth would be cheerful."

That evening, when Mirjana went to the

kitchen, she was stunned to see a huge yellow
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cat sleeping near the fireplace. Immediately,

her eyes circled the huge proportions of the

kitchen. Twelve crocks of dry flowers and
fresh adorned each shelf. Tubs of fragrant ev-

ergreens flanked the doors to the pantry.

Amazed, tears stung her eyes. "Who did this?"

she asked softly.

"We all did/' chirped a rosy-cheeked maid.

"Cook said we could take a few hours off to

do what you wanted. Does it please you, mis-

tress?"

"Of course it pleases me. But the question

is, does it please you? Because you all work
so long in here I wanted it to please you. Was
I right?"

A babble of voices agreed.

"How wonderful of all of you. Truly, I ap-

preciate what you've done. And wherever did

you find a yellow cat?" Mirjana dabbed at

her eyes. "Tell me, what is that wonderful

smell?" she added.

"Roast lamb with the mint jelly you showed
me how to make." The cook smiled. "Roast

potatoes and fresh greens for dinner along with

wild cherries for a sweet."

"Wonderful, cook. It smells delicious. And
what kind of pie is that?"

"Blueberry, mistress, just like you said. See

how — how crumbly the crust is."

"Not crumbly. Crumbly means it isn't hold-
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ing together. Flaky. Flaky means it is light

and will melt in our mouths. Flaky."

'Flaky/' the cook said dutifully.

I see that you have learned to time the

bread baking to coincide with the evening

meal. I'm pleased/' Mirjana said, patting the

old cook's shoulder. She was rewarded with

a wide, toothy ear-to-ear smile. "And the but-

ter, it looks beautiful. Be sure now that you
serve the bread in the woven baskets with the

colored handles, the flat ones so that the bread

can be seen. Pm proud of all of you. Very
proud!" And her staff beamed under her ap-

proval.

Mirjana sat on a stone bench retrieved from

the cellars in the castillo and placed in view

of the gardens. Soon, evening would fall. Her
work was done. There was little more she

could do to improve the castillo, and she had

worked long and hard doing what she thought

best. To her eyes, it was beautiful. Compared
to the palace in Seville, it left much to be de-

sired, but she knew she would be happy here

. . . with Ruy.

Her reflective mood became somber as she

mentally counted the days since he had been

gone. Too long. Nearly three months had

passed and she ached for him. Three months

and no word. Soon it would be August, the

end of a lovely summer. Autumn would come
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early here, being so far to the north, and she

would like to spend it with Ruy.
Remembered times with Ruy made her

heart soar. How close they had become, talk-

ing together into the early hours of morning,

falling into each other's arms, tasting again

the sweet elixir of passion renewed. The tire-

less chess games they would play, but it was
those times he would best her when he could

claim his prize and make love to her for long,

wonderful hours, shutting out the world. Af-

terwards, lying together, arms embracing, he

would whisper those lovely things she loved

to hear, calling her his little miracle.

Mirjana was sometimes homesick for Seville

and still grieved for Mutadid, her father. Yet

she realized her entire life had prepared her

for leaving Seville and home and family. It

was a woman's destiny, especially if that

woman was a princess. Mirjana smiled. The
fates had been kind after all, she thought. In-

stead of living the rest of her days in Granada

as Yusuf s wife, destiny had exchanged a

meaningless life for one of adventure and love

here in Bivar. Life continued regardless, and

one had to move with it and never look back.

This Ruy had told her one night when she

had told him about her life in the palace and

of her father. Life would never stand still for

Ruy, Tanige, or herself.
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Tanige. Mirjana's eyes widened. How re-

miss she had become with her friend. They
rarely spent time together these days, both

of them being so busy. Starting on the mor-
row, Mirjana vowed to work to bring their

relationship back to where it had been when
they first arrived in Bivar.

Young Teodoro, a serious, almost reverent,

expression on his little face, rode atop the

chestnut filly Gormaz had assigned into his

care. Firm little legs hugged the animal's sides.

His back was straight and his hand on the reins

gentle. From the shade of an ancient tree in

the stableyard, Mirjana watched Teddy, along

with Gormaz, as the boy put the pony through

its paces.

"He handles the pony well, Princesa,"

Gormaz said proudly. "He is not the same

child he was. See how lightly he holds the

reins and how he talks to her."

Mirjana smiled. It was true, Teddy was

hardly the same child. Gormaz's instincts had

been correct to make the boy responsible for

the pony. He had quickly learned that through

responsibility came gentleness and love.

"Mirjana! Mirjana! See what she can do!"

Teddy called, waving.

"I see!" she laughed, enjoying his enthu-

siasm. Not too many weeks ago it had been
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"See what / can do." Now, because of his

love and pride in the animal, it was "See what
she can do!" Ruy would be so pleased when
he returned. From all reports, young Teddy
had adjusted beautifully without the over-

powering influence of Dona Ysabel, and he

hardly missed his mother from all indications.

He had found friends among the boys in the

village, and was actually telling Gormaz that

he looked forward to the time when he would
be sent to Don Hernandez's castillo for train-

ing to become a knight. He wanted to be a

man like his brother, he said proudly. And
he would be, Mirjana thought; already he sat

high and agile in the saddle, becoming one

with his steed.

Teddy was handing the filly over to a stable

groom and was running toward her, his cheeks

flushed with delight. "I'm starving!" he told

her, his eyes going expectantly to the basket

of food she had brought for their picnic.

Together, they walked to the meadow near

the pond where they had shared the celebra-

tion of Easter. Once they had found a nice

spot, Teddy gobbled his boiled eggs and
drank huge quantities of milk until, finally

resting back on his elbow, he declared himself

stuffed.

"I've brought you something, Teddy. Look
in the bottom of the basket." She watched
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him as he curiously poked beneath the wrap-
pings of bread and cheese and withdrew a book
and a slate. He glanced at her quizzically.

"I thought you might like to begin your les-

sons/
5

she told him, keeping her tone light,

not wanting to pressure him. The fact was
Teddy should have begun his lessons in read-

ing and writing several years ago, before the

age of six. Either Padre Tomas or Padre Juano

should have taken the responsibility, but be-

cause of Dona YsabePs determination to keep

the boy a baby, she had postponed the child's

education.

"You, Mirjana?" Teddy seemed startled—
more, astounded. Very few people were lit-

erate and hardly ever a woman.
"Yes, me. I learned to read when I was only

a little girl, and then it was in Arabic. Now,
because ofmy fine teachers, I can read in Latin

as well, and I speak Castilian Spanish, your

native tongue. Also, I am quite capable with

numbers; something I know you will enjoy."

Teddy appeared doubtful.

"Actually, it was Ruy's idea for me to teach

you. What do you think of the idea?"

The boy hung his head and refused to meet

her eyes.

"Perhaps you would like to think about it?

Think how nice it would be to write Ruy a

letter and help him with his duties in the
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castillo. He would be so proud."

Teddy raised his eyes; they were soft and
brimming with tears. "Mirjana, I am truly

sorry for what I did and how I treated you.

I was mean. If it were not for me, you never

would have been whipped ..." His words
were choked by tears.

Mirjana put her arms around him, nestling

his head against her breast. "Hush, Teddy,
what is past is past. It is now that is important.

We are friends now, truly friends."

He hugged her around the waist, holding

fast. It had been a very long time since he

had felt a woman's tender touch. He needed

someone to mother him, as all boys did. Mir-

jana was touched by this show of emotions

and ruffled her fingers soothingly through his

thick, dark hair, thinking how much like

Ruy's it was.

"What do you say, Teddy? Are you ready

to learn?"

"My — my friend, Antonio, could you . . .

would you ..."
"Teach him alongside of you? Of course,

but can he be spared from his duties? This

must be done aside of your training."

"Ruy said you would be my friend and he

told me I should trust you in all things."

"Your brother told you this?" Mirjana asked

in amazement.
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"Yes, and he told me other things," Teddy
said shyly, "but those are secrets between
men. But Ruy said you were the best friend

a man could have, but I think it is because

he likes to kiss you."

Mirjana blushed, and playfully tousled

Teddy's dark hair. "I'll tell you a secret too,

Teddy." She cupped her hand to her mouth
and whispered in his ear, and when she told

him she liked to have Ruy kiss her, he broke

out into peals of laughter, saying he would
never, never kiss a girl! The chestnut filly was

more to his liking.

Tanige fixed a sour expression on her face

and stared at Mirjana. "You are in charge of

a complete staff of servants, Princess. Must
you constantly look for work? Think how
your hands look! They will never be soft and

white again if you keep on with this. Think

what your father would say to see his daugh-

ter, a princess, scrubbing like a scullery

maid!"

"My hands are my concern," Mirjana

snapped. Then, looking at her friend, she

asked, "Is something troubling you Tanige?"

Was it possible? Was Tanige at last filling out,

losing that scrawny, bone-sharp appearance?

The thought delighted Mirjana. Aside from

Tanige's sour face, she was different, more
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alive and vibrant. She believed the word she

sought was "blooming." Even the bodice of

her gown was snug across her bosom. Her
sharp, angular features were somehow more
rounded, softer. When had this transformation

taken place? She had been so wrapped up in

the castillo, she had paid little attention to

Tanige, and here she was, blossoming before

her very eyes.

"Actually, there is something troubling me.

Ilena invited me to tea today and her brother,

Luis, will be there."

"That sounds lovely. You've told me how
he adores his newborn nephew. But why are

you so disturbed?"

"I have nothing to wear," Tanige blurted.

Mirjana frowned, then smiled. "Ah, I see.

Luis is also concerned with your wardrobe."

"No! That is
—

"

"That is he is quite attentive!"

"Since I only possess two gowns still fit to

wear, it is not difficult for him to notice what

I am wearing." Was it possible? Was Tanige

actually squirming?

"Well, we must do something about it im-

mediately. Help yourself to anything you
wish from my wardrobe. And since you are

so adept with the needle, find what you like

from the bolts of cloth we brought from Se-

ville."
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"You mean whatever was saved from dec-

orating the castillo! But I accept your offer,

Princess, and thank you."

"Hurry now, you must not keep Luis, or

Ilena, waiting," Mirjana teased, seeing a fresh

flush of color stain Tanige's cheeks. "And send

Ilena my regards and kiss the baby for me."
As Tanige left the room, she could hear

Mirjana singing a bright tune they had learned

as children. Mirjana was quite happy tending

her projects to decorate and improve the

castillo, and she needed Tanige less and less.

This thought depressed Tanige somewhat, but

then she reasoned that Mirjana needed no help

to select fabric and tiles. Of late, it seemed
that only Ilena and sometimes Luis valued her

opinion. He was so considerate. If she was

careful and delayed her visit with Ilena till

evening, Luis would offer to escort her back

to the castillo. He held her arm protectively

at these times, and the last time he had pecked

her on the cheek. It was all Tanige could do

not to fling herself at him and demand more.

Much more!
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CHAPTER 11

Church bells rang from every part of Zamora,
a city famous for its places of worship and
bell towers. Spaniards from near and afar had
come to the coronation, hailing the regal pro-

cession at top voice as it moved slowly through

the narrow streets. Alphonso, golden haired

and handsome, was the center of everyone's

attention and their speculation. Although none
would give voice to their suspicions, it ran

through the crowd like a fever. Had King
Sancho met his death due to Alphonso's cov-

etousness of the throne of Castile? There were
already rumors, much later proven true, that

poor, weak Garcia, inheritor of the throne of

Galicia and brother to Alphonso, was being

kept in chains in the dungeons of a remote

castle in Leon.

Ruy took his place with the other eleven

men, some warriors, others civil judges, and

the remainder Bishops of the Faith, before the

white marble altar. He was to issue the oath
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to Alphonso, and the weight of his deed was
heavy on his heart. He knew, beyond reason,

that Alphonso and his royal sister, Urraca, were
responsible for Sancho's death. Sancho, boy-

hood friend and his liege, rightful inheritor

of Castile. There was no help for Sancho now,
only the prevention of an ultimate civil war
if he did not recognize Alphonso as king.

Trumpets blared their royal homage, ban-

ners waved throwing their brilliant colors back

at the sun. The only storm clouds present were

in Ruy's head as he solemnly stood at atten-

tion, his formal armor polished to a bright

gleam. Outside, the peasantry roared their

greeting. Inside the cathedral, nobility sat or

stood silently watching the pageantry of his-

tory. Scanning the faces with his sharp,

soldier's eye, Ruy glimpsed Urraca sitting

calmly in the front pews assigned for the royal

family. Garcia was curiously absent, and Ruy,

remembering the rumors of the youngest

brother's imprisonment, believed them to be

true. Sitting just behind Urraca was a slim,

pale girl of perhaps seventeen. She was biting

her Up nervously and her hands fidgeted in

her lap. Why did it seem she was staring at

him, Ruy wondered? Perhaps it was a trick

of the light.

The royal procession entered the cathedral

and Ruy forced himself to quell the hatred
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he held for Alphonso. By right deed or not,

the man would soon be king. Throughout the

high Mass said by the Bishop of Zamora, Ruy
recalled the years spent training for the

knighthood in his royal household under the

reign of old King Ferdinando. He had trained

beside the princes Sancho, Alphonso, and Gar-

cia. But of all the sons, Ruy had always

thought the Infanta Urraca more fitting to as-

cend the throne than her brothers. Strong and

stubborn, wily of wit, and possessing a better

grasp of politics than even the old king, Urraca

had often cursed the fates that had declared

her a female. No, there was no doubt in Ruy's

mind that while Alphonso gained from San-

cho's death it was Urraca, with her night-black

hair and deep-set, calculating eyes, who had

been the force behind the dagger that had

spilled Sancho's life's blood.

He glanced at Urraca again, saw her lowered

head, her face obscured by the veil from her

elaborate headdress. Feeling the tug of a pow-
erful stare, he again looked beyond Urraca to

the girl who seemed unable to take her eyes

from him. He wondered who this girl was who
sat among the royal family, and not for the

first time, he wondered why she seemed to

hate him. A man like himself made many en-

emies throughout his career, and he wondered
what grudge this pale, nondescript girl held
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against him. Had he perhaps offended her

somehow during the galas Urraca held prior

to the coronation? He could not remember
seeing her before this, and yet she seemed to

know him, of him, and her dislike for him
was undeniable.

Mass was over, the chalice and holy wafer

put away in the gilt tabernacle over the altar.

He had observed Alphonso when Communion
was given, had seen his complexion whiten,

his tongue take the body and blood of Christ

into his mouth, had seen him almost gag, as

though he expected to be struck by lightning.

In endless ceremony the prayers con-

tinued; Ruy shifted irritably from one foot to

the other. Soon now, he himself would declare

Alphonso his king, and he could already feel

the words sticking in his throat. It is for Cas-

tile, for all of Spain, he told himself.

The cathedral became still with a breathless

silence. Alphonso was looking at him, doubts

and shadows in his eyes. The twelve men, in-

cluding Ruy, stepped forward, flanking the

would-be king. But it was Ruy's voice that

rang through the silence, reading from the an-

cient oath, hearing Alphonso's responses. The
moment was a blur, something Ruy would
rather forget than remember.

It was after the Bishop ofZamora had placed

the crown on Alphonso's light-golden head
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and all knelt in reverence when it became time

for Ruy to lead the others in homage by kissing

the hand of the new king. He took Alphonso's

hand in his, feeling it tremble, before the man
pulled it from his grasp. Pale and shaking,

Alphonso refused Ruy's gesture of tribute, and

for centuries after, the world would know he

had declared his guilt in the death of his

brother.

Himena Maria Asturias sat outside the

king's council chamber waiting to hear her

name called. She sat alongside her Aunt Con-
suela who kept admonishing her to stop biting

her ragged nails. Himena knew why she had

been called to this audience with King Al-

phonso. It concerned her marriage to Don
Rodrigo Ruy Diaz. She slunk in her chair,

wanting to make herself invisible.

"Sit straight, child/
5

Tia Consuela repri-

manded. She jabbed a plump elbow into

Himena's ribs. "Remember who you are," the

woman hissed, "Himena Maria Asturias,

grandniece and goddaughter to the king! And
please not to look so forlorn. One would think

you expected to spend the rest of your life

as a maiden. It is high time the marriage be-

tween our House of Asturias and that of Diaz

is finally honored. And do not think it was
an easy task to forestall this formalization
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until we could be certain Don Ruy had
pledged his allegiance to Alphonso! Dona
Ysabel is known to be a calculating and po-

litically minded woman. When we were first

told she had sent a letter to Alphonso remind-

ing him of the contract wedding you with her

son, I suspected she was attempting to secure

favor for Ruy through his marriage to you,

despite the fact he would not honor Alphonso

as new King of all Castile. Thank God, it was
not the case!"

Himena scowled. If she had heard this once,

she had heard it one hundred times since ar-

riving in Zamora for the coronation. It was

true that since the death of her parents she

had much to be grateful for from Tia Consuela

and Tio Bernardo. They had watched over

her, protected her, been most dutiful and lov-

ing. However, they knew nothing about her,

what she dreamed of and wished for. As a

young woman, it would have been unseemly

to complain, but the sudden realization of the

marriage contract with Don Ruy was upset-

ting all her carefully laid plans. She had hoped

the contract would be forgotten; she had
prayed Don Ruy would protest Alphonso's as-

cension to the throne. Rebelling against Al-

phonso would have made Don Ruy an exile,

an enemy of the crown, and no one would

have expected her to go against king and
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family to marry him.

All a woman could have or expect to have

was what belonged to her husband. But if a

woman were abbess of a convent, she could

have more, much more! Power, position and

even wealth, all a result of her own efforts.

And this she could have by royal decree just

as easily as her marriage would be recognized

by royal decree. She had been close, so close,

to realizing her dream. Through the past

months she had become quite friendly and

close to her grandaunt, the Infanta Urraca

who through old King Ferdinando had been

bequeathed all the monasteries and nunneries

in Spain. This made the princess even more
powerful than King Alphonso in many ways,

and quite rich. Himena had been on the brink

of requesting a position as abbess at a nearby

nunnery known for its wealth and influence.

Urraca would have given it to her, Himena
knew. And now, because of Don Ruy, the

dream was lost to her.

She supposed being his wife would be the

answer to some girl's prayers, but not to hers!

He was rich, that she knew, otherwise the

original contract would not have been made
shortly after her birth. But it was his riches,

his name, his power! All these things she

wanted, but in her own name, Himena Maria

Asturias!
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Two days before at the coronation ceremo-

nies was the first time Himena had ever set

eyes on Ruy, and she had hated him on sight!

All through Mass she had prayed he would
refuse to give the oath to Alphonso. Civil war
be damned! All that stood in her way was Don
Ruy Diaz and his ignorant mother's letter to

Alphonso. And now Alphonso, grateful for

Ruy's affirmation of his coronation, was pre-

pared to reward him in any way he could.

Don Ruy would be rewarded with a wife —
herself. And she had no say in the matter

whatever!

Tia Consuela had prodded her directly after

the ceremonies. Had she noticed Don Ruy?
Hadn't she thought him handsome? Wasn't

his reputation as a champion romantic? Ro-
mantic! What could be romantic about a fool-

ish man riding out ahead of his army to fight

the mightiest challenger from an opposing

force? Himena was too worldly and too logical

to see romance in courting death. Also, why
should valor belong to men alone? Like her

grandaunt Urraca, Himena, too, aspired to

greatness in her own behalf.

The door at the far end of the anteroom

opened and Don Ruy entered, tall and hand-

some. The light from the torches in this dark,

cavernous room threw his face into relief

against his cloud of dark hair. Tia Consuela
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jabbed her again with her elbow to prompt
her to sit straighter and hide her ugly, bitten

fingers,

"Don Ruy Diaz!" Tia Consuela called, her

voice ringing loudly from the rafters. "Have
you also come for audience with our king?

You do remember me, my husband is Don
Bernardo Asturias!"

"Certainly, Dona Consuela." Ruy bowed
from the waist. Clearly, he did not remember
and would not have if she had not prompted
his memory. "And Don Bernardo, he is well,

I trust." Ruy was suddenly distracted. First,

this unsought audience with Alphonso, and

secondly, finding Dona Consuela Asturias also

waiting for an audience. He had not forgotten

it was with the Asturias' niece that a marriage

contract had been drawn. Ruy found his gaze

being drawn to the pale, ashy-skinned girl sit-

ting beside Dona Consuela. As he answered

the older woman's questions concerning his

mother, he found himself wondering if this

could be the niece, Himena. No, he argued.

Certainly not. Himena was merely a babe!

Ruy's brows lifted as he recognized this to

be the girl from the cathedral who had thrown
him such hateful glances and remembered the

fact that he himself had been older than ten

when the marriage contract was drawn. How
old was this girl? Seventeen? Eighteen? A
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worm of apprehension began nibbling at his

innards.

As Dona Consuela spoke she saw Ruy's
speculative glances falling on Himena. Mis-

interpreting the interest she saw there, she was
about to introduce him when she heard their

names being announced to enter the king's

conference chamber. The apprehension that

wormed in Ruy's belly coiled into a viper

when he realized Dona Consuela, himself, and
what he had feared— Himena Maria Asturias

— were called in together.

Alphonso sat lazing in a huge, high-backed

chair, his brilliant robes falling casually around

his feet. He greeted them and called them for-

ward. Don Bernardo Asturias went to Ruy
and extended his hand in greeting, clasping

him firmly at the elbow, murmuring, "Saludo,

nephew."
Ruy was astonished. The worst had become

reality. How had this happened? How?
"Don Rodrigo Diaz,

55 Alphonso began for-

mally, falling into more familiar tones. "Ruy,

I was deeply grateful for your support of my
taking the throne of Castile. Even more so,

I realized your fealty to me by bringing Dona
YsabePs letter informing me of your wishes

to take my niece to wife, thus reinforcing our

relationship and guaranteeing your loyalty.
55

Alphonso was smiling fondly at Ruy, his
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glance also taking in Himena. He wondered

at Ruy's sudden interest in taking this pale,

unlovely girl to wife. It could only be, he told

himself, because of his political ambitions.

Whatever the reason, Alphonso was glad of

it. As godfather to Himena he had certain du-

ties concerning her, and as a ruler desperately

in need of fealty and loyalty from this greatest

of champions who would bring the support

of all Castile with him, the marriage was as

good as consummated.

"Sire," Ruy responded, "I had no idea

whatever that my mother had presumed upon
you in so humble a matter as my marriage.

Also, Dona Ysabel was no doubt ignorant of

this child's tender years. I could not, in all

conscience, take Sefiorita Asturias to wife! She

is barely fresh from the cradle!"

"De nada, Don Ruy. You are too consid-

erate," Alphonso persisted. At least Ruy had

a finicky palate when it came to women, he

thought. He, too, would have sought the right

argument to free him from marrying so pios

and dull a woman.
"If I may, Sire," Dona Consuela addressed,

shooting irritable looks at her husband who,
it seemed, was about to shrink away from his

duties to Himena. Consuela was not a stupid

woman, and she had raised and married three

daughters of her own. Himena, by all pros-
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pects, was not ever going to become beautiful.

In fact, according to belief, the girl was now,
this moment, in her prime. Another year or

two and no one, least of all a famous and revered

warrior with land and wealth, would take her

to wife. "My husband and myself are well up
in our years. Naturally, we are concerned about

Himena's future. She is a young woman with

a large and healthy dowry," she said hoping

to tempt Ruy, "and needs a husband to see

to her affairs. Naturally, all she owns will be-

come her husband's, and sizable it is!"

Ruy stood by miserably. If this were a bat-

tlefield, he would have drawn his sword and
finished his adversaries. Mirjana, Mirjana,

how could you have sent me off to this? And
when he next saw Dona Ysabel, he would be

sorely tempted to forget she was his mother.

This moment he would see to it she never

returned to Bivar and never set her ambitious

eyes on young Teddy again. The fires of hell

were too good for the likes of her, and he

thought he knew why his father had never

remained home for more than two months out

of a year. God save us all from conniving

women!
Himena watched and listened. They were

all so determined in their cause. So righteous

when it concerned her life, her happiness. And
now, this final humiliation, being foisted on
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a man who cared nothing for her. Why, why?
she asked. But there was nothing to do for

it. She was a woman who had learned her place

in a man's world, and little though she liked

it, there was nothing to be done for it.

"Sire!" Ruy was desperate. "Himena is little

more than a child. Please rest Dona Consuela's

mind that if anything untoward should happen

to herself and Don Bernardo, I would see to

my duty and guard Sefiorita Himena with my
life, and see to her welfare. Perhaps in a year,

two," he sidled, "when the girl reaches a more
tolerable age to become a wife."

In the end, there was nothing to be done

for it. Alphonso had become angry with Ruy's

dissembling. "I will take it as a personal af-

front, Don Rodrigo, if you persist in refusing

to marry and honor the contract drawn be-

tween the Asturiases and the Diazes. For your

first act of loyalty and obedience to the crown,

I decree the marriage shall take place tonight.

The time is perfect. All the family have come
to Zamora for the coronation, and they will

be pleased to save themselves another journey

for your marriage!"

Dona Consuela clapped her hands in glee

while Himena just glowered. She did not want
to marry, and more, she did not want to marry
a man who apparently did not want her! Ruy's

dark features reddened with anger and help-

403



lessness. He had found the one woman in the

world who could hold his heart, and now he

was to be burdened with another in her place.

It mattered little to him that in effect he had

been married to Himena since the day the con-

tract was drawn. All that was to be done was
finally to consummate it, something he was

loath to do. He was trapped and he knew it.

In all regards Dona Ysabel had won— except

one. She could not tell him whom to love.

Himena would never come to Bivar, he swore.

She would have no bearing on his life with

Mirjana, none at all, except to be known by
all as his wife! To Ruy, this was a meaningless

title. The woman he loved would warm his

bed and walk by his side — Mirjana of Se-

ville.

The long table in the great hall in the castillo

of Zamora was set for a feast. Breads and

cheeses and wines from all over Spain were

relished by all. Roast pork and lamb and beef

sizzled in their juices and were torn off in

chunks by the wedding guests. Himena, her

pale yellow hair pulled severely back from her

face and hidden under a short veiled wimple,

sat beside Don Ruy, now her husband. She

picked nervously at her sore and ragged fin-

gertips, making them bleed. Her tunic, new
and spotless when she had adorned it for the
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ceremony, was now wine stained and spotted.

Her new husband, well into his cups, had ac-

cidentally overturned his goblet onto her as

he had excitedly jumped up from his seat to

join his friends in a ribald tune unfit for ladies'

ears.

Music played, drinks were passed, and all

seemed happy, except for Himena who was
completely quiet and withdrawn. And if it

should seem that the bridegroom was perhaps

too exuberant in his appreciation of the wine

and for the jokes of the guests, he could be

forgiven.

Himena's eyes crawled to the top of the

stairs where she would share a chamber with

her new husband. Husband! The word itself

terrified her. Dona Consuela, having raised

and married three daughters of her own, had

tried, successfully, to instruct her niece in her

duties as a wife. Himena had just stared at

her, and in exasperation, Consuela had thrown

her hands up in the air. "At least Don Ruy
is not a child and he will know what is to

be done! Trust yourself into your husband's

hands, Himena, and all will go well. Remem-
ber, nothing will be asked of you that has not

been asked of women since time began. It is

a sacrifice we must all make!"

Himena supposed this mystery had some-
thing to do with the morgincap of which Tio
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and Tia Asturias proclaimed her to be worthy.

In Latin, at the top of the marriage decree,

signed by Alphonso VI, were the words "ob

decorem pulchritudinis et federa matrimoni

virginalis connubii. " The morgincap was a cer-

tificate which referred to the award for beauty

and virginity, something coveted and sup-

posed to be held in high esteem by a woman's
husband. Nothing, it seemed to Himena,
would place her in Ruy's esteem. He had ig-

nored her all evening, not even saying a word
to her. While this incensed her she was also

grateful for it. What could she possibly have

to say to this man on whom she had been

foisted? And if he himself had not petitioned

this marriage, which she knew to be the case,

damn his mother, Dona Ysabel, for standing

between her and her ambitions to become an

abbess, prioress of a convent, perhaps the one

at Coimbra.

Dona Consuela watched her niece sitting si-

lently beside her husband as he joined the men
in a ribald song, gesticulating with his arms,

waving his wine goblet drunkenly, spilling half

its contents over the table and himself. She

nudged her husband, Don Bernardo. "Does
it seem to you that our newly wedded bride-

groom will not be fit to consummate the mar-

riage if he keeps on at this rate?"

Don Bernardo, used to his wife's manip-
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illations, was tempted to assure her Don Ruy
was merely an exuberant groom, and in the

way of most men, imbibed too much at his

wedding feast to mourn the lost freedom of

bachelorhood. But duty to Himena came first

— she was a meek little thing after all— and

he would not want to know she suffered at

the inept hands of a drunken husband. As
usual, Consuela was correct— again. Clearing

his throat as though to gain attention, he stood,

holding himself erect by balancing against the

edge of the table. Consuela must not know
how he himself had imbibed in celebration.

"Don Ruy, nephew, is it not time to take your

new bride to your chamber?" The old gen-

tleman tried to make a joke of it, not wanting

to seem anxious and therefore offend the

champion.

"Why?" Ruy challenged drunkenly. "Can-

not she find her own way?" he laughed
hilariously, others joining him. "My wife has

been putting herself to bed alone for enough
years, or so the morgincap on the marriage con-

tract assures me. Else, I've been duped!" He
laughed again at his joke. Only his eyes re-

mained sober of his humor. "Here! Himena,
your uncle doubts your virginity! What reason

has he?"

Himena flushed red, hating him more than

she had ever hated anyone. He had made her
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the object of filthy whisperings and bad
humor, and she would never forgive him.

Holding her chin high, her upbringing and
natural dignity held her in good stead. "Sir.

Even the king has sworn to my chastity. And
no doubt even after spending the night in

your bed, the same would be true in the morn-
ing!

55

There was a hushed silence as the wedding
guests held their breaths. Himena was saying

Ruy was incapable of performing the marriage

act. She had insulted her husband of less than

four hours. They watched for Ruy's reaction.

Had he heard? Was he too drunk to under-

stand?

"Get yourself to bed, wife!" he growled. "If

this is your way of making yourself alluring

to your husband, you have failed miserably.

Now, go! Get yourself from my sight!" His

voice thundered, paralyzing her, then prompt-

ing her to action. She had overstepped her

bounds, tried to defend her dignity but failed.

Now she was being sent from the table like

a whipped dog. She could not bear to see the

look of horror on Tia Consuela's face, nor

could she beg Tio Bernardo's protection. He
was an old man and no match for El Cid,

Compeador.
Himena hid her face in her hands, tripping

on her hem and falling into the ready arms
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of the young knight, Don Diego. "Here, Ruy!
Shall I take her upstairs and do your work
for you?" he shouted, causing new waves of

laughter to rouse among the guests.

"I do my own work!" Ruy said drunkenly.

He had no liking for his marriage, but he'd

be damned if he'd allow Himena to be sub-

jected to insults.

"Then go and do it!" another of the guests

hooted.

"I go when I am ready!"

"Then at least allow me to prepare her for

you. I'll get her ready for her husband!" Don
Diego's eyes glittered into Himena's, convey-

ing an unspoken message. Ever since arriving

in Zamora, he had sought her out, whispering

forbidden words and making suggestive ges-

tures, practically beneath Tia Consuela's nose.

Before Ruy could answer, Don Diego
sprinted up the stairs, hardly burdened by
Himena's slight weight. A blackness seemed

to descend over Ruy's face. A bitterness was
heard in his voice. "I will be leaving this fi-

esta," he announced. "There are things that

require my attention upstairs!" Saying this,

he drained his goblet and left the table on un-

steady legs. They all laughed when he stum-

bled on the first few stairs, and lay odds with

one another whether he would ever reach the

bridal chamber under his own power.
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Ruy kicked open the stout wooden door to

his chamber to find Don Diego sitting on the

edge of the bed with Himena across his lap.

The girl wore a frightened expression and her

hands fought with the young knight's. "I said

I would see to my own work!" he growled,

causing Don Diego to turn in surprise. Never,

he would have bet his last dinar, would Don
Ruy have been able to make it up the stairs

on his own. Guiltily, he jumped up from the

bed, sending Himena sprawling.

"And a good job you'll make of it, I am
certain," he smiled crookedly, hoping Don
Ruy would not see fit to challenge him for

Himena's honor.

"Then get out!" The flashing fury and bel-

low sent Don Diego racing for the door. From
the hollers and laughter from downstairs, the

young man had gone back to report to the

guests.

Kicking the door shut with a bang, Ruy
gave his attention to Himena. "Stop looking

like a cornered mouse, else I will beat you!

Help me off with my boots, girl, and let me
sleep."

Meekly, Himena did as she was told, fear-

ing to incur his wrath and, perhaps, earn a

beating. This man frightened her. He was

power itself and she was at his mercy. She

had no idea what was expected of her, but
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she knew she would comply with whatever

it may be. It was the way of things and there

was no help for it.

Ruy undressed, stripping off his garments,

disregarding Himena's presence. His world

was spinning in circles from the accursed wine,

and he desired sleep more than anything. As
for Himena, let the devil take her. She was
foisted on him and he had no use for her.

There was only one woman in all the world

for him, and he had left her back in Bivar.

The sooner he could return to her, the better.

Himena tried to cover her eyes. She had
never seen a man without a blouse, much less

without his chausses. Ruy was throwing his

garments about the chamber, tossing his belt

and his sword angrily onto the floor, each clat-

ter making her wince with fear. Wide-eyed
in terror, Himena backed into a corner, watch-

ing, seeing his doublet, his tunic, his chausses

follow one another into a heap. She saw the

dark thatch of hair upon his broad chest, saw
the flatness of his belly and the thickness of

his thighs. She almost dared a glance at his

manhood, but could not bring herself to do
so. There were some terrors that were better

unseen and unknown.
Ruy fell onto the bed, pushing the pillow

under his head, wishing the world would stop

heaving and spinning. He could not remember
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ever being so drunk, not even that time with

Pietro in Toledo . . . Suddenly, his eyes opened

and he saw Himena, cowering in a corner,

terror on her face. Pity rose for her. "Come
over here, child. You cannot sleep on the

floor." He hefted his weight with a laborious

motion to make room for her beside him.

"Come here! I will not touch you! And take

off that gown! There's enough of a stink of

wine about me without that."

Himena remembered Tia Consuela's words:

"Trust yourself into his hands . .
." Slowly,

she removed her gown, leaving her kirtle. She

stepped out of her shoes and crept to the side

of the bed, wondering how she could sleep

beside him and not touch him. As she looked

down at her new husband, she studied him
as he lay with his eyes closed. To say he was

handsome was not to say enough. His short

dark hair fell over his brow, and in sleep, the

lightning bolts in his umber eyes could not

strike her. She followed the line of his mus-
cular shoulders down to his arms and his large,

capable hands. Hands that would touch her

and do mysterious things with her? The flat

of his belly was delineated with a narrow strip

of hard hair that pointed downward to a thic-

ker, darker patch. Lying on his side, one leg

thrown over the other, the mystery of his man-
hood was kept from her sight, but she knew
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the tingle of curiosity.

Lightly, she climbed upon the bed, laying

down beside him, making every attempt to

deny contact between them. Long hours into

the night, Himena lay, eyes wide and staring,

wondering what ritual of marriage she was
being denied.

As Ruy slept, he became conscious ofa pres-

ence beside him, lightly pressing against him.

Still deep in the effects of the wine, he reached

out his arm and brought her to him, his hand
trailing familiarly over her hip and breast.

Even with his eyes closed, even in the black-

ness of night, he could see her: hair, light ti-

tian, springing with life under his fingers; her

mouth, one moment sulky and petulant, the

next full and smiling, a mouth made for kiss-

ing, shaped to fit his lips and to accept the

teasings of his tongue and teeth; long and clean

of limb, curving where a woman should curve;

white skin; dove-gray eyes that could become
crystal in certain lights . . . This was his Mir-

jana.

She danced through his dreams and came
to him, yielding her pliant body to his. He
could smell the freshness of her skin, the

smoothness of her arms, and his hunger
swelled to an ache, a yearning. He had been

so long without her, weeks since he had held

her like this.
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He buried his face in her neck, nipping

gently at the soft flesh, tracing his fingers over

her breasts and arousing the coral tips to at-

tention under his thumb. He wanted her, all

of her, needed to show his love for her. In

the darkness he held her, loving her, tenderly,

slowly, holding his own passions until there

was a response from hers. And when he gained

entrance to her, it was lovingly, gently, al-

lowing time for her body to adjust to his.

Her arms wrapped around him, holding

him, keeping him within her while she came
to the center of her passions. She moved
against him and she filled his world. His Mir-

jana.

At last, the morning sun was filtering

through the windows, and he could fill his

hungry eyes with the sight of her. Mirjana,

Mirjana, his mind called, holding off the slake

of his desires until he could look into her eyes

and see himself reflected there. Too soon pas-

sion flooded through him. Too soon she

moved in rhythm with him. Too soon he heard

her breathe, "I never knew it could be like

this!"

The tide of passion could not be reversed

and he poured himself into her, uttering his

sob of disappointment that too late he had

awakened to realize the woman he held was

not his love . . . but his wife.
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• • •

Himena watched her husband dress, fum-
bling with the ties on his chausses and belt,

seeming to be in a desperate haste to be about

his business. She stretched full length on the

bed, the covers tangling between her legs.

Whatever she had expected to be her duty

as his wife had instead become her pleasure.

So many things had become clear to her: the

whisperings of married women that were
hissed into silence whenever a maiden was
about; the mysteries of reproduction; the

slanted glances of young knights and the hid-

den meanings of their seductive whispers. The
world seemed to have opened up to Himena
just as suddenly as her legs had opened, seem-

ingly of their own volition, to admit her hus-

band entrance to that most secret place.

Even now, it was as though she could feel

his hands upon her, on her breasts, between

her thighs. She felt she might purr like the

kitchen cat. She even thought she might be-

come quite fond of her husband if she could

look forward to more nights like this one past.

"Where do you go so early this morning?"

she asked him. The shared moments between
them had loosened her tongue.

"I have business about Zamora. I intend to

round up my men and leave for Bivar as soon

as possible." He hadn't intended his voice to
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be so gruff. It surely was not Himena's fault

that he had been so drunk and so hungry for

Mirjana that he had taken her almost in his

sleep.

"Leaving ... for Bivar? When? I must ready

my things —

"

"No." He shook his dark head, looking di-

rectly at her for the first time since jumping

from the bed. "I go alone. I will see to it that

your family continues to make a home for

you.

"A wife should be at her husband's side."

There was a look of pleading in her pale, hazel

eyes where only last night there had been ha-

tred. Good God! What had he done?

"No, Himena. I do not want you in Bivar.

That is the end of it! I will see to your support

as is my duty."

Sudden tears sprang to Himena's eyes.

Where had she failed? What had she done

wrong? It had all been so beautiful, or so she

had thought. Why was he leaving her this

way?
As though reading the questions in her eyes,

Ruy softened. "It has nothing to do with you,

child. It is with me. I have no place in my
life for you and I doubt I ever will have."

"So, you will leave me then? Leave me to

the jokes and whisperings that I was not able

to hold my husband?" Her voice had risen
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to a shriek and an ugly expression marred her

otherwise mild features.

"There is no help for it. I will plead business

in Toledo and you will be saved the scorn

you fear." He struggled with his boots, dis-

gusted with the stink of wine that permeated

his clothes. He could not wait to get to the

bath house to steam the last of the wine out

of his pores and out of his brain.

Himena climbed from the bed, holding the

blanket around her nakedness. She came to

stand before him, her voice strident, the hate

returning to her eyes. "For this you have taken

me to wife? For this you reminded Alphonso

of the marriage contract between us?"

"It was not I who reminded Alphonso. It

was a trick on my mother's part, and I will

see her damned to hell for it! I have no interest

in you, Himena. Fate has dealt us an unfair

blow. As I said, I will see to your support

and do my duty in your behalf."

"No! No! No!" She beat at him with her

fists, allowing the blanket to drop to the floor.

Ruy bent to retrieve the blanket, warding

off her blows with his arm. Gently, he covered

her nakedness and brought her to the bed,

holding her as he would a child, soothing her

if it was in his power.

"Himena. My leaving is not a verdict on
your womanliness. It is of my choosing and
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has always been. Last night, this morning, was
a mistake, one I deeply regret. If you feel your
life is ruined, I am sorry. But I see no reason

why you cannot continue to live with your
aunt and uncle just as you always have."

Himena stared at him, emotions glittering

and jumping out at him. How could she con-

tinue just as she always had now that she knew
the secret between men and women? Now that

she knew what Don Diego had meant when
he told her he would like to touch her . . .

kiss her . . . Himena railed. "I was better

off an innocent child!" she cried. "You have

ruined me! You have awakened in me things

I had never dreamed!" she blurted, startled

at her own honesty and lack of modesty.

Himena jumped from the bed and bent to

pick up her hard-heeled shoe, attacking him,

screaming curses and epithets she had only

heard uttered from the mouths of men. "I am
ruined and you leave me! I have been denied

a chance to become prioress of the convent

in Coimbra!" she exaggerated the truth. "I

could have been second only to the Infanta

Urraca herself, and you have denied me my
chance. If you did not want me, why did you

marry me? Was it because you feared to anger

Alphonso, because you thought he would take

it as an insult that you did not want to join

his family? Because of your selfishness, I will
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never become anything! Any one! I will only

be a wife to an insolent bastardo! Champion.
El Cid! You make me sick! First, you deny
me my ambitions and then you take my re-

spectability as your wife to desert me to be

the object of scorn and pity! I hate you! I have

always hated you! You barbarian!"

Ruy gripped her arm, bringing it down to

her side. His eyes shot sparks of fury, his

mouth curved downward in a grimace. "Only
one woman has earned the right to call me
a barbarian!" he thundered, pushing her back-

wards, escaping her flying shoe.

Ruy's first reaction of pity had turned to

anger. Instinctively, he knew Himena would
make life hell for any man. She was like those

cats who wandered the streets of Zamora —
selfish creatures, intent only on their own
needs, their own pleasures, without thought

or responsibility to any save themselves. She

had not even asked why he was leaving her,

caring only how it would appear to the others.

She had not even considered that he might

have needs and wants that went beyond her.

She only cared for her destroyed dreams and
cared nothing for his. But in one thing she

was right: he should have chanced Alphonso's

anger and refused to marry her. And he would
have if he had not had all of Castile to think

about. All he had done — giving Alphonso
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the oath, paying homage, courting Castile to

accept their king's murderer as their ruler—
would have been for naught. Lives would have

been lost and good men slain, all because he,

Ruy, would not honor a marriage contract

drawn and decreed almost eighteen years be-

fore.

With a rare humility, Ruy hung his head.

"Even as a married woman you need not be

denied your chance to become a prioress,

Himena. If you would like, I will speak to

the Infanta myself!"

Sudden panic gripped Himena and she nar-

rowed her eyes to sly slits. "I have no need

for you to speak for me. Go! Go to hell, if

it pleases you!" She pushed him from the

room, throwing his sword after him and slam-

ming the door, locking it behind him.

She paced the chamber like a caged cat. Ha-
tred and the humiliation of rejection bubbled

up from her, leaving her spitting and clawing

the pillows and bedclothes. As if she could

go to a convent now! Knowing what she knew!

That she, Himena Maria Asturias Diaz, was

a sensual woman who liked the caress of a

man's hand! To be shut away in a nunnery!

Never!

The steam of hatred oozed out of each pore,

leaving her silent, deflated. The memory of

how she had felt when Ruy had touched her,
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availed himself of her, awakened in her pas-

sions she had never known existed, prickled

her skin and made her feel truly alive for the

first time in her life. She was a woman now,
no longer a child. Now she knew the meaning
of the covert glances and the laughter she had
witnessed between couples. Just like when
Don Diego had plunged his hand into her bod-

ice only the night before.

Biting down on her lower Up, a speculative

expression fell over her face. She wondered
if Don Diego would throw himself between

her thighs and find that place where he could

enter her and bring her to panting submission.

He was younger than Ruy and certainly pret-

tier with his carefully clipped mustache and
soft white hands.

And then there was Don Santiago, who
winked at her whenever he passed in the cor-

ridor ... El Cid, Compeador, be damned!

Later that day, after sending out word to

round up his men, Ruy made the announce-

ment that he must attend to business in To-
ledo, the central Islamic city which was taifa

kingdom paying its tribute to Castile. He was
careful not to make promises concerning his

return in order to save Himena embarrass-

ment when the time came and went. If people

were shocked that he would leave his new wife
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so suddenly, they kept it to themselves, and
he did not linger to incur their speculation.

King Alphonso required an audience with

Ruy, and it was expected the ruler would chas-

tise his vassal for neglecting his goddaughter.

To the contrary, Alphonso appointed Ruy to

see to the transference of Toledo's taxes into

Castile's treasury.

Ruy was crestfallen that his ruse had not

worked. But out of justice to Himena, he said

nothing. He would go to Toledo for Alphonso,

cursing each day his duty to his king kept

him from Mirjana. He would consider him-

self fortunate if he was able to return to Bivar

before summer's end. More likely, it would
be mid-September before he held her in his

arms, kissed her lips . . .

The hunger and need for her grew within

him, and he could not ignore it. Instead of

slaking his passions, even temporarily, the

time spent with Himena had enflamed them.

For Ruy, no other woman existed — only

Mirjana.
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CHAPTER 12

The early evening air was warm and sultry.

Gentle gray shadows cast the dirt road into

a fairyland for Tanige. The shadows of the

low-hanging trees became graceful dancers,

weaving and bending in the soft light. Mi-
nuscule dots of perspiration dotted her brow
and the small of her back. From time to time

a tingle of anticipation raced up and down her

arms, making the fine hairs prickle uneasily.

This was going to be a night to remember,
she was sure of it. Luis walked beside her in

companionable silence. He was not a man to

say three words when one would do. She liked

that and accepted his silence and matched it

with her own. It was comfortable.

A blackbird swooped down from the trees

and landed almost at her feet. Tanige stopped

and watched as the raven beauty daintily

plucked a fat, wiggling worm from the soft

earth at the side of the road. Luis had slowed

too; they both watched the bird take wing as
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it flew to its nest in the thick trees. Tanige

drew in her breath at the sight. That's what
she would like to have happen to her, she

thought silently, as they continued up the

long, winding road— to be plucked from her

everyday life into a new world of love and
laughter. Laughter and humor were impor-

tant, and she sensed in Luis these two traits

which she knew he was capable of sharing with

her. Love was something she knew so little

about. With guidance perhaps, Luis would
teach her. With repeated interrogations with

Ilena it had been decided that Luis was as in-

expert as she. Ilena had seemed so certain

when she told Tanige that Luis would drag

his feet and make excuses, but only because

he was inexperienced. After all, Ilena said,

there weren't too many available women of

Tanige's quality around. Tanige had preened

and accepted her new friend's words without

question. She would have to take the initiative,

Ilena cautioned, and be prepared to follow

through.

The tingle raced up both arms again, and

Tanige hugged her crossed arms to her chest.

Cold?" It was a one word question.

A little," Tanige whispered. Would he

offer to put his arms around her and bring

her close to his side as they walked down the

road? Not likely. This was going to be like
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the blind leading the blind, Tanige grimaced.

What she needed was a plan of action, and
Ilena had been no help, merely saying when
the time was right she would know. Being

shy was one thing, but lack of interest was
something else. Luis was shy. He had to be shy.

Why else would his face redden when she

stared into his eyes. On more than one oc-

casion she had been bold and brazen while

she allowed her eyes to travel the length and

width of his body. There had been no like

interest on his part. Ilena had laughed at her

when she mentioned it, saying Luis knew
every inch of her because she herself had no-

ticed his close scrutiny when Tanige wasn't

looking. Tanige had felt good when she heard

that but immediately wondered if he would
think her too skinny, not buxom enough, not

pretty enough. But, she scolded herself, she

must have passed Luis's test because here he

was walking her home in the soft twilight of

early evening. To protect her. She loved the

idea and immediately set about humming a

song under her breath. Was it her imagination

or had Luis moved a step closer to her side?

Tentatively, she reached down for his hand.

It felt hot and moist. Her own was scorched

and dry. At first the grip had been loose and

relaxed. Tanige exerted a small amount of

gentle pressure and it was returned. A long,
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happy sigh escaped her.

"What are you thinking now, this moment,
Luis?" she asked boldly.

You're pretty/' he said stiffly.

Is that what you were thinking? I was
thinking you were a handsome man," Tanige

blurted. "And I was thinking how glad I am
that you're walking me back to the castillo.

But you will have a long walk back to the

farm."

"Si/3
Luis agreed.

"Perhaps we could rest before you make
the long walk back. In the stable," she said

brazenly. "Just you and I."

Luis nodded. There was an imperceptible

tightening of his hand. Tanige hadn't realized

she was holding her breath until it exploded

in a loud swoosh. She was halfway there, half-

way to becoming a complete woman. A hot

flush worked its way through her body be-

neath the light fabric of her dress.

Their shoulders touched. Luis made no ef-

fort to move away. Like a child, she swung
both their hands and quickened her steps. Luis

matched her, till they were both running down
the road toward the stable. He was as eager

as she. "Allah, don't fail me now!" Tanige

muttered breathlessly as they made their way
into the dim interior of the stable.

The warm scent of the hay mixed with the
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fragrant aroma of oats assailed her nostrils.

It was heady. For a brief moment she felt her

head whirl. As they walked deeper into the

stable, she noticed the small lanterns that were
hung from the rafters. She didn't want too

much light. The deep, pungent smell of horse

flesh was as good as any perfume or incense

she could conjure up on such short notice.

This was the time, she was certain of it. The
time to become a woman.
"We can rest here in one of the stalls/' Tan-

ige said, leading Luis by the hand into a

broodmare's stall at the end of the stable. "See,

this stall is bigger because the mares require

more room." She hated to release his hand,

but she had to in order to scatter the sweet

smelling straw about the hard ground. She did

want to be comfortable. Frantically, her eyes

searched the stalls in the shadows for some
sign of a blanket. "Wait here," she ordered

briskly. She was back in moments with a

thick, woven, gray blanket. She spread it out

on the straw and then motioned for Luis to

sit down.

The moment Luis sat down, Tanige plopped

down beside him. "Are you going to kiss me
now?" she demanded bluntly.

"I've been thinking about it."

Men! "Don't think about it, do it," she

said, offering her lips in a tight pucker. She
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squeezed her eyes shut in anticipation. She
felt a fleeting, featherlike touch and nothing

more. Her eyes flew open and she stared at

him aghast. "I thought you were going to kiss

me.
u
I did/

3 came the quivering reply.

Tanige's mind raced. This was going to be

harder than she thought. "All right, Luis. You
kissed me, now it's my turn." Awkwardly,
Tanige strained toward him and then threw

her arms around him for balance. She brought

her lips crashing down on his. The kiss was wet

and more on Luis's chin than on his mouth,

but he responded by moving slightly so that

she fell into the crook of his arm. Her mouth
moved and found its mark. Luis tightened his

hold on her as his lips ground pleasurably

against hers. It was a hard belly-to-knee em-
brace, and she could feel him stiffening next

to her. Both their movements were frantic and

awkward as each ofthem tried to free the other

of clothing, to bring the other closer.

The dress rode high on Tanige's legs as they

thrashed about in the sweet-smelling hay. The
blanket that she had so carefully spread was

bunched in a ball at the side of the stall. The
soft pricks of the straw only increased her ex-

citement as they poked at her bare legs and

buttocks.

Small, tight animal sounds escaped her
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pressed lips while deep groans of pleasure slid

from Luis's lips.

"Jesus/' he murmured as he released her

mouth.

"God Almighty/' Tanige panted.

Luis fell back against the mound of straw,

his erection stiffand hard. Tanige stared down
at the sight, unable to tear her eyes away. She

should be saying something, doing something.

She had done this, was responsible for the ex-

quisite misery he was suffering. "Are you
going to do it?" she whispered.

"Do what?" Luis hedged.

"Take my clothes offand make love to me."
"Oh, Jesus."

"You said that before. Have you ever made
love to a woman before?" Suddenly, she had

to know. She didn't care what Ilena said, she

wanted to hear it from Luis himself.

"No."
"I've never been with a man before. Can

you tell?"

"Come here," came the low, hoarse com-
mand.
Tanige stood and removed her dress. The

soft murmur of clothes on skin brought a

groan from Luis. She dropped to her knees

and felt his strong hands reach for her. Gone
was the fright, the fear of the unknown, as

they searched each other's bodies with willing
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hands. Soft, hungry whispers circled the stall

as they devoured each other with clumsy,

awkward movements that became sure and
practiced. She felt his hands mold her breasts,

and a feline growl of pleasure birthed in her,

seeking release from her imprisoned mouth.

Her hands were feverish as she searched his

body, seeking and finding what she wanted,

what she needed. She maneuvered her body
upward till she was laying on him, her skin

glistening with moisture as she moved sen-

suously against him. Her rhythm was his as

her hands tangled in his hair, drawing his head

to hers till their lips met.

Almost sobbing, she groaned her pleasure

into Luis's ear. Swiftly, she found herself be-

neath his long, hard body, straining, arching

upward, upward . . .

They lay for a long time afterward, their

shallow breathing slowly returning to normal.

Tanige moved slightly so she could nestle in

the crook of his outflung arm. There was no

shame, no immodesty, as she gently stroked

his chest. "That was wonderful," she said

softly.

Yes, wonderful," Luis agreed hoarsely.

Did I give you pleasure?" Tanige asked

hesitantly.

"Oh, Jesus," Luis muttered.

"Never mind 'Oh, Jesus.' Just give me a
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'yes' or 'no,' " Tanige teased.

"More pleasure than a man has a right to

know. Did I give you pleasure?"

"I didn't know ... I had no idea ... It

was something I never ... I want more/'

she cried excitedly. "Luis, I want you to make
love to me again. Now, right now." Gentle

snores were his response. A smile played

around the corners of her mouth as she stared

down at the sleeping man. How peaceful and
contented he looked in the dim, lantern light.

And she was responsible for that look, the rest

he was feeling now. Gently, she kissed him
on the mouth. She lay for a few moments
longer, savoring the feel of him next to her.

There would be other days, other nights.

Carefully, so as not to wake him, she rose

to her feet and slipped into her garments. She

blew him a light kiss off her fingertips and

raced on winged feet from the stable. She was
in love! She, homely Tanige, had found love!

Mirjana awakened to the trill of birds

perched outside the narrow stone windows,

and she knew a strange expectation rushing

through her. Today, she told herself, today

Ruy would return. It must be true, she could

almost feel his presence. Other mornings she

had awakened with the hope he would return.

Today was different. Today she knew!
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Last night she had slept in the bed she

had shared with him in the master's chamber.

This morning, like all the mornings since he

had been gone, she awoke to find her arm
stretched rigidly over the place where he

would have slept, and her need for him was
a tangible curse that would haunt her through-

out the day and into the long, lonely hours

of the night.

Weeks ago she had received a message from
him, written soon after the coronation of Al-

phonso. He was being sent to Toledo, he

wrote, to see to the collection of the taifa, the

taxes, and transfer the gold to Castile's trea-

sury. The last line of his letter had fed her

soul: "I am finding myself missing you; my
eyes are hungry for the sight of you."

Weeks ago. The entire summer gone, now
it was mid-September, and here in Bivar on

the northern plains of Spain, the leaves were

already giving over their glorious green to

paint the hillsides with browns and golds.

There was a crispness in the air and the pun-

gent aroma of smoke as the outlying farmers

burned their fields in anticipation of the fol-

lowing spring's plowing.

Mirjana supposed she was growing more
and more melancholy by the day and it

showed. Much as she tried to hide her inner

desolation, friends like Gormaz and Ilena per-
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ceived it and were a comfort to her in helping

her pass the long, lonely days. Even Teddy,
so quick and sharp with his daily lessons,

seemed to take special pains not to test her

patience as she heard his lessons. Several times

a week, especially if Tanige was off with Luis,

the boy would come to the castillo for supper

and then plead with her to read or tell him
tales of mythical creatures and valiant war-

riors. He particularly loved to hear her repeat

the exploits of his brother, El Cid, as they

were told in every corner of Seville.

Some afternoons, Mirjana would walk to the

little hut of Gormaz and Ilena to play with

their robust baby boy, bouncing the child on
her knee and chucking him beneath his fat

little chins. Sundays after the couple attended

church to hear Padre Juano say Mass, they

would picnic in the woods, always inviting

Mirjana and Teddy, worrying when she de-

clined. They knew she was lonely for Don
Ruy; they could see it in her quiet reflective-

ness when she thought no one was looking

and hear it in her soft voice when she would

speak of him.

By midmorning Mirjana was certain this

was the day Ruy would return. There was

excitement in the air, and she imagined a new
lightness in the servants' steps as they attended

their duties. It was even in the song of the
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birds and the slant of the sun. If she could

perceive this would be a most important day,

surely so must everyone else,

A thought struck her. Perhaps a message

had come to Padre Juano and he had not had

time to relay it to her. Or perhaps he thought

she already knew. She had no liking for the

priest, and she was aware that oftentimes he

would preach from the pulpit, warning his

flock of the "heathen interloper." He disap-

proved of her and her relationship with Ruy.

But surely, he could not refuse to tell her if

he knew something, anything, concerning the

master's return.

Before she could change her mind about

facing the Padre's scorn, Mirjana patted a

stray tendril of hair into place and remem-
bered to cover her head with a short veil. She

would go to the village church to see the priest,

and in deference to Christian traditions, she

would wear the headcovering into the place

of worship.

Back straight, chin high, she walked the nar-

row village streets, greeting people and smil-

ing brightly. Her anticipation and happiness

radiated from her to them, and as they

watched her, they too smiled, although they

were not certain why. They only knew that

Princesa Mirjana was a kind and goodly
woman and that her smile brought warmth
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and friendship to their lives.

Padre Juano kept his rooms at the back of

the stone church, and she hesitated only a sec-

ond before she rapped on the door. Having
committed herself to approaching him, she

rapped a second time and then a third. The
young priest flung open the door, a scowl on
his face. He seemed taken aback when he saw
the princesa standing there.

"What do you want?" he challenged
harshly. He was prepared to defend himself

for his attack on her from the pulpit last Sun-

day. It was his duty to protect the people of

Bivar from her heathen influence, and if Padre

Tomas was not here to do it, then so must
he!

"Padre, I hesitate to take you from your

duties. However, I was curious as to whether

you had received word from Padre Tomas
about his return." Mirjana stood on the door-

step, the young priest standing as though bar-

ring her entrance onto church property.

"Why do you wish to know?" the priest

snapped rudely. "Are you certain it is my su-

perior you inquire after, or are you looking

for information about Don Ruy?"
Mirjana wished she had never come here.

This was too humiliating, and the venom and

suspicion in the man's eyes seemed to freeze

her blood. Deciding to be honest, she said
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firmly, "Yes, of course I inquire after the lord

of the castillo. If he is to return, there are

preparations to be made."
"Such as preparing your wicked spells to

weave over him? To tempt him to live in sin

with a devil worshipper? Nay, my lady, I have

nothing to tell you!" His small, beady eyes

took in Mirjana's appearance. Here stood the

infidel, the threat to all Christianity. Here she

stood before him with what he imagined was
naked lust in her eyes for Don Ruy, and all

the while he was married to Dona Himena
and had fulfilled the marriage contract be-

tween the Asturias' and Diaz'. There was a

triumphant gleam in his eye that through

Dona Ysabel he had been instrumental in sav-

ing Don Ruy's soul.

Mirjana ignored Padre Juano's words. Some-
thing else was amiss here. The man was prac-

tically rubbing his hands together with glee,

and he was making small noises in his throat

like a chicken's cackle. She straightened and

stared him directly in the eyes, getting small

enjoyment when he shrank from her. "I have

asked you a question, Padre, and I expect an

answer. If it is magic spells you speak of, be-

ware, even this moment I am preparing one

for you!"

"I have received only one message from

Padre Tomas. It was sent immediately after
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the wedding, stating his intentions to travel

on to Toledo with Don Ruy." He watched
her craftily when he mentioned the wedding,

waiting for her reaction. Immediately upon
learning of Don Ruy's marriage to Dona
Himena, he wished he could have raced to

the castillo to taunt the evil princesa with the

news. But he had been much too frightened

to go against Padre Tomas's orders to keep

the information to himself until a proper an-

nouncement could be made.

"What wedding? I don't understand. Has
the new king taken a bride?" Mirjana was be-

coming more and more uneasy with this con-

versation and the glitter of retribution she

saw in the priest's eyes.

Padre Juano shot the news at her. "The
marriage ofDon Rodrigo Ruy Diaz to Senorita

Himena Maria Asturias. Did you not know?"
he smiled crookedly, meanly, watching the

color drain from her face.

Married. Ruy married to someone named
Himena. It could not be! It was a lie! Ruy
loving another, marrying another . . . She felt

faint, lightheaded, as though she had received

a physical blow.

"Yes, Princesa," Padre Juano pretended

concern. "In actual fact, Don Ruy has been

betrothed to Senorita Himena practically since

the day of her birth. The Diazes and Asturiases
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have alliances that go back to the time of the

Visigoths. The formal ceremony and royal de-

cree took place only days after the coronation

of Alphonso. It is well, don't you think, that

Don Ruy has married into the king's fam-
ily?"

Mirjana barely heard the priest. "Graciasy

Padre, for telling me the news. I am sorry

to have interrupted you. Please, do not let

me detain you any longer. I'll ... I will return

to the castillo. Gracias . .
. " She was babbling

like an idiot. She had to leave here, go back

to the castillo, to her room, to hide her shame.

Shame. Married. No, it could not be. It could

not!

Padre Juano closed the door. Now, he told

himself, justice would be done. The wanton
would be thrown from the castillo! Don Ruy
would return with his bride and cast the

princesa out! Things would return to normal.

The castillo would be stripped of all its pagan

finery, and life would continue. He should be

jumping for joy, he knew. But somehow, the

total defeat on the princesa's face had touched

a spot of pity even in his fanatical heart.

For long, stricken hours Mirjana sat in the

intimate little alcove in the master's chamber
which she had decorated so lovingly. When
Tanige found her, her tears had long since

dried. She sat hunched over, arms clasped over
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her breasts, rocking back and forth, eyes dull

and uncaring.

"Princess! What is it? What is wrong? Tell

me so I can help you!" Tanige pleaded.

"There is no help for me. I am not even

certain I can share my shame with you, Tan-
ige. I am a fool. I should have known, but

I buried my head and chose not to see!"

"See what? Tell me? What happened?"
Panic rose in Tanige's voice. She had never

seen Mirjana this way, not even when she was
told she must leave Seville to marry Yusuf!

"Padre Juano told me Ruy was married in

Zamora shortly following the coronation of

King Alphonso. That is why he has not re-

turned. How can you bear to look at me and

see my shame? My foolishness. Go away, let

me suffer in silence."

"God Almighty!" Tanige cried, aghast. "It

is a lie, a trick of that zealot. It must be."

"Use your brain, Tanige. It is no lie, no

trick. I have made myself a fool over a man,

and I have only myself to blame. I have lived

in a fool's paradise of my own making, but

it is a fitting place for me because I am a fool.

Tanige" — she suddenly looked up, grasping

her handmaiden's hand, clutching it in des-

peration— "what will I do when he arrives?

With his wife? Quickly, please, you must help

me remove my clothes from this chamber
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back to the tower."

"Are you saying you are leaving these

beautiful treasures in this chamber for his wife

to enjoy? If you do, then you are indeed

a fool!"

"The only treasure I leave behind is my
heart/' Mirjana cried, tears flooding her eyes

and rolling down her cheeks. "A wife, Tanige.

He brings his wife to sleep in that bed and
look from that window ..." Fresh shudders

overcame her, heaving her shoulders, piercing

her breast.

"Did Padre Juano tell you he brings her

here?"

"No. But I know Ruy; he is not a man to

marry a woman and leave her behind."

"I do not believe it," Tanige said firmly.

"I will never believe it. Something is amiss

here, some kind of mistake. And you, Mir-

jana, would be making a mistake by acting

hastily. Why don't you wait and hear it from

Don Ruy himself?"

"Do you think so little of me, Tanige, that

you would subject me to further humiliation?

Have I not suffered enough? How would it

appear to a new wife to come to this chamber

and find her husband's mistress, his concu-

bine? Well, answer me!"

"What will you take to the tower room with

you," Tanige demanded, suddenly busying
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herself and gathering Mirjana's belongings

together.

"Only my personal things — clothing, toi-

letries. I cannot stay here a moment longer.

I must think! Think! I will go back to the

tower room where I should have stayed."

"Thinking again?" Tanige challenged. "We
think, but we never do anything constructive.

I bleat like a lamb and you sob and cry in

shame. Get angry, Mirjana, and do some-
thing!"

Mirjana stood upon the ancient brass-

studded trunk in order to look out the slit

of a window in the tower room. How far away
the stars seemed. Millions of leagues away,

as far away as she felt from Ruy. Her life was

in such turmoil. She was lost, forsaken again.

First by her father, and then Hassan, and now,
unbelievably, by Ruy. She was betrayed. Both

by Ruy and by her own foolish heart. Was
it better that she found out from Padre Juano,

despite the satisfaction it must have given

him, so she could take matters into her own
hands, or would it have been better to see Ruy
return with his bride? She would have been

spared these hours. But, at least now, she

could save face and strive to regain her dignity.

Tears gathered in her soft gray eyes. She

blinked quickly to ward them off. The time
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for tears was long past. For now, for Ruy's

return, she would fix a smile on her face and
try to make a life for herself. If that was pos-

sible.

Why had Ruy not mentioned something to

her about taking a wife? Why had he ridden

off as he had without telling her? It was unfair

and he had placed her in a very awkward po-

sition. Tongues would wag, remembering how
she had overhauled the castillo in preparation

for his return. The thought stung her. All the

hours, all the work, all the weeks, and he had

been married to another!

Long, slender fingers pleated the soft silk

of her nightdress. Over and over she let the

fabric slide between her fingers. It was meant
to soothe, like the worry beads Mutadid had

carried, but instead, it brought heightened ag-

itation when she remembered the way Ruy
had commented on the nightdress, saying he

liked the feel of it next to his bare skin. A
lone tear escaped to trickle down her cheek.

Impatiently, she brushed it away with the back

of her hand. If only Ruy was here with her

now. When he sensed her unhappiness he

would gather her close and murmur soft words

to comfort her. She would burrow into his

chest and feel content. Now that was stripped

from her, Ruy was married to another, and

she would be cast aside, torn from him as
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though her heart had been ripped from her

chest.

Dawn was creeping over the foothills and
still Mirjana stood near the window. Stood and

pondered her fate. Her face was ashen, her

features morose, listlessly waiting for Tanige

to come to her.

Schooling her face against her reaction to

Mirjana's appearance, Tanige quickly noticed

the bed which had not been slept in. Anger
for Mirjana's situation coursed through her.

Men, they were always responsible for a

woman's pain. What Mirjana should do was
scratch out his eyes. That would teach him
not to trifle with her affections. Mirjana might

be a fool, but not herself! Men used women
to their own purposes and designs, casting

them away when they were no longer needed.

Nowhere in the world would Don Ruy find

a woman more beautiful, more loving than the

princess. She gave an elaborate shake to her

shoulders and carefully set down a bowl of

fresh fruit and warm breakfast cakes fresh

from the oven.

Mirjana stared at the food with vacant eyes.

She knew she should make an effort to please

Tanige, but her legs felt as though tree trunks

were tied to them and her arms were useless

strands of rope. She nodded her thanks and
continued to watch the sunrise.

443



"Mirjana, perhaps there has been a misun-

derstanding. Don Ruy would never do any-

thing to make you suffer . . ." Then, seeing

the naked pain on Mirjana's face and empa-
thizing, she burst, "Don Ruy is a barbarian!

A bastard! Without a heart, without a soul!"

She spat viciously.

"He's a man," Mirjana said simply, as

though that simple statement exonerated him
from all wrong.

"And because he is a man he can disregard

everyone? For shame, Mirjana. Since when
have you become so tolerant of injustice?"

"Since I have no other choice." There was

deadness in her tone, a listlessness that panged

Tanige more than seeing Mirjana's tears.

"Where is your spine? Your spirit? This can

be no worse than when you were separated

from your Persian poet. You survived then,

you lived and breathed and ate and slept. This

is no different." This is what Tanige hoped
was the truth, but even as she spoke, she knew
differently. Since being with Luis, since be-

coming a woman vulnerable to a man, she un-

derstood.

"It is different."

"Only because you want it to be so." A note

of authority crept into Tanige's voice, a tone

that had never been before being with Luis.

She thought of the six silk shirts Mirjana had
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sewn for Don Ruy with her own hands, taking

particular pains with the embroidery to trim

the collar and cuffs of the wide, billowing

sleeves. He would never wear them now, not

with a wife to see he wore garments hand-

crafted by his mistress. Out of her inborn cu-

riosity, Tanige asked if Mirjana knew the

name of this woman who had married Don
Ruy.

"Himena," Mirjana blurted, the name on
the tip of her tongue, having had the long,

dark night to become familiar with it.

"What kind of name is that? Already, I de-

test her!
55
Tanige sniffed.

By the end of the fourth day, Mirjana be-

lieved she was bordering on insanity. Where
was Ruy? When would he arrive? According

to Padre Juano, he was expected days ago.

Had something happened? Was it possible

he became involved in a battle and he lay

wounded? The thought was so horrible she

burst into tears.

She felt so lost, so alone. How had she al-

lowed herself to become so dependent on Ruy?
From the beginning she had known he was
not a man to be trusted. Hadn't he been the

cause preventing her from returning to Se-

ville? She could have been at her father's side

when death came to take him instead of being
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a captive held by El Cid in lieu of ransoms

from two kingdoms. Mirjana knew she must

act, do something to rid herself of her misery,

now, before Ruy returned and she made a fool

of herself. How easily it was said: "Do some-
thing." What? How could she make herself

feel differently? How could she make her heart

feel less? How could she will her arms not

to ache for his embrace? Would her body ever

be purged from the need for him? Would her

tears never cease?

So alone, with no one, save Tanige. Home-
less and dependent on another's charity. How
unjust, how unfair. Omar. A smile tugged at

her lips, through her tears. It was almost lu-

dicrous. There had been a time when she

thought the sun rose and set upon the Persian

teacher. That was an infatuation and had
passed. His poetry and teachings would live

in her forever, but her feelings for the gaunt,

soft-eyed man traveled on the wind. Omar
was gone from her thoughts and from her

heart by her own choice.

Her glance traveled to the small selection

of the books near her bed. Books given to

her by Omar. Last night she had thought they

might bring comfort and distraction enabling

her to fall into a safe, dreamless sleep. Her
miserable efforts failed. Instead, she had cried

herself to sleep, the rough, coarse pillowcasing
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clutched in both arms. All through the night

she had dreamed of Ruy and herself, riding

side by side along the river bank. And she

had read in his eyes that he wanted to kiss

her, to whisper those strange love words he

murmured . . .

She knew she cried during her dream for

she would wake to cry out for him, only to

find it was her pillow she held in her arms,

not the man she loved. Tanige said she should

be angry, hateful. Perhaps that would come
later, when the raw soreness left her. She felt

she was a giant sore, festering, in need of lanc-

ing. If only she could do that to herself. One
flash of the blade and Ruy Diaz would be

sliced from her life. She shuddered. Was that

what she wanted? Never to see again the hand-

some face she had come to love? Never to

see his eyes locked with hers the moment pas-

sion found its release? Never, ever to feel his

arms around her or hear his voice? A second

wife, a third, a mistress, a slave — what did

it matter as long as he was in her life?

She raised her arms, imploring, "Allah, in

your heavens, tell me, when will the hatred

come?" The sound filled the tower, lifting

through the slitted window to the heavens

above. And there was no answer. Silence. The
hatred would never come; nothing could be

greater than the love she felt for him.
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• • •

Shortly after, Tanige came into the room
carrying the shirts Mirjana had sewn for

Ruy. "Do what you will with them, Tanige.

I beg you, leave me. My head pounds, my
eyes ache —

"

"Bah! There is nothing wrong with you a

good tumble between the sheets wouldn't

cure, and you know I speak the truth," Tanige

scolded boldly, hoping to rouse Mirjana from
her listlessness.

"You're a disgusting, vile, loathsome crea-

ture and I should punish you for your sharp,

wretched tongue, but I don't have the energy.

Tell me you are sorry for such a wicked lie

and I'll forgive you."

"Lie! I speak the truth and you want me
to apologize. You told me I should never he.

I wish you would make up your mind. Lie,

don't lie. Which is it to be? This man, this

Don Ruy, has warped your thinking. I keep

telling you, he's a man. If you put all men
into a sack and shake them up, they come
out the same. A man is a man," she said

loftily.

"Your knowledge overwhelms me, Tanige.

One day you must tell me where you discov-

ered the mysteries to life."

"From the kitchen help. They are a wealth

of information. I could tell you stories about
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Don Ruy and his women that would make
your toes curl.

5'

"I'm sure/' Mirjana replied tartly.

Tanige waved her thin arms in the air. "He
likes women — any woman. You sit here

mooning about something you can do nothing

about, making yourself miserable and sick.

For what? For a smile? For a kind word? For

a few moments of pleasure beneath the sheets?

And then what? You do the same things all

over again. Another smile, another kind word,

a few more moments of pleasure. Is that what
you want for the rest of your life? Hatred,

Princess, hate him and you will be cured.

"

Mirjana stared at Tanige in disbelief. The
kitchen help certainly was a knowing lot. But

she was right in many respects. At this mo-
ment she would have sold herself into slavery

for a smile and a kind word from Don Ruy.

She must be sick, sicker than even Tanige sus-

pected to welcome such humiliation.

"You have one day, Princess, to get yourself

together. The rumor in the kitchen is Don
Ruy and his men are but a day's ride from

the castillo. They're expected early tomorrow.

A day, Princess, to stiffen your backbone and
a day to sharpen your dull wits. You can do
it. Remember your dignity, remember who
and what you are. This is no time to hang

your head. What's past is past. Think of today
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as the first day of your new life."

"We've had so many new lives lately, I'm

not sure I can start another new one. I'll try

Tanige."

Tanige dropped the shirts on the stone floor

and kicked them out of sight. She dusted her

hands together and gurgled with laughter.

"Now you sound like Princess Mirjana. Come,
we'll bathe and dress, and then we'll do what-

ever it is these damn Christians do to make
the day pass. Tomorrow is a new beginning

for you."

In spite of herself Mirjana smiled. "Tanige

you must tell me what has been going on in

your life. I know I've missed your — your

coming out, so to speak. I want to know who
he is and how it all came about."

Tanige laughed happily. "I'll be glad to

share my experiences with you in the bath,

but whatever you do, Princess, don't offer me
any advice. What I mean is, you aren't . . .

you haven't done so well in that area and I

am doing just fine. I have no wish to hurt

your feelings, but I must insist that you allow

me to lead my life. You will mean well, but

I'm doing fine on my own."
"I promise," Mirjana said lightly, feeling

better than she had in days. What would she

do without Tanige? she wondered for the

thousandth time.
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• * •

An invisible time clock in Mirjana's head

woke her an hour before dawn. She lay qui-

etly, stunned that she had actually been asleep.

A deep, restful sleep, and dreamless. She felt

refreshed and alert. As Tanige had said, this

was the first day of another new life.

Her long, lithe body stretched luxuriously

in the narrow bed. A wide yawn split her fea-

tures, making her smile. A warm bath and
some clean clothing would be the perfect start

for a new day. She rose quickly, tied a corn-

flower blue wrapper around her and crossed

the room to Tanige's narrow cot. "Come,
we're going to bathe early so that we can start

the day fresh.

"

"Sometimes you overdo this bathing busi-

ness, Princess," Tanige grumbled as she

climbed from her bed. "And the next time

I get an idea, I'll keep it to myself," she con-

tinued to mutter sleepily as she followed

Mirjana to the empty bathhouse.

"I'm too tired to lather you up this morn-
ing, Princess. Bathe yourself. I just want to

lay here in the warm water and sleep some
more," Tanige grumbled as she lowered her-

self into the steamy wetness. "For that matter,

neither one of us needs any soap. We bathed

twice yesterday. Let's just sit here in the water

and we'll contemplate your future."
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"Oh no, oh no/5 Mirjana squealed. "This

was your idea and you're going to play the

game." She slid beneath the water and pulled

at Tanige's toes. The sleepy girl slid beneath

the water and rose, coughing and sputtering.

Playfully, they frolicked in the warm water,

squealing and laughing as soap flew one way
and wash cloths another. Bubbles and foam
rose to the top of the tub, making it impossible

to see one another. Their playful water game
halted when the blast of a trumpet sliced

through the early morning air.

"The Lord of the Manor has returned,"

Tanige gasped as she wiped bubbles from her

face.

"It does sound that way, doesn't it," Mir-

jana said quietly.

"I wonder what kind of welcome Don Ruy
expects?" Tanige said as she grappled for the

edge of the wooden tub.

"Probably the kind any man would expect

at this time of the morning— nothing." Both
women laughed, pearls of laughter bouncing

off the steamy walls.

"What are you going to do, Princess?"

"I'm going to get dressed and then I'm go-

ing to brush my hair. After that, I'm going

to give Teddy his lessons early so you and
I can go to Ilena's house."

"How disrespectful of you, Princess. I love
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your idea. If you dress yourself, I'll go to the

kitchen and get us something to eat. What
will you do if Don Ruy seeks you out to wel-

come his bride?"

"I will be unavailable. You're right, Tanige,

Pve been humiliated enough."

"I just love it when your backbone shows.

Princess. Here's your towel, dry yourself."

Mirjana clenched her teeth at the sounds

of thundering hooves. Clanking metal and joy-

ful shouts filled the castle. Pray, Allah, the

men didn't ride their horses into the great hall

over the new tile.

Her footsteps were light, girlish as she raced

back to the castillo and down the long corridors

that led to her spartan room. Minutes later

she was dressed and brushing her hair. The
dark smudges beneath her eyes were almost

gone. A few dabs of powder and there would
be no reminders of the past days.

Minutes later Tanige bounded into the

room, spilling the tea and dropping the sweet

rolls on the floor. "Princess, wait till you
hear," she babbled breathlessly. "You aren't

going to believe this. I don't believe it. You
know how your ears always get pointy when
you hear something that is beyond belief,

well they are going to rise soon. Wait till I

tell you. I can't bear it. I simply can't bear

it. I was stunned, literally stunned, and you
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know I don't stun easily. I take everything

in my stride, which is more than you do, Prin-

cess, and you have to admit I'm right. Oh,
I don't know if I can get the words out! God
Almighty!"

"One more word, just one, and I will throt-

tle you, Tanige. What is it that is going to

make my ears grow to a point? And that's

a lie and you know it. Tell me," she all but

screamed.

"Don Ruy has returned."

"Is that what all this caterwauling is about?

We knew that when we heard the trumpet."

"Yes, but you didn't let me finish. Don Ruy
has returned but not with a wife. He didn't

bring his wife!" Tanige exploded as she

jumped from one foot to another.

"A mistake. Padre Juano made a mistake,"

Mirjana said excitedly. "And all the torment

I've gone through. Praise Allah."

"Don't praise Allah, Princess, you're too

late. Don Ruy did indeed marry, but he left

his wife behind. I can tell you there hasn't

been such a scandal in this palace since young
Doiia Ysabel invaded her husband's room
when he was with a wench and saw —

"

"I don't want to hear what Dona Ysabel

saw. How can this be? Why didn't he bring

his wife? Is it possible she died or something

happened to her on the journey to Bivar?"
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"How should I know. Princess, sometimes

you expect too much from me. I told you Don
Ruy was a man, and as such, he will keep

his wife at a distance and keep you here to

amuse himself when he is in residence. A
chattel, that's what you are to him."

"Shut up, Tanige," Mirjana said bluntly. "I

have to think. Are you certain of your facts?"

"Believe me, Don Ruy did not bring his

wife. Nothing was said about death or prob-

lems on the journey. Now, what are you going

to do?"

"Nothing has changed. He is still married

to another. Perhaps his wife will arrive later.

There must be much to do when changing

a residence. I'm sure that's what will happen.

We'll continue with our plans for the day. Is

there anything left of the food you brought?"

Tanige shrugged. "The tea is cold and the

warm rolls are still fit to eat. Fm not too hun-

gry, are you?"

"No, but we will eat anyway," Mirjana said

smoothly, pouring two cups of tea.

"What should I do about these shirts?" Tan-
ige asked as she kicked at the silken fabric

with her slippered foot. "If I take them back

now, there is no wife to see them. What say

you, Mirjana?"

"I say you had best shut your mouth before

I take matters into my own hands," Mirjana
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snapped. "And for Allah's sake, eat!"

It was an iron command and Tanige chewed
furiously. She was only trying to help. Why
couldn't Mirjana see that? She knew this cool

aloofness was a pose devised by the princess

to hide her breaking heart. It was a disguise,

like a mask, to hide her pain and restore her

dignity. Even now, there were shadows in

Mirjana's eyes that had deepened at the sound

of Don Ruy's name.
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CHAPTER 13

A ripe, golden sun of early autumn rode the

heavens as majestically as Ruy rode his des-

trier, Liberte, into his home of Bivar. As al-

ways, his people went out to greet him. All

of them quickly learned from the soldiers who
returned with him that Don Ruy had married

Dona Himena. Quizzical glances and specu-

lative looks met puzzlement as the town folk,

who had come to think of Mirjana as their

Lady, whispered to one another. Many of

them were angry that the princesa should be

put down this way. Especially knowing how
hard she had worked in the castillo and that

special soft expression that dawned in her eyes

whenever Don Ruy's name was mentioned.

It was already being said that many of them
would refuse to take part in a wedding cel-

ebration even if the groom was their lord, El

Cid, Compeador, himself.

Before midday the soldiers had dispersed;

only those who lived or worked in Bivar re-
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mained. Ruy himself had been surprised that

Mirjana had not run down the road to meet

him, or at least waited in the great hall. He
decided she must be waiting at the window
in his chambers, just as he had left her. There
was a quickening in him as he rushed to the

bathhouse to bathe, shave, and change into

clean garments. He was eager for her, hungry,

and he would have her, but first he must make
himself presentable.

His steps had taken him at a running pace

up the stairs to his chamber. He had seen the

work in the gardens, the carefully tended

shrubs and flowers, and knew he had Mirjana

to thank for making his home hers. He flung

open the door, expecting to find her, ready

for her to fling herself into his arms. But the

chamber was empty, she was not there. Only

the faint aroma of her perfume greeted him.

Immediately, he noticed the improvements,

seeing the window hangings, the silken cov-

erlets, the pottery and figurines. Again, he

smiled. Mirjana had kept herself busy while

he was awav.

Ruy searched for her, yet was too proud to

ask after her. Everywhere he looked, he saw

her hand — the scrupulously clean corridors,

the freshly scrubbed staircases, the tapestries,

the tiles in the great hall. She had brought

civilization to the home of her barbarian..
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A meal was laid for him on the table in the

great hall. As he ate, his eyes constantly raked

the dark corners, and his ears were sharp for

the sound of her footsteps. Disappointment

made him edgy and the food tasteless. He
chewed methodically, barely tasting the ex-

cellently prepared meal. Instead, his eyes fol-

lowed the line of tapestries hung over the

ancient stone walls and then to the newly tiled

floor. He hadn't known there was a man in

Bivar who knew the technique of making and

laying tiles. Mirjana had certainly been busy.

Nothing was the same; everything bore the

mark of her tender hand. His eyes fell to the

elegant lace mat on which the pewter and sil-

ver service ware had been placed, to the crystal

goblet which held his wine. His palate finally

recognized the improvement in the food. She

had done it all for him, for the love of him.

Mirjana. Even her name was exotic and rare.

He admitted to himself, as he poured from

the carafe of wine, that he liked the feel of

her, the scent of her as she lay beside him.

She satisfied his mind; she tempted his mouth
and soothed his body as no other woman ever

had. Where in the name of Jesus Christ had
the days gone when he took a woman, walked

away, and never gave her a second thought?

Since Mirjana came into his life he had no

thoughts of other women, felt nothing for
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other women. How he had yearned and longed

for this day when he would return to her. And
where were the days when he would boast

to Pietro of his conquests, regaling him with

lurid tales of his prowess with the female sex?

Now, he hugged his memories close to him,

not wanting to share the long, intimate hours

with Mirjana with anyone. Sleeping with her

in his arms was rapture. Just to know she was
there beside him gave him a peacefulness he

had never known.
As Ruy poured from a second carafe of wine

he wondered what Mirjana would think of

how he had been trapped into marrying
Himena. He had followed her sound advice

concerning Alphonso, and she would be glad

to hear that he thought it was the right de-

cision. No doubt she would be pleased to know
that her advice had been so helpful. A frown

creased his brow. She hadn't told him to marry
anyone. Or had she? The wine seemed to be

fogging his brain. What did it matter? Married

or not, he was home in Bivar, he had come
home to Mirjana.

The tightening in his nether regions was
blossoming into something more as his eyes

searched for her. Where in hell was she? He
roared for the servant standing discreetly out

of sight. "Where is Princesa Mirjana?" he de-

manded.
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"I do not know, Don Ruy, perhaps I can

ask. Please, allow me to pour the wine for

you." With trembling hands the old man
poured the red wine generously. "I will return

with your answer, my lord."

Ruy continued to drink the wine, his

thoughts becoming blacker by the moment.
When the old servant returned, his master's

eyes were narrowed in anticipation of the

reply.

"My lord, the Princesa Mirjana has gone

for the day. She left with her servant shortly

after your arrival. This, the cook told me. She

prepared a basket of food for the princesa and
told me they could not be expected before

dark."

"After my arrival? Is that what you said?

She left after I arrived home?" Ruy thun-

dered.

"Yes, my lord. That is what the cook said."

"Goddamn women! Do they care for a man's

comfort? Not this one! She takes her servant

and off she goes without so much as a 'by

your leave.'
"

He felt foolish. He knew he was being

watched by the servants and the staff of the

castillo, waiting to see what he was going to

do. He'd show them what he was going to

do. When the princesa returned he was going

to wring her neck! "What do you think of
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that?" he roared into the great hall, his voice

echoing back to him from the emptiness. Feel-

ing abandoned and angry, he clutched the ca-

rafe of wine and made his way to his chamber.

Once inside he glowered at the change that

met his eye. Color ripe and vibrant, made him
blink. He teetered one step, then another. She

had made the place into a damned harem!

That's what she had done!

Unfortunately, Dulcimea peeked into the

room. "Here! You! Where in hell has the

princesa gone?
5 '

Shivering in fright, Dulcimea gasped. "I don't

know, my lord. She may be out with Tanige

or perhaps at the bathhouse. I only know that

I helped her servant remove her belongings

and take them to the tower room days ago.

Is there anything else, my lord? Would you
like to have a bath? Have you seen what the

princesa has done to the anteroom? See? She's

made you a private bath. This way, you
won't have to go down to the bathhouse."

"I don't want a bath. I've had a bath. What
do you mean you helped the princesa move
back to the tower room? When?"
"Don Ruy!" Dulcimea backed against the

wall, terrified by this man with the thundering

voice. He glowered at her through his dark,

piercing eyes, encroaching upon her threat-

eningly.
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"Tell me why!"
"Don Ruy," Dulcimea quivered, "I over-

heard the princesa and her servant talking.

Padre Juano told the princesa you had mar-

ried and were bringing your wife here to

Bivar." Her eyes dropped to the floor, not

wanting to look into his face, not wanting

him to see the accusation on her own face.

"The — the princesa felt she should move
back to the tower. To — to make room for

your wife."

"Well, I want her back here! Now! Fetch

her," Ruy clamored. "Call Don Pietro! Call

every damn man in this castillo! I want the

princesa found and brought here, to me. Do
you understand? Comprende usted?"

"Si, si!" Dulcimea backed away from him,

turning to run down the corridors shouting

for Don Pietro.

Worms of apprehension crawled in Ruy's

belly. She had moved out when she heard of

his marriage. His gut churned and his heart

took on the roll of a drum. A sensation akin

to fright settled between his shoulders, mak-
ing him wince. He had faced battles with

more bravery than he could conjure to face

Mirjana.

Pietro flew into the room. "Ruy, what is

it? You frightened that little servant half to

death. She says you want every able-bodied
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man to come to your chamber? Have you lost

your mind?"
"No/' Ruy shook his head. "I want the

princesa found and I want her found now! You
tell the men, Pietro. Find her for me."
"You're drunk," Pietro told him with

brotherly affection. "There's no need to alert

the men and rouse the entire town. I'll find

your princesa and bring her to you." Pietro

hesitated as his eye caught the change in Ruy's

chamber. "I see your tastes have improved,"

he said snidely as he looked around. He had

silently condemned Ruy's marriage to Himena
as soon as he had heard of it. He even blamed
himself. If he hadn't been so drunk, enjoying

the festivities following the coronation, he

might have been able to talk sense to his

friend. "And your own bath. And see this in-

timate table for quiet suppers alone? The
princesa must indeed be a remarkable woman
if she did all this for the likes of you. You
aren't worth it, Ruy." Only long years of close

friendship and sharing allowed Pietro to speak

this way.

Ruy stumbled and almost fell, but Pietro

saved him. "Fetch her back!" he said hoarsely.

"Please, bring her back!"

"I'll do my best. Why don't you try to sleep

it off till my return? You've had enough wine

to fell a regiment."
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"Right about needing sleep. Wrong about

the wine." Nevertheless, Ruy did not protest

when Pietro led him to the bed and settled

him on the luxurious coverlet. If he could just

close his eyes for a moment, just to clear his

head. This was not happening. Mirjana had
not left . . .

Don Pietro led his horse from the stables

after receiving directions to the house of Gor-
maz. It was just possible that was where the

princesa was headed when she had set out that

morning, he had been told.

Mirjana sat near the fire holding little Man-
uel, rocking the babe to sleep while Tanige

and Ilena finished the supper dishes. A rap

sounded on the door, and when Ilena answered

it, there stood burly Pietro, looking and
sounding apologetic. "Pardon. Is Princesa

Mirjana with you?"

Mirjana's back stiffened, her eyes widened
in surprise.

"Princesa, Don Ruy has sent me to find you
and bring you back to the castillo"

"Did he?" she pretended indifference.

"Take a message to Don Ruy. Tell him for

me that I am extremely busy and cannot re-

turn."

"Princesa, I have my orders from Don Ruy
himself," Pietro pleaded. "I cannot return

without you."
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"I am sorry, Pietro, to have you dragged

into this." He could see she was sincere, but

then he'd never known her to be otherwise.

She looked so small, so fragile, sitting before

the firelight, holding a babe. It should be her

own babe she dandled on her knee. Pietro

found his fury rising. Ruy should never have

allowed the marriage between himself and
Himena to take place. This was the woman
for him, and if he did not know it then from
his drunken self-pity, he knew it now.

"Princesa, I must ask you to come with me.

Willingly, of course." He hadn't meant his

words to sound like a threat that he would
use force if necessary. But, obviously, that was
the way it was taken, for the women, Ilena,

and the princesa's servant stood beside Mir-

jana, flanking her on either side, their faces

set to do battle.

"The princess does not wish to return with

you, Don Pietro," Tanige told him coldly.

"You have come to my home uninvited,"

Ilena said warningly, her eyes drifting point-

edly to the poker on the hearth.

Mirjana lifted her hand to stay the women.
She turned to Pietro, a glitter of tears in her

crystal gray eyes. "Please, Don Pietro, I am not

ready to face him yet. Por favor, tell Don Ruy
I am busy." Despite the torment he saw in her

face, there was no bitterness in her voice.
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• • •

It had all gone wrong, all of it, and the pain

came from the fact that she was not certain

that she cared. Mirjana turned over on her

narrow cot in the tower room. Shortly after

Don Pietro had left Ilena's house, she and
Tanige had driven the wagon back to the

castillo, slipping unnoticed to their rooms.

It was too much effort to keep on with the

charade. Her life was a shambles. Her glance

took in the circular room and its contents.

Move here, move there, decorate and clean,

scrub and carry . . . Why? For Ruy's wife

to enjoy? If he had not brought his Himena
with him, surely would come the day when
the woman did arrive.

Ruy had used her to his own advantage and
then went off to marry another. Polygamy was
a part of the Islamic culture; it was even a

part of her religion. If Ruy had been married

when she met him, first shared his bed, it

would have mattered little to her. But why
now? And in Ruy's culture a man was entitled

to only one wife at a time, and so he must
choose carefully. Why, if he had wanted to

marry, had he not chosen her? She would have

done anything for him. She would even have

adopted Christianity. It had been done be-

fore, she knew, and would be done again.

Ruy's rejection of her stung, wounded her to
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the quick. If she had married Yusuf, she would

have been a third wife and it would not have

mattered. Somehow, it would have been dif-

ferent. Mirjana had no liking to share Ruy
with any other woman. She wanted to be the

only woman in his life — his only love.

Mirjana's thoughts boiled through her

brain. She was devastated, heartbroken. She

had meant nothing to Ruy in spite of his hon-

eyed, impassioned words. To be honest, he

had never spoken of love; she had only as-

sumed it. Now her secret hopes were dashed.

She would never be his wife; at best, only

his concubine. Coming from her culture, this

was not unseemly or the most terrible thing

that could happen to a woman. Not if she could

have his love. Having Ruy love her, truly love

her, would be a victory, a triumph. It would
erase her rejection and her humiliation, and

give her back a sense of her own worth.

Loving Ruy, needing him, and being unable

to be loved in return was Allah's punishment
for trying to deceive her father. She had begun
this adventure by pretending to be a prisoner

of El Cid, and the fates had turned the game
on her. Now she was Ruy's prisoner in every

sense of the word. She could not live with

him or without him. She could never speak

her heart to him and risk his pity. He already

pitied her, she suspected, for being homeless.
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This other would be too much to bear. A deep

groan of agony swelled in her breast and was
born in her throat. The sound, when it

emerged from between her clenched teeth,

was that of an animal in the throes of death.

Ruy had awakened to find himself atop the

bed, his head seeming to swing in wide circles,

his temples pounding. Dragging himself from
his bed, he did his best to clean himself up
before meeting with Mirjana. Doing this

quickly, he was left with nothing but his

thoughts to occupy him. The longer he waited

for Pietro's return and Mirjana's appearance,

the more impatient he became until he was
storming about the chamber like a caged an-

imal.

Damn the man, Pietro should have returned

hours ago. Where in the hell was the brandy

he had ordered? "Mikel!" he thundered.

"Fetch me the goddamn brandy now! What
must I do to be obeyed the first time I give

an order?"

An aging servant hastily shuffled in with a

bottle on a silver tray. "Sire," he said hesi-

tantly, "I did fetch a bottle; you drank it. See,

there it is on the lace cloth."

"Lace cloth, lace cloth," Ruy repeated

drunkenly. "Do you know whose lace cloth

that is? I wager you do. Everyone in this damn
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castillo knows what's going on but me. Have
you seen Pietro?" he roared to the frightened

servant.

"No, sir, I have seen no one. The hour is

late and everyone is asleep."

"Not everyone, Mikel. / am awake. / am
wide awake! Can you see how wide awake I

am?"
"Yes, sir, wide awake, I can see that. Is

there anything else?"

Ruy's eyes narrowed. "Do you know where
the princesa is?"

"No, sir, I do not."

"Go, go, leave me to my misery," Ruy said,

waving his arms about wildly. Where was that

bastard Pietro? He'd have his head when he

returned. And his manhood, too, if he had
to make a point.

Ruy stalked the length of his chamber like

a caged panther. Thoughts of Mirjana and
Pietro crept into his drunken mind. He could

almost see them along the darkened roadside,

lying naked in each other's arms. The thought

set his teeth to rattling. Would Pietro make
love to her like a gentleman or like a savage?

He imagined he could hear Mirjana's soft

moans of pleasure. Suddenly, he wanted to

strike out, to bludgeon, to kill, to rape. To
torture the man who would dare touch Mir-
jana. If Pietro dared lay a hand on Mirjana's
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silken skin, he would show him no mercy.

He would slit his throat, friend or no. Would
Mirjana cry and weep and wring her hands

if he committed such a crime? The picture

of her grieving at Pietro's gravesite for all the

world to see set him into such a frenzy that

he kicked out at the leg of a table that stood

in his way. The pain in his foot was so ex-

cruciating, he had to clench his teeth to keep

from crying out.

Why hadn't she been in the castillo waiting

for him? Why had she moved her things from
his quarters? Why?
Ruy cursed himself for a fool a thousand

times over as he brought the brandy bottle

to his mouth. Why hadn't he been able to

see that she wasn't interested in him as a man
but as a means to get back to Seville? She

had gladly moved into his quarters, shared her

body with him. Shared her body. The words

amused him for a second. Rage battled in his

chest at the thought. Angrily, he smashed the

bottle on the stone floor. He sneered at the

spill as it trickled and stained a beautiful Per-

sian carpet — Mirjana's carpet.

Am I to go through life staring at her day

by day, he asked himself, remembering the

feel of her fast-beating heart, the half-moans

she made, the sound of his name on her lips

as her passions poured forth? Not once did
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Himena enter his mind.

How could he deny that the princesa was
in his blood? To deny that would be to deny
his very next breath.

Sounds of hard heels pounding down the

stone corridor made Ruy reel drunkenly to-

ward the open doorway. At last the bastard

was back and he damn well better have Mir-
jana intact and untouched. He tried to focus

his blurted eyesight. He saw two figures but

both were Pietro. "Where is she?" he roared.

Pietro's dark eyes took in the situation at

a glance. He had seen Ruy drunk on many
occasions but never quite like this. This was
different. As a man, he could read the pain

in the dull eyes and see the turmoil that was
ripping him apart. Ruy could drink any man
in his army under the table and still be aware

of what he was saying and doing. He sought

for the right words, the right tone to ease his

commander's suffering— or what he thought

was suffering. "Back at the farm, I think, but

I'm not certain," Pietro said as honestly as

he could.

"Back at what farm? What have you done

with her?" Ruy demanded in a slurred voice.

He swung widely, his intention to punch
Pietro on the jaw. Pietro backed offand caught

Ruy so he wouldn't fall. "If you tell me you

touched just one hair, just one, Pietro, I'll kill
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you. Do you hear me? I'll kill you!"

Pietro sighed. "Ruy, the women ran me off

the farm. The last time I saw the princesa she

was with her servant and the woman called

Ilena, Gormaz's wife. The princesa said she

was busy. I told her you ordered me to fetch

her back, and she said she was too busy at

the moment."
"Busy doing what? What was more im-

portant than coming back to me? Answer
me, damn you. What was she doing?" Ruy
said, his words slurred and almost unintelli-

gible.

"She was sitting by the fire, holding an in-

fant, and telling me not to bother her. How
do I know what women do? They clean, they

cook, they have babies. All I know is, she re-

fused to return with me."

"You should have forced her to return with

you. I gave you an order, and I expect my
orders to be carried out. What manner of sol-

dier are you? I myself decorated you many
times for being one of my bravest warriors,

and one woman, one small slip of a woman,
defeats you."

"If she's so easy to control, why didn't you
fetch her yourself instead of sending me?"
Pietro spoke with ease born of long friend-

ship. His words were blunt yet kind.

"Because, damn you, I'm the Compeador,

i
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and I don't go traipsing after women. Now
fetch her to me. I want her, don't you un-

derstand? Send a regiment, an army, but fetch

her back!"

"I understand, Ruy. It is the princesa who
doesn't understand. Your entire army couldn't

bring her back if she doesn't want to return.

You might as well make up your mind to that

fact. The princesa does what she wants when
she wants to do it. She didn't want to come
back with me, so she didn't come back. I re-

turned alone and I'm not taking any damn
regiment back for her either. What kind of

talk do you think that will inspire among your

men?"
"The princesa defied an order given by me?"

There was awe in Ruy's face as he tried to

bring Pietro into his line of vision.

"Yes, that's what she did, she defied you
and me," Pietro said glumly as he remembered
the three women and how outnumbered and

foolish he felt as he rode from the farm. "It's

possible she returned to the castillo herself

after I left. All I know is, she said she was

busy and didn't want to return with me."
Ruy clenched his teeth. He hated that word
— busy. Women always pretended to be

busy, doing this and that and accomplishing

nothing. Busy. "Busy! Hanging draperies and
smoothing pillows. That's what they mean
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when they say they're busy, Pietro. We don't

have to stand for that kind of thing. We're
men! We're strong! We fight battles! We win
battles! We win wars! This isn't even a god-

damn skirmish. Busy! Busy be damned. I

should have her flogged/' Ruy said drunkenly.

"Flogged for defying my orders."

"You're not thinking clearly right now,
Ruy. Your brain is fogged in brandy. Tomor-
row will be different. You'll be able to look

at all of this objectively and laugh at the fool

you made of yourself over the princesa."

"When a woman gets the last word with

a man, he loses his self-respect. What do I

have left? A marriage I detest. A woman whom
I cannot abide as my wife." He hiccuped

drunkenly.

His eyes were so sad, so humble, so lost,

that Pietro reached out a hand to place on
Ruy's shoulder. "You must love the princesa

very much," he said softly.

A burst of harsh laughter grated on Pietro's

ears. "Love! Bite your tongue, man, and
never speak that word in my presence

again!" Ruy straightened his shoulders and

made an effort to stare Pietro in the eye. "By
first light you will ride to Seville and speak

with the princesa's brother, Hassan, and see

if arrangements can't be made for her return

to Seville. Stay as long as necessary and be
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prepared to offer whatever is necessary in

the way of compensation."

"Can I be spared at this time, Ruy!" Pietro

said, not liking the idea of the long ride to

Seville and an even longer stay. At this point

it would do no good to argue with Ruy in

his condition. Besides, it was an order, and in

his entire life he had never disobeyed an order

given him by Ruy. Something in his gut told

him this was not the time to make changes.

He would go, for all the good it would do
him. He grimaced as he led Ruy to his bed.

"Sleep, Ruy. Tomorrow will be another day

and you'll have your wits about you."

Ruy imagined he could hear driving, pelting

rain. He groaned and rolled over, stretching

a long, muscular leg across the bottom of the

huge bed. Warily, he let his leg circle the cool

expanse of sheeting. Splayed fingers searched

for the silken body of which he had been
dreaming. His bed was empty. He struggled

to a sitting position and was instantly sorry.

His head pounded and his stomach heaved. A
deep roar of discomfort shot from his clenched

teeth. The sound ricocheted around the room,
coming back to circle his aching head. He felt

vaguely disoriented as he tried to remember
the night's happenings. "Pietro," he called

loudly. When there was no response, he re-
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alized he had been whispering. "Mikel," he

croaked.

The aging servant entered the room, his eyes

amused. "Yes, sir."

"Send Don Pietro to me. What time is it?

How long have I slept? Fetch me something

to eat." As his stomach heaved, he thought

better of the idea. "Never mind the food, just

send Pietro to me at once."

"Sir, Pietro left for Seville at first light. He's

been gone many hours now. It's midmorning;

you slept for nine hours."

Seville! Memory buzzed in his throbbing head.

The old man was right, he had ordered Pietro

to Seville. Did he have a premonition last eve-

ning or was it a step toward the inevitable?

The inevitable meaning Mirjana would even-

tually return to Seville. The thought made his

aching head pound harder and his stomach

heave threateningly. He swallowed the sour

bile and struggled to his feet. His footing was

unsure and he lurched against the small, scat-

tered tables that Mirjana had placed about his

room. Angrily, he kicked out with his bare

foot and recoiled as if a snake had bit him.

"Goddamn claptrap," he shouted as he bent

to pick up one of the tiled tables. He sent

it crashing against the stone wall. It didn't

make him feel better when he saw the splinters

and slivers of tile and broken wood that lay
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on the decorative floor. The lace cloth on the

table in the intimate alcove that Mirjana had
worked so painstakingly on was ripped off and
tossed into a corner. Brilliant scarlet pillows

sailed through the air, followed by pots meant
to burn incense. The sweet smell of the spilled

ashes made him retch.

"Fetch me my clothes and be goddamn
quick about it, Mikel. I have no patience this

morning. Pm going to the bathhouse."

"Sir, there is no need for you to go to the

bathhouse. Princesa Mirjana converted the

anteroom to your left as a private bath. If you
feel ill, it might help if you bathed here in

the privacy of your own room."
"Who said I was ill?" Ruy demanded.

"No one said you were ill, sir. I just thought

if you weren't feeling up to your usual self,

this private bath might be what you need,"

Mikel said in a tone that was full of apology.

"Don't think, Mikel. Fetch the water."

Good and loyal servant that he was, Mikel

simpered, "The water is in the tub, sir. I took

the liberty as you were waking."

"Tell me, Mikel, truthfully— have you seen

the princesa this morning?" Ruy asked as he

slipped down into the steamy water. He hoped
his voice was wily and crafty, but he had the

feeling it was hopeful and boyish at the same
time.
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"The princesa is in the garden sewing.

Would you like me to take a message to

her?"

"No need. This message Fll deliver my-
self!"

Each brush stroke against his body set Ruy's

teeth on edge. He ignored his torment and
scrubbed vigorously. When he finished he sat

in the tepid water and looked around at the

elaborately appointed bathroom. He had to

admit that it was convenient. It pleased his

eye. Bright, vibrant color dotted the room by
way of pillows, wall hangings, and squares of

soft, ankle-deep carpeting. The small porce-

lain jars and vials containing bath oils and
scents that rested on the shelf at the tub's edge

were beautiful accents to the restful room. He
liked it.

Ruy looked down at his body in the murky
water. He felt a warmth in his loins. How
was it possible, he wondered, to just think

of Mirjana and the room she had decorated

for him to have his manhood bloom as it was
doing now this minute? If only she were here,

now, in his arms trembling for the feel of him,

wanting him as he wanted her.

Such thoughts would do him no good. An-
grily, he sloshed from the tub, leaving a trail

of wet footprints. Purposefully, he strode into

his room to dress. His breath was coming in
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short, ragged gasps as he buttoned his shirt.

He blinked as his eyes dropped to the me-
ticulous needlework. More of Mirjana's handi-

work. His jaw tensed so hard, he thought his

teeth would shatter. By God, he would find

her and drag her back here by her long, silken

hair if he had to. Enough was enough.

Ruy's eyes were black and hard as he strode

down one corridor after another. He took the

stone steps three at a time in his quest to find

Mirjana. He came to an abrupt halt at the

entrance to the walled-in garden. He took a

moment to let his eyes drink in the sight of

her, a book open on her lap. He watched as

she read, her lips moving as though savoring

each word. The bright, yellow ball in the sky

seemed to cast a nimbus of gold around her

head. He wondered if she was aware of the

halo surrounding her head. Probably not, he

told himself. This must be what an angel

looked like, he thought inanely. Immediately,

he felt foolish that such a thought should ever

enter his mind.

He waited, hoping she would notice him
before he had to speak. His shadow fell over

her, casting her face and the book she held

in her lap into a dim light. Mirjana raised her

eyes to see if the sun had slipped behind the

puffy white clouds. She saw him.

Mirjana's heart fluttered wildly. He had
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sought her out. It cost her dearly, but she man-
aged to speak. "Buenos dias, Don Ruy."
Ruy hadn't known what exactly to expect,

but her cool aloofness was not it. He fought

the urge to reach down and bring her into

his arms. Arms that ached to hold her next

to him. He couldn't just stand here, looking

foolish; he had to say something. "Buenos dias,

Princesa."

Mirjana carefully closed her book and placed

it on the bench next to her. It was her way
of telling him there was no room on the bench
for the two of them. She folded her hands

primly in her lap and stared up at the tall

man. How wonderful he looked. If only she

had the courage to stand up and reach for him
so he would gather her close to his chest.

"Have you ever seen such a beautiful day?"

she inquired softly.

How beautiful she was, how serene. If only

she would make some move, give him some
indication of how she felt what she was think-

ing. "Not since the day I left for Zamora. The
sun was shining much like now. Do you re-

member?" he asked hoarsely.

How deep his voice was, so full of feeling.

"I remember. It was a day such as this." Why
couldn't she say what she was feeling? Why
couldn't she ask the questions she wanted to

ask: Why, why, did you marry another? Why?
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Where is your wife? What do you plan for

me, for us?

Her voice was soft as silk. It caressed his

bruised heart like a healing ointment. He
wanted to know what she was feeling. He
wanted her to tell him why she refused to

return with Pietro. Were all those soft whis-

pers in the night lies? He wanted to know,
needed to know. But he couldn't ask. He
wouldn't ask. He shifted his weight from one

foot to the other. "It was a long trip home."
He had to say something else, something to

jar her, move her from her indifference.

She wanted him to make mention of his wife.

She needed an explanation, even to have him
lie to spare her. No, no, that was wrong. She

didn't need his lies — she needed his love.

Ruy shifted his weight a second time. Mir-

jana was nothing like Himena. Nothing at all

like Himena. The familiar ache was growing

again as he stared down at her, willing her

to say something, anything, to show she had

not forsaken him. His teeth clenched. Why
wouldn't she make some mention of why she

moved out of his chamber? A core of anger

was vying with the ache, making him uneasy.

He felt his hands ball into fists. He wanted

to shock her, make her react to him. She

seemed so far removed from him. She was

being polite, like a guest at a wedding. Wed-
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ding. That goddamn farce! He made a vow
never to think of his wedding day again.

Never!

Grieving inwardly, Mirjana lowered her

eyes. It was over, whatever they had shared.

He was standing here being polite because she

was a guest, forced upon him, and nothing

more. He was annoyed, she could tell the way
he was clenching and unclenching his fists,

as though he wanted to be rid of her but didn't

quite know the words that would make it pos-

sible. She could feel tears prick at her eyelids.

This was no time to weaken, no time to show
how badly wounded she was. She swallowed

past the lump in her throat. "It was consid-

erate of you to stop and pass these few mo-
ments with me. I know how busy you must
be. You've been away a long time. If you'll

excuse me, I must find Tanige. It was so nice

to talk to you again, Don Ruy," she said for-

mally.

With a swish of her skirts, she picked up
her book and quickly walked from the garden.

The moment she was out of sight, her shoul-

ders slumped and the tears rolled down her

cheeks. Escaping into the castillo, she sprinted

down the long corridors ending up in a small

chapel. She dropped into one of the pews and

sobbed, her heart breaking with each tortured

cry.
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He watched her leave, unable to stop her.

Don Ruy! She had actually called him Don
Ruy. So cool and formal. So reserved. So in-

different. What in the name of God had hap-

pened to change her? He had left her to

journey to Zamora on her own advice months
ago. While her eyes had been sad, they had
been filled with love. Where had that love

gone? Where? She told him she would count

the days until his return. Was her love so frag-

ile, so temporary? Not once did his marriage

enter into Ruy's thoughts. His balled fist

lashed out at the acacia tree. His eyes widened
with the shock of the pain. A cold chill snaked

down his back as he brought his clenched fist

to his lips.

Between the rocketing pain in his head and
the searing pain in his fist, Ruy felt as though

he had ridden headlong into battle and had

come out the loser. Women! First it was his

mother with her demands, her ideas and the

goddamn letter to Alphonso. Then it was
Himena with her layers of clothing and pale

ashy skin. Now it was Mirjana with her cool

indifference. When he was bedding whores,

he never had these problems.

Stomping his way to the stable in search

of Teddy, Ruy nursed his injured hand, curs-

ing aloud for any and all to hear. He thought

he heard titters of laughter from the kitchen
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area as he strode by. Were they laughing at

him? Did they know of the cool reception the

princesa had given him? Most likely, they

knew everything within the hour of its hap-

pening. Nothing was sacred or secret in this

damnable castillo.

It was a black, silken night, a night for

lovers' whispers and even softer caresses.

Mirjana lay in her bed, remembering other

such nights when she had lain in Ruy's arms.

How blissful and contented she had been. How
happy. By all that was holy, she had thought

Ruy had been as happy, as contented. How
wrong she had been. She longed to know what
his wife looked like. She ached to know how
Ruy felt about her. Did he and Himena talk

for long hours about everything and nothing?

Was their lovemaking slow and sensual and

full of contentment? Had they a total com-
munion as Ruy had said he and Mirjana

shared? Did she love Ruy? Did she love him
deeply, with all her heart as she, Mirjana, did?

How wretched she felt, how tired and de-

pressed. She wanted nothing more than to

dress and run down the corridor to Ruy's

chamber and beg him to take her in his arms,

to love her, just for now, for this night. She

sighed wearily. Where was her self-respect,

where was her pride? There was nothing to
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be gained by remembering,

Mirjana sat up in bed, her heart thundering

in her chest. What was that noise? It was her

door. Her eyes flew to the stout bolt. Safe.

She sighed and closed her eyes. Maybe it was
a bad dream again. She tensed, waiting for

the sound to be repeated. Her name was being

called through the thickness of the door. Ruy?
Ruy was calling her name. In the middle of

the night Ruy was calling her name. Should

she answer or pretend she was asleep? Why
was he tormenting her like this? He had a

wife, why did he need her? A conquest? To
humiliate her further?

The slim, tapered candle beside her bed
illuminated the small room just enough for

her to see the latch on the door being tried.

Then came the bone-jarring sound of wood
splintering beneath his boot. She held her

breath, not daring to look. More banging,

more thudding, until she believed the hounds

of hell or the devil himself was breaking

through to reach her, to get her. When the

door slammed inward and splintered into the

stone walls with an ear-splitting crack, he was
standing there, hands on his hips, dark hair

curling over his brow, his eyes flashing light-

ning.

"Why didn't you open the door?" he de-

manded. "You heard me call you, I know you
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did. Don't you know, Mirjana, that hell itself

will never stand between me and what I

want?" His voice was a growl, barely human.
He panted with exertion, his chest heaving,

his fists clenching. In two long strides he was
standing over her, breathing down upon her.

"And you want your whore, is that it?" she

sneered bitterly.

Quicker than light, his hand lashed out to

cross her cheek, making her cower away
against the damp, cold wall in shock. Her eyes

were wide with terror. Blood smeared a stain

across her mouth.

Ruy could feel the power in his arm, could

still hear the result of the blow, sharp and
cracking in his ears, and a muscle in his cheek

jerked as though he had received the blow
rather than dealt it. He had never meant to

hit her, but she had called herself his whore!

Deprecated herself. And this he could not tol-

erate, not even from her. How could she think

herself his whore when she must know she

was more, so much more, than any woman
had ever been to him? Reflexively, his arms

opened to her, wanting to hold her, needing

to give her refuge even from his own furies.

Mirjana leaned into his embrace, obedient

to his will. He felt the stiffness of her body,

the shock of his deed, felt her trembling and

quivering. If there were tears in her eyes, he

487



could not see for the tears that were in his.

She had come into his arms because of her

fright, because of his will. It was not obedience

to his commands that he wanted, and the pain

of it was heavy in his chest. She was such

a mystery, this princesa from another world

so different from his own. She aroused emo-
tions in him that he could not name.

As though lifting a child, he took her into

his arms, carrying her across the room and

down the tower stairs. She hid her face in the

hollow of his neck, limp and lifeless, offering

no resistance. He wished she would fight him,

scratch and kick and curse him. This meek-
ness, this helplessness was like a stone on his

heart. He had never before struck a woman,
and he hated himself for hitting Mirjana, of

all women.
Through the corridors he carried her, lis-

tening for the cries that never came. When
he kicked the door to his own chamber open,

he felt her body stiffen in sharp tremors of

fright. He lay her down upon his bed, leaning

over her, stretching himself out beside her

curled, unresponsive form.

In the light of the candles and the glowing

fire in the hearth, he saw the ravages of his

deed. A smear of blood stained her lips, a fresh

rivulet trickled from her inner lip. The bruise

on her cheek was scarlet, already swelling
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along her jaw. Tenderly, he wiped the blood;

gently, he kissed the bruise he had put there.

She came into his arms woodenly, allowing

him to hold her, to comfort her.

"Forgive me, Mirjana, I never meant to hurt

you. Do you forgive me?" Almost timidly, he

lifted her chin to look into her eyes.

Mirjana could not speak, only nod her head.

There was such pain on his face, a pain much
deeper than what he had dealt with his sud-

den blow. She would say anything, do any-

thing, to remove that pain from him, wanting

to take it into her own heart and suffer it for

him.

His mouth touched hers, bathing the spot

where her Up had been cut against her teeth.

His hands were in her hair, along her throat.

Ruy was giving, not taking, this comfort, this

tenderness. Hands that could crush and maim
were caressing the plains of her back, cradling

her, soothing her wounded spirit. The close-

ness of him, his caring, told her more than

words could say. He made the blood rush

through her veins, made her weak with her

need for him.

His kisses covered her where his hands dis-

robed her. Her shoulders, her breasts, her

middle. Everywhere she felt his touch, giving

herself up to it. She watched him undress in

the golden light, her eyes touching him, filling
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with the adored sight of him. And when he

came to her she took him into her embrace,

a gasp of pleasure sounding from her, that

he was at last in her arms again.

The moon and sun were at her center as

he made love to her, covering her with his

kisses, worshipping her with his hands, calling

her name over and over. Beckoning waves
carried her adrift in a sea of their passions.

And when he covered her body with his own,
she guided him into her, surrounding him with

her incredible warmth, rocking beneath him.

He felt himself fill her, and he knew a

sense of coming home. She drove him onward
with her desires, having them echo in his own.

She trembled beneath him as he brought her

to the edge of ecstasy and knew she waited

until they could cross that threshold together.

He held himself motionless, fighting for

control. He had dreamed this and now it was
true. He wanted, needed, to hear her say his

name. To cry his name as she brought them
both to the relief of this undulating torment.

"Say it!" he whispered as he had so many other

nights. "Say it!"

The heavens broke with the sound of her

voice, shattering the stillness that engulfed

them. And as she cried his name, she heard

the echo of her own. "Mirjana. Mirjana!
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CHAPTER 14

Mirjana and Ruy were careful to keep this

delicate balance between them. In an unspo-

ken bargain, they chose to ignore the doubts

and demons which had come between them
and keep them at bay. They never discussed

Ruy's attendance at the coronation of the new
king of Castile or his resulting marriage to

Himena. Nor did they discuss the night Ruy
had come to break down Mirjana's door and
carry her back to his chamber. These things

were too painful, like a raw sore that would
not heal.

Instinctively, they knew how threatening

this tentative, unspoken bargain was to them,

looming far overhead on a shelf that could

topple onto them at any time. Still, it was far

more threatening to this precarious relation-

ship to face their misgivings and mistrust.

The days passed quickly with hundreds of

duties and details to prepare for the coming

winter. Harvest was upon them, and from
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every indication, it would be fruitful. Ruy was

a beneficent lord, making certain his people

profited from their labors, only taking in tithe

what was necessary for the security of Bivar,

unlike so many other landlords who gouged
their people leaving them in near starvation

while they filled their treasuries. There was

a vast market for grain and foodstuffs in the

cities, both Islamic and Christian. Under the

law, landlords were entitled to more than half

of what their peasants produced. Ruy was far

more equitable to his people and they loved

him for it. He took only what was necessary

to improve his town, to pay for the construc-

tion of new granaries, and to cobble the

streets. Rightly, he believed that to take the

profits from a man's labor was unjust, merely

inducing the people to reduce their produc-

tivity and render a town to poverty. In Bivar,

all men profited.

Alphonso, in further gratitude to Ruy, had

commissioned a vast supply of arms to be

forged and was willing to pay well into the

coffers of Bivar. The town was burgeoning

with new faces, new families — blacksmiths

and armorers, miners to extract the precious

iron ore from the foothills that were rich with

it. In the outlying fields surrounding the town,

new huts and streets were being built. New
faces and population brought prosperity to
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the existing shops.

It was Mirjana who one day frowned at the

muddy trails and hastily erected huts. While
the town was excitedly profiting from this new
influx of people and their ready purses, it was
also suffering from the transient migration.

Bivar was being threatened with becoming a

border town, ugly and miskept, and very tem-

porary. One day she approached Ruy, a frown

wrinkling her brow.

"What is it, Mirjana? You look as though

you might lose your best friend?" He had
laughed, but there was a mark of concern in

his eyes and the faintest catch in his voice.

He lived in dread of the day when she would
implore him to set her free to leave him, to

return to her own people and civilization.

"I am disturbed by what is becoming of

Bivar," she told him, relieving his fears. "It

is changing, Ruy. It's only been weeks since

the first miners and craftsmen have come and

already it is not the same." She pointed out

the muddied roads, the leaning shacks, the

littered streets. It was now in danger of be-

coming an untidy, industrial town with little

care for beauty or hygiene. The rainy season

was soon to be upon them, and disease and

pestilence would thrive if something was not

done immediately. Also, there had been re-

ports of looting and crime that had never

493



occurred before in the little town.

Ruy frowned. He knew only too well the

filth and evil of cities. Even Zamora, with its

many churches, was a sinpot of decadence

where people lived in slums and in their own
offal. He, too, had seen what was becoming

of Bivar and did not like it.

"Would it be possible to plan for the ex-

pansion of Bivar?" Mirjana wanted to know.
"People should not be allowed to come here

and build barely habitable mud huts on the

first purchase of land they find. Your people,

who have lived here for generations and gen-

erations, do not like what they see becoming

of their home."
"Yes," Ruy agreed. "And the situation can

only worsen. As long as the deposits of iron

ore in the hills remain accessible to the miners'

picks they will come to live and work here."

"Then it is up to you, Ruy, to protect Bivar

and your people." She told him of a book she

had in her possession, containing the plans for

the city of Seville and the designs of the

city's engineers that looked to the future and

protected portions of the city for parks and
gardens and for the removal of wastes and ref-

use. "Of course, it is all on a very grand scale,

but couldn't some of the ideas be applied

here?"

Seeing her eagerness and concern for his
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home, he insisted on seeing this book. "And
to think I thought you a fool to burden your-

self with a wagon load of useless books!"

"You were only interested in the sweetmeats

you could find," she teased.

Ruy put his arm around her shoulders,

bringing her close against him, his lips nuz-

zling her ear. "The only sweetmeat I was ever

hungry for was this." He lightly caressed her

breast, sliding his hand down over her belly.

"And this."

"You are much too brash, sir!" Mirjana gig-

gled, her pulses quickening. Her cheeks

flushed with color, and he found this amazing

that after all they had shared, the intimacies,

the total knowledge of one another's bodies,

she could still blush at a little randy teasing.

"Now let us get back to the book, sir. Else

all of Bivar will be in ruins before you sate

your wicked desires."

He watched her as she thumbed through

the pages, reading the scratchy and obscure

Arabic writing. As he watched her he thought

he would never have enough of her, never

be sated in her. And he was saddened that

for all she gave him of herself, she held back

twice again of what he knew she was capable

of giving.

For days, Ruy and Mirjana pored over

books, drawing up plans for the growth of
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Bivar. They sketched and made notes, and

drew up a list of town regulations concerning

the disposal of wastes and refuse and building

codes, and a list of laws and edicts to protect

the citizens. They hoped their stringent and

watchful concern would make the town un-

attractive to criminals and wastrels. When
they were done, Ruy held meetings with his

soldiers who were appointed marshalls to up-

hold the law.

At first, it was held in astonishment that

a woman had a hand in Don Ruy's business

and his plans for Bivar. Their speculations and

amusements were obliterated when the first

results were proven. Vagrants and beggars

vanished from the streets just as quickly as

they had appeared. The roads and streets were

clean of litter, and drunken loitering was pro-

hibited. But most of all, the crooked shacks

and hastily erected huts on the outskirts of

the town were torn down, and in their place

neat rows of thatched-roof houses that de-

picted a permanency of residence were built,

each with its own plot for a garden and a

cobbled walk. Hedgerows were planted, and
promised to bloom even this late in the year.

Trees which had been standing since Christ

was a child were saved from the cutter's axe

and others, younger and fruitful, were also

spared.
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Hygiene and health were protected by a sys-

tem of outhouses and regular disposal and
burial in fallow fields that had seen their pro-

ductiveness. Within five years' time the soil

would be replenished by this natural compost

and would again yield a crop.

Ruy and Mirjana spent most days together,

overseeing the changes in the town, carefully

delegating responsibilities and duties. Several

hours each day, Mirjana would personally see

to young Teddy's lessons, and Ruy was im-

pressed with his little brother's progress.

There was new respect in him for Teddy, and
he considered the removal of their mother's

influence a wise move. Dona Ysabel would
have kept Teddy from the challenges life had

to offer, and he never would have changed

from that sulky, mischievous child to this

strong and secure youngster.

Teddy himself basked in the glow of his ac-

complishments and reveled in the attentions

of his warrior brother. But it was to Mirjana

that he looked for approval and confidence

with such fervor that at times Ruy found him-

self actually jealous of the rapport that had

sprung between them.

Ruy was discovering so much about Mir-

jana— her strengths and weaknesses and her

capacity for joy. But there was a dark and

mysterious side to her, he knew, and it was
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an area where he was not welcome. There

were times when her eyes would lose their

clarity and become haunted by shadows. She

would become pensive, introspective, casting

him out of her thoughts, perpetuating the

mystery. Her mysteriousness puzzled and an-

gered him, yet touched him most of all. When
she should be the happiest, there seemed to

be a part of her that held itself away, refusing

to find joy, giving herself over to whatever

demon haunted her. He believed it was be-

cause she was homeless, and sensitive to her

feelings, he realized she thought herself a pris-

oner and a displaced person, exiled from Se-

ville and abandoned by her family.

Especially at night, as they slept in the bed
in the chamber they shared, there were times

when he would awaken to find her thrashing

between the sheets and crying inconsolably.

He would take her into his arms and croon

to her, stroking her back to comfort her.

She would tremble in his embrace. He could

feel the damp, cold sweat that made her shiver.

And at these times she would awaken, holding

to him fiercely, pressing herself closer, closer,

trying to find safety from her nightmares. Pur-

posely, she would arouse him, kissing and
nipping, stroking him and urging him to make
love to her. In her desperation and despon-

dency she would become demanding, a heated
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writhing wanton, seeking him, famished for

him, seeking relief from her night terrors in

his touch, in his embrace, in his quick and
hard riding of her. Using him to conquer her

fears.

When the day's light would come through

the sheer curtains on the windows, she would
turn to him, restored, taking him into her gen-

tle embrace. No mention of what had occurred

during the black hours before dawn would be

made, but the ravages were there to be seen

in the smudges beneath her eyes. Tenderly,

considerately, Ruy would take her, using her

gently, willing her to find the safety and se-

curity he offered.

When the letter came to Ruy he was in one

of the spare chambers which Mirjana and
he had converted into small a small office. He
liked the atmosphere in here— bright for the

windows facing the east, colorful for the as-

sorted Persian carpets littering the floor, mas-

culine with its faint scent of aged leather and

old wood paneling.

He was glad Mirjana had taken herself off

into town to commission the weaving of new
household linens when he saw the waxed seal

of the Asturias's family crest on the parch-

ment. He wanted no reminders of his marriage

to Himena to present themselves to Mirjana.
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He knew she had not truly accepted the fact

he had married while in Zamora.

While slipping his thumb under the sealed

flap, he wondered why Don Bernardo would
be writing him. He had paid the Asturiases

a healthy sum to keep Himena under their

protection and shelter, and would again send

for her support at the first of the year.

The news, when he read it, left him shak-

ing. Dona Himena Maria Asturias Diaz was
with child. Ruy smacked his fist on the desk,

enjoying the shooting stab of pain that traveled

to above his elbow. Himena with child? Had
that one night in June when he had drunkenly

dreamed he was lying beside Mirjana pro-

duced a child? Was that pale, ashen-skinned

girl so fertile that his seed had taken root and

sprouted to a new life?

With everything that was in him, Ruy
doubted this could be so. But the ways of

women were dark and mysterious, and he

knew it could be possible. A child. He cursed

his fates. Why then must it be born of a woman
who barely existed for him? This child should

be growing in Mirjana's belly and he would
know jubilant elation.

Ruy sat for a long time thinking, remem-
bering. He knew that at the final moment,
when he realized it was not Mirjana's body
he was covering with his own, he had tried
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to pull away, to withdraw, to escape Himena's
greedy body. Had he spilled his seed into her

or had he not? For the life of him he could

not remember. But he had remembered the

date. He would send his regards to Himena
but promise her nothing. It would be inter-

esting to see when this child would be born.

Even an idiot could count on his fingers.

The weather was turning wet and raw, the

November days cold and blustery. Just when
it seemed eternal gloom had settled over these

northern plains of Spain, a sudden golden glow

of winter sunshine would spill molten from

the heavens and give promise that spring

would again return. Winter robes and furs

were extracted from their hiding places, aired

and placed on the beds. Ruy declared the

window glazing in the great hall and in their

chambers a marvel, and determined to have

each and every window in the entire castillo

leaded and paned by next spring. When the

rain seemed as though it would never stop,

he declared he was escaping to the south of

Spain where the sun always shone. Everyone

in Bivar seemed to be settling in for the long,

dark spell, and they groaned and complained

with the cold. All except Mirjana. She was

warm and content whenever she was within

sound of Ruy's voice.

501



Together they would venture out into the

rain, laughing and skipping through puddles.

One day she awakened to find the entire world
blanketed in a cover of white. Snow! Some-
thing Seville could never boast. And she had
discovered it and experienced it here, with

Ruy. Giggling like a little girl, she tasted her

first snowflake on her tongue. Ruy pelted her

with her first snowball and tumbled her to

the ground to rub her face in a handful of

the white, fluffy substance that turned her

cheeks to red roses and made her eyes dance.

She had laughed, giggled, fought him off to

no avail. And suddenly, he replaced the icy

snow with the warmth of his mouth, licking

the droplets from her chin and nuzzling her

face into the warmth of his neck.

To Mirjana and Ruy, each day was a pre-

cious gift, and as they played together, they

also pretended together that this idyll would
never end.

Gloomy afternoons were spent in the pri-

vacy of their chamber before the roaring fire-

place, nibbling on sweets or cheeses and
drinking strong, hot tea. Oftentimes, Mirjana

would lose herself in her books, reading until

sleep claimed her eyes. It was one of these

afternoons that she lay abed, covered only by

a fur robe, sleeping with her cheek pressed

into the book she had been reading.
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Realizing he had been so long over his cor-

respondence that he had not heard from her

in more than an hour, he glanced up to find

her this way. She was so beautiful, so irre-

sistible.

Her cheeks were flushed with color and her

mouth, petulant and rosy, tempted his own.

Unable to resist, he lay down beside her, cra-

dling her to him, feeling her warm and yield-

ing softness turn to him even in sleep. His

hands caressed her tenderly, tracing the curve

of her neck and the satiny globes of her firm

breasts. The coral crests rose, tautening to de-

licious peaks, and his hands moved slowly

lower, touching the pliant curve of her waist

to the fuller width of her slender hips. He
relished her, adored her, touching the sleek-

ness of her thighs and finding the soft down
and warm valley between them.

Mirjana stretched, awakening to his loving

caresses, a smile playing on her gentle mouth.

Purring with catlike contentment, she arched

against his fingers, moving against them, and
her satisfaction deepened when his mouth
followed the trail his fingers had made, del-

icately, sensually, finding the soft mound and

warm valley.

Seeing her pleasure awakened his. He had
long ago discovered that his pleasure lay only

in hers. He brought his mouth to hers and
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she could taste herself there. He filled her

world as he filled her body, urgently, ten-

derly.

He watched her eyes, heavy lidded, drugged

with desire. Her lips parted, little pants emit-

ting from them. Her body accepted his, fitting

like a hand and a glove. Her rhythm matched
his, slowly at first, undulating, meeting his

thrusts, taking him inside her, deeper, deeper.

He groaned his pleasure, sighed his delight,

the sound coming from down in his chest and

rippling over her in waves of ever-widening

circles of which she was the center.

His name erupted from her lips in a cas-

cading spill of symphony. Together they

joined and met upon their well-traveled

crystal starship to the back of the moon where
the passions of the flesh gave way to the

joining of their souls.

The gray days ofDecember were upon them
when Don Pietro arrived in Bivar. Mirjana

had not seen him since the night he had come
to Ilena's to bring her to Ruy. She liked the

man and would have enjoyed talking with

him, but she sensed an urgency about him
when he inquired for his commander, Ruy.

Mirjana sent him upstairs to Ruy's office

with Mikel, the old servant. She watched him
as he climbed the stairs, still in full armor,
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dirty and dusty from his travels. Whatever
it was he was anxious to tell Ruy. It must
be important, Mirjana told herself. A new fear

struck her heart. What if fighting had broken

out somewhere and Alphonso required Ruy's

services? Would she be able to sit through the

days and sleep through the long nights wor-

rying about him? What if something should

happen to him? She was grateful to escape this

sudden turn of thought when Tanige called

to her from the kitchens.

Ruy looked up from his accounts when the

door opened. Pietro saw the almost instan-

taneous grief fill his eyes. All the while Ruy
poured him a goblet of wine and offered

other hospitalities, he felt his eyes upon him,

waiting for the news, dreading it, whatever

it may be.

Seated once more behind the desk, Ruy gave

Pietro his full attention. "What do you say,

man? Have you talked with Hassan?"
u
Si. And the man has agreed to accept his

sister, Princesa Mirjana, back into the house-

hold. Of course, there will be a price, you
understand. I have the terms written here."

Pietro withdrew a parchment wrapped in

leather from inside his tunic and threw it on
the desk in front of Ruy. "The man's a devil,

I tell you. He wasn't even interested in

Mirjana's welfare, only in the price he could
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extort from you. It would seem the situation

between Yusuf of Granada and Hassan is quite

stable. Each has gained from the betrothal of

the princesa to Yusuf, and they have also

gained by the marriage never taking place.

Yusuf has already allied himself with the taifa

of Cartagena and arranged a marriage for him-

self there. Now Hassan will gain by accepting

her back to Seville.

"

Ruy's shoulders slumped and a despondent

expression marred his face. "So. Hassan will

have her back," he said quietly, his voice harsh

and thick.

"That is as you wished, is it not?" Pietro

asked, a knowing expression in his eyes.

"Yes. I mean, no! Yes, it is what Mirjana

wants."

"When will you tell her? Will you be want-

ing me to bring her back to Seville?" Pietro

prompted.

"Yes! No! No, dammit! I need time to

think!"

"Think about what? Is this or is it not what
you wished?" he asked cagily.

"Yes," Ruy finally said firmly. "It is as I

wish. She pines for her own people, for her

own land. It is cruel of me to keep her here.

It was cruel of me to trick her as I did by
attempting to ransom her."

"That certainly fell afoul. Wait until you
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see the price Hassan demands to have her

back!"

A sick look came over Ruy; he felt as though
he'd been kicked by Liberte. "Traveling con-

ditions are poor at this time of year. I will

tell her at the first sign of spring.

"

"Spring, is it?" Pietro queried, drinking his

wine, pretending not to see Ruy's naked pain.

"Yes, spring, dammit!" Ruy jumped up
from his chair and pounded his fists on the

desk. "If I tell her now, she'll devil me until

I give her leave to go! I don't want her trav-

eling in this weather. The roads will prac-

tically be impassable and you know it!"

"Si> this I know." Pietro took in his own
filthy and mud-spattered appearance. "You
are right, my lord. Send her back to that devil

in the spring. It matters little to Hassan, be-

lieve my truth. Of course, if you postpone

sending the princesa now, it is possible

Hassan's price will be twice that by spring."

Ruy was enraged by his friend's goading.

He swept his hand across the desk, sending

papers and accounts flying in all directions.

He leaned until his face was only inches away
from Pietro's. "Little I care what Hassan's

price will be by spring. I would give him my
entire holdings if he will have her back!" The
words were strong, the tone vicious, but Pietro

thought he heard the start of a sob before Ruy
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swallowed it along with a long gulp of wine.

It was on a gray day with only briefglimpses

of the thin, watery sunshine of winter when
the missive arrived: Dona Ysabel had fallen

ill. So ill, the prioress of the nunnery she was
visiting thought her to be near death. Al-

though the sefiora was critically ill, she had

insisted upon being returned to Bivar; if she

was to die, it would be among her own people

with her sons at her side and her confessor

administering the Last Rites.

When Ruy received the letter, he went to

Mirjana immediately, telling her of his moth-
er's condition. His voice had been somber, his

broad shoulders carrying the weight of his

misery. He was not an unloving son — he

knew his duties to his mother— and Mirjana

could see the guilt he bore that he had been

the one who had sent Dona Ysabel away,

breaking her heart by separating her from her

darling Teodoro.

The letter from the prioress arrived only

hours before Dona Ysabel herself. Horsemen
escorted the wagon bearing her prone form.

A habited nun sat beside her, tending to her,

attempting to cushion the benefactress from
the jolts and jars the rutted roads afforded.

When the procession arrived at the castillo,

a light, freezing rain was falling. Mirjana had

508



seen to having Dona Ysabel's chamber in read-

iness and had commissioned a woman from
the village who was known to be wise in the

ways of tending the sick and infirm. She in-

stinctively knew that the seiiora would only

be upset and demeaned if she was left to the

ministrations of Mirjana, whom she consid-

ered to be her enemy.

Ruy went out into the courtyard to his

mother, anxiety and remorse making strange

new hollows in his face. Nothing could have

prepared him for what he saw. Dona Ysabel,

a hearty woman of incredible strength and
determination, had been reduced to a frail,

old woman with sorrow in her eyes. The skin

was pale, deathly; streaks of white glossed

through the black hair. Mirjana hung in the

background, careful to keep from sight. She,

too, was horrified to see what had become of

Ruy's mother.

It was Ruy who pushed away the interced-

ing hands and lifted his mother into his own
arms, carrying her through the great hall to

the stone staircase, bringing her up to her

room. Mirjana saw the woman's hand feebly

reach up to pat Ruy's cheek, saw the white-

ness of the skin, the blue veins on the back

of the hand, the fingers thin and bony. It was

the hand of an old woman, fragile, useless.

At the top of the stairs, Dona Ysabel opened

509



her eyes, looking down over Ruy's shoulder

to see Mirjana at the bottom of the stairs,

wringing her hands with anxiety. "Wait/5

she

murmured, halting Ruy in his steps. Pointing

a cronelike finger down at Mirjana, she beck-

oned her. "You." Her lips formed the word
almost soundlessly. "I want you to take care

of me. The others will let me die; you will

make me live. You hate me too much to give

me the solace of death." The effort left Dona
Ysabel panting from exertion and her head

dropped back onto Ruy's shoulder. He felt

her cheek against his own, the skin dry and

thin like an old parchment. Pity for the woman
and self-contempt to have brought her to this

struck opposing chords. He swung around,

his mother still in his arms, and looked to

Mirjana with a plea in his eyes.

Silently, Mirjana started up the stairs behind

him. She would tend to the sefiora and save

her, if she could, from the hands of death.

This she must do for Ruy. Dona Ysabel had

been wrong again. Mirjana would not try to

save the woman because she hated her too

much to give her the peace death would bring.

Mirjana loved Ruy too much to burden him
with the misplaced guilt of his mother. It

would be for Ruy.

Mirjana lived within the sound of Dona
Ysabel's enfeebled voice for the next two days.
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Tending her, silently encouraging her to sip

the hearty broth Tanige prepared, cooling her

fevered brow and holding her head when the

broth or anything else that passed the sefiora's

lips violently erupted from her stomach. When
the sefiora slept, Ruy would come and take

Mirjana to their chamber, insisting she rest

herself, watching over her to be certain no
one disturbed her unnecessarily.

On the third day Ruy and Mirjana stood

outside the sefiora's chamber, each of them
dreading the coming hour. Teodoro wanted
to see his mother, and while they understood,

they would have preferred to postpone it a

little longer. Under Mirjana's sympathies,

Teddy had been allowed to peek into the

darkened room to see his mother sleeping, to

assure him she still lived. Today, they knew
how shocked Teodoro would be when the

sudden change in his mother's appearance be-

came evident to him. Ruy had made the de-

cision. Teddy was her son and he had the right

to see her before she died.

Dona Ysabel herself kept asking to see her

youngest son. Today she had begged, her eyes

watery and unseeing, her lips trembling with

her plea.

It was cruel and inhuman to keep a son from

his mother at such a time, and Mirjana was

grateful for Ruy's decision.
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When Teddy arrived, Ruy put his arm
around the boy's shoulders in a protective

gesture of brotherly love. "Five minutes,

Teddy, no more. I have already told you
Madre is very ill and very weak. Everything

possible is being done for her, and we are all

hopeful she will recover soon. This is the rea-

son you must not tire her, must not excite

her. Comprendes tu?" The boy nodded, his eyes

deep and fearful, his attitude somber and
dreading. Ruy urged him forward into the

room with a gentle push. Mirjana met Ruy's

glance and she tried to smile reassuringly,

tried to tell him all would be well. They both

knew the boy would be shattered.

"Madre," Teddy gasped as he leaned over

the bed, feeling the heat radiating from his

mother. "Madre, Madre," he cried softly over

and over again. He touched his mother's hand,

staring down at her, unbelieving this change

from the strong, supportive woman in his life

to this enfeebled stranger.

"Mi hijoy my son," Dona Ysabel breathed

weakly. "Mi querido, Teodoro." Her hand
sought to touch him and Teddy leaned his

face into the palm of his mother's hand. The
words seemed to rattle from deep inside

the sefiora's chest, leaving her gasping with

the effort. Her eyes drank in the sight of her

beloved son, touching him with maternal love,
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committing him to memory as though she

thought she would never see him again. Dona
Ysabel closed her eyes wearily, her hand fall-

ing back onto the bed.

Teddy raised his glance to stare at Mirjana,

his eyes so much like Ruy's, asking silent ques-

tions. Then, touching his mother's hand, he

bent to kiss it, his slim shoulders straight-

ening almost imperceptibly as he turned

away, dry-eyed. He looked neither at Ruy nor

Mirjana as he left the room.

Ruy seemed helpless to reassure his younger

brother, and he followed the boy's stooped

shoulders to the top of the stairs with his eyes.

"Teodoro, where are you going?"

Without turning, Teddy answered, "I — I

thought I might take my pony out for ex-

ercise." He was making a great effort to choke

back his tears.

"Ride her carefully, the ground is slick,"

Ruy cautioned, his voice soft with sympathy.

Like Teddy's eyes, Ruy's questioned Mir-

jana's. She shook her head to tell him there

was no noticeable change in his mother's con-

dition. Understanding, he reached out to

brush a stray lock of red-gold hair from her

perspiring brow. "Why don't you have Tanige

bring you something to eat. I will sit and watch

over my mother."

"Tanige will bring me something later. I
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would prefer to stay here. You must have

things that need your attention."

Apparently, Ruy could think of nothing ex-

cept his mother's condition and his brother's

grief, for he looked at her blankly, helplessly.

"Perhaps you should be with Teodoro. He
might need you. And you look as though you
could use a respite from haunting the sick

room/' she said gently.

He appeared to debate the wisdom of leav-

ing his mother, but he did need to be away
from the castillo, away from the stench of

sickness. Touching Mirjana's cheek with grat-

itude, he turned and followed behind Teddy
to the stable yard. A ride in the cold air would
clear his head, and if he hurried, he might

catch Teddy and they could ride together.

Ruy saddled Liberte himself. He had called

to Teddy as he rode the chestnut filly out of

the yard to wait for him, but apparently the

boy had not heard. Atop Liberte's broad back

he headed out after the boy, frigid air rushing

through his hair and stinging his cheeks.

Through the stable yard and out the gates of

the castillo he rode, over the wide, trenched

moat which was frozen over with thick blue

ice. He caught sight of Teddy on the chestnut

pony, skirting the main road through the vil-

lage onto the pastures and the woods beyond.

Ruy dug his heels hard into Liberte's flanks,
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prodding the beast to a faster pace. Teddy
was riding the young chestnut too fast, dan-

gerously fast, on the treacherous, slick ground.

He shouted for the boy to slow, to stop, to

wait, but Teddy pounded forward. A lump
was growing in the pit of Ruy's stomach as

he realized the boy was heading into the an-

cient remains of the quarry from which the

stones for the castillo had been cut. In summer
underground springs fed the place, putting it

almost completely under water. But now, at

this time of year, it was a dangerous bog of

soft ground, shallow holes and boulders. Again

and again he shouted, fearing for both the boy

and the inexperienced pony.

Sudden fear trapped Ruy in its grip. Had
he made a wise choice in allowing the boy

to see the sefiora so close to death? He had

been so close to her for so many years. No,

he told himself, it would have been inhuman
to keep him from their mother, and should

she die, he would never forgive himself. Death

was something Teddy had never had to deal

with; death had never touched him. Their fa-

ther had never really existed for Teddy, and

he was too young to know his loss.

Ruy saw the outcropping boulders ahead of

him. If Teddy was blinded by his tears, he

might not see them. "Teddy!" he thundered,

the name tearing from his throat, ripping from
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his innards. The pony tried to halt the wild

stampede against the pummeling and prod-

dings of her young rider. Rear hooves dug
deeply into the spongy ground, her forelegs

rose, pawing the air, equine shrieks and snorts

of terror sounding across the forbidding ter-

rain, while Teddy clung fiercely to the saddle.

It took an eternity, yet was quicker than a

flash. Ruy would live with the nightmare vi-

sion the rest of his life. Again and again, the

pony reared, pawing the air with her front

quarter, toppling Teddy into a more precar-

ious hold on the saddle. In a last, terrified

moment, the boy was flung from her back,

falling against the outcropping, lying there so

still, his head at an awkward angle.

It was an age of saints that passed before

Ruy could hold the boy in his arms. Countless

centuries passed, it seemed, before he could

scramble over the rock-strewn field to run to

his brother. Harsh, guttural sounds forced

their way between his compressed lips. Again

and again he heard the bone-cracking sound

that ended Teddy's too short life.

Ruy's movements were tender as he took

the boy into his arms, carrying him as he

picked his way over the uneven field. Liberte

followed behind him, the destrier's black

head hanging as though in sympathy with his

master's grief. As Ruy looked down at his grim
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burden, he realized he had barely known his

brother and he would bury him still not know-
ing him. The boy had died before he had even
begun to taste life. Ruy knew a choking sen-

sation in his throat that would not clear. Grief

and guilt could not be coughed away.

Back to the castillo he walked, his burden
firm in his arms, the small dark head nestled

peacefully against his chest. Where to go, what
to do? To Mirjana. Always Mirjana.

He stood framed in the doorway waiting for

her to see him. Her eyes registered everything

with one glance. "Poor Ruy," was all she said.

Teddy was safely in Tanige's hands when
Mirjana took Ruy back to their chamber. "He
was my brother and I barely knew him," he

muttered. "Mirjana, I barely knew him! I only

know he loved our mother and I took him
from her!" The words were anguished but

they were not an appeal for sympathy.

"The years put distance between you and

your brother. He was a babe and you already

a man. " She was stirring something into a gob-

let of water. "Here, drink this."

Ruy shook his head. "No, I don't want to

sleep. I want to sit here and think ofmy sins."

"Trust me. This will not bring sleep if you

do not want it. Lean back, querido," she

soothed, putting pillows behind his head and

letting her fingers stray to the hair that fell
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over his brow. "I must leave you now, you
understand." He nodded, his brow furrowed

with grief. She knew he needed to be alone,

to work this through for himself. He would
know when he needed her again.

Tanige was bustling down the corridor to

meet Mirjana. "It's that priest!" she whis-

pered. "He's heard of Teddy's death and he's

gone into Dona Ysabel."

Mirjana stiffened. "Who? Padre Tomas?"
she asked hopefully, praying it wasn't the

crass, unsympathetic Padre Juano. The look

that crossed Tanige's face told her praying was
useless. Padre Juano was already with the

senora.

Tanige, he would not . . . could not tell

her about —

"

"The padre seems confident in the power
of prayer," Tanige grimaced.

Mirjana rushed through the corridors, hop-

ing to interrupt the padre before he would
shock the senora with the news that could

bring her death. She burst into Dona Ysabel's

room to find the padre on his knees at the

bedside, his head bent in prayer, his body
shielding Dona Ysabel's inert form from her

eyes. She could hear the dull drone of the

prayers he was offering for the saving of

Teddy's soul, but there was no response from
the bed.
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Hastily, Mirjana walked across the room to

the far side of the bed. Her mouth opened
in alarm when she noticed the woman's awk-
ward position and foam dribbling down her

chin. Mirjana's glance flew to the sefiora's face

— one eye was open in wide, staring horror

while the other was squeezed shut, the mouth
pulled downward into an ugly grimace.

"She goes to her holy Father/' Padre Juano
murmured.
"Not yet!" Mirjana retorted, already mov-

ing Dona Ysabel's arms and legs into a more
natural position and raising her up onto pil-

lows to make breathing easier.

"There is no hope," the young priest of-

fered, reaching out to stay Mirjana's hand
from wiping the senora's mouth with a fresh

square of linen. "I have seen this many times

among the aged. When God calls, there is no

refusing Him!"
"I refuse him!" Mirjana hissed. "J will not

give her up!"

Clearly, the padre was shocked. He nar-

rowed his eyes in scorn, hatred spewing out

of them. "You will not touch her, adulteress!

Heathen! Woman of a pagan god!"

Mirjana shrank back from the venom in his

voice, from the hatred in his eyes. He ad-

vanced on her, his arm raised to strike her

down. She saw that Dona Ysabel's eyes fol-
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lowed her, believed she could read the res-

ignation in them. Shoving the young priest

away from her, Mirjana ran to the bedside,

leaning over the woman, her face only inches

away. "I will not let you die! You still have

one son living and he carries a terrible burden.

You must get well! You must help him carry

that burden!"

"She cannot hear you. Soon her heart will

give out and that will be the end." The young
priest chortled, certain that he would be

proved right.

"Seiiora!" Mirjana cried frantically. "You
must think of Ruy. You are his mother and

he needs you!" She watched, hardly daring

to breathe. Slowly, the seiiora's eyelids closed

and then opened again, giving her answer.

Like fury, Mirjana turned on the priest.

"Now, get out! Get out and do not return

until the seiiora herself can ask for you!

Out!"

Teddy's burial was a sad affair. The entire

village turned out for the Mass and ceremony.

They would miss the little boy who raced

through the fields on his pony, shouting cheer-

ful greetings to one and all, and who would
always stop to ask questions about how this

was done or how that was made. Many tears

were shed for the lost life of one so young,
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and mothers placed tender hands on their chil-

dren knowing how fortunate they were to have
them with them.

Mirjana refused to cry. Tears were for the

living. Ruy stood at the service, his expression

sorrowful and somber. If tears were to be shed,

she would shed them for Ruy.
That night, while all the world slept, Mir-

jana held Ruy in her arms as they lay together

in their bed. Tonight he needed her, could

not be without her. In her arms the demons
were kept at bay and he could hide himself

from his self-condemned guilt. He had taken

her quickly, roughly, as though proving to

himself that life and its pleasures could still

exist for him. And when he had lain against

her, his mouth buried in the hollow of her

throat, she felt such a rush of tenderness for

him that it left her shaken. He had whispered

he was sorry, asked for forgiveness for this

rough use of her.

"Hush," she told him soothingly, gently,

turning him onto his back and following with

her body. She tasted the salt of a tear on his

lips and realized it was her own. She enfolded

him in her embrace, caressing him, loving

him, showing him that goodness and love still

existed in a world seemed to have gone in-

sane.

She stroked warmth back into his limbs
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gone cold, kissing, nibbling tenderly, oh so

tenderly, demanding nothing, giving every-

thing. She waited for him to reawaken to

her touch and took him into her, bathing

him with her gentleness and caring. This time

there were no demons to hide from, no self-

recriminations and guilt to hurry him and find

him undeserving of this proof that he still

lived, breathed, could couple. Slowly, ever

so slowly, he took command, covering her

with his body, finding the center of her and

inhabiting it with himself. Her body rippled

and sang around him, welcoming him, pulsing

with his. She stroked his thick hair, searched

for his mouth with her own, tasting the salt

of tears that this time were for the joy of life

and not the pain of death.
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CHAPTER 15

Padre Juano would not have believed it, but

Dona Ysabel had no intention of dying. She
lay in her chamber which overlooked the

woods beyond the casiilloy paralyzed on her

left side, unable to speak and furious about

it. It was intolerable that she could not speak

when her mind was so clear. And none but

Mirjana seemed to understand this. The sefio-

ra's bright little eyes glittered with anger and

frustration as the servants fussed over her and

crept into her chamber reverently, as though

she were already dead. Her chagrin was ab-

solute and rendered her determined to become
well.

The most difficult and certainly most hu-

miliating feature of her infirmity was to subject

herself to Mirjana's hands. When Ruy had car-

ried her up to this room when she had first

arrived at the castillo, Dona Ysabel had in-

sisted Mirjana take charge of her, truly be-

lieving that this woman would do all in her

523



power to save the sefiora from death. It wasn't

as she had accused that Mirjana hated her too

much to allow the sefiora the peace of death.

It was, rather, that she knew the princesa loved

Ruy, and in loving him, she would try to pro-

tect him from the loss of his mother, to save

him from the guilt of having sent her from
the castillo.

If Dona Ysabel's frog features could have

smiled, she would have. She had been proven

right. Mirjana was most attentive, seeing to

her every need and more, fighting against the

illness when the sefiora herself was too ex-

hausted to fight any longer. Each day Mirjana

would come to attend her, ministering unto

her, patiently, carefully, almost lovingly. Yet,

there was a core of strength in the woman
that Dona Ysabel believed was curiously sim-

ilar to her own. A kind of blind determination

that would broach no interference and would
accept no refusal. As the days wore on, it was

to Mirjana that Dona Ysabel turned for com-
fort, strength, and assurance. When it would
seem the woman was half mad with assisting

and insisting upon exercising the useless limbs

and regaining the use of speech, it was then

that progress would be noted.

Long, bone-wearying days passed into

weeks. Mirjana worked tirelessly, never re-

signing, as she tended her patient. She con-
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suited her medical texts time and again, going

to the sefiora with her newfound methods,
prompting Dona YsabePs conviction that she

could become well, goading her into cooper-

ating.

Shortly before the end of the Christian year,

the days became bitter and cold. Huge fires

were built to chase the damp. Concerned with

her patient's comfort, Mirjana ordered hot

bricks to be wrapped in soft flannel and placed

in Dona Ysabel's bed. Small braziers were kept

burning to ward off drafts and sudden chills.

As the days crept along, there seemed to

be a change in the mood of the castillo and

in the village of Bivar. There seemed to be

a sense of excitement, and people smiled more
warmly than before. Servants decorated the

great hall with evergreen boughs and candles.

According to Tanige, preparations were un-

derway in the kitchens for the feast of Christ-

mas. It was Mirjana's fervent wish that Dona
Ysabel might somehow attend. Because of

Teodoro's death the celebration would be sub-

dued compared to other years, she was told,

but the castillo would nevertheless celebrate

the birth of Christ.

The sefiora was still in mourning, and often

Mirjana would come into her room and find

her cheeks tear stained. She was thinking of

Teddy, Mirjana knew, and would sit near her
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just holding her hand and reminiscing about

the boy. She told her of Teodoro's new friend

from the village, Antony, and how Ruy said

he and Pietro had become friends at a similar

age. Ilena and Gormaz's baby, Manuel, had
been a particular favorite of young Teddy's.

She believed Dona Ysabel was laughing when
she recounted how the boy had been so fright-

ened to hold the infant, and how just when
he'd gained confidence and was so proud of

it, Manuel rewarded him by leaving a dark,

wet patch on the knee of his chausses.

Ruy's mother seemed to take comfort in

hearing about Teddy, and Mirjana under-

stood. Not to talk of him would seem almost as

though the boy had never existed, and Dona
Ysabel would have been left adrift in a sea

of lonely grief. To know that grief was shared

by others who had loved the boy was to make
it easier to bear.

Mirjana did not speak of the festivities being

planned because she did not want to rush the

sefiora into something she was not ready to

meet. However, the sefiora was awake for

longer periods of time, and her facial muscles

had relaxed somewhat. She had regained the

use of her forearm and three fingers on her

hand. While slight, it proved the sefiora was

indeed on the mend, and while she might

never regain full use of her faculties, she was
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not going to die like a vegetable left too long

on the vine. Her vocabulary had increased to

several words spoken clearly, while others

were still muddled, and most frustrating of

all, often the correct word she was seeking

just would not come to her.

"Princess, have you given any thought to

your Christmas gifts?" Tanige asked one af-

ternoon as she was bringing fresh laundry into

the chamber Mirjana shared with Ruy. "It is

custom, signifying the gifts of the three kings

brought to the Christ child." Although chil-

dren of Islam, Tanige and Mirjana recognized

Christ as being a prophet of God just as Mo-
hammed was a prophet of Allah. "I thought

you would like to give something to Don Ruy
and something to Doiia Ysabel. I wonder what
Luis will give me," Tanige rushed on. "I never

received a gift from a man!"
"Especially a man like Luis?" Mirjana

teased. The change in Tanige was remarkable

and she wondered what had become of that

surly-tongued, too-skinny girl whose features

had always been pinched into a scowl. She

certainly had bloomed, and this inner glow

she carried with her had brought her very

close to a beauty all her own. Satisfied at seeing

Tanige blush prettily, Mirjana asked curi-

ously, "What manner of gifts do they ex-

change? Do you know?"
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"Oranges from the Holy Land and the south

of Spain. You remember the fruits we so took

for granted in Seville? Here, so far to the

north, they are a luxury. Cook tells me Don
Ruy and Dona Ysabel always give oranges and
nuts and a gold coin to each member of the

castillo staff. They seem to think this is more
than generous. I am making a shirt for Luis/'

Tanige added proudly.

"A shirt to be married in, eh Tanige?" Mir-

jana teased but knew a sense of loss at her

own words. It would be wonderful for Tanige

and she would gladly give her her freedom.

But she would miss her and her acid tongue

terribly.

The days moved quickly as the feast of

Christmas approached. Before Mirjana knew
it, Christmas Eve was upon them. Dona Ysa-

bel asked for her rosary to pray with Padre

Tomas. At her own insistence, Padre Juano

had been asked to stay in the village, away
from the castillo. The senora continued to gain

strength and Mirjana and Ruy were both

pleased.

Aromas from the kitchen filled the castillo.

Breads and cakes, liberally spiced with pre-

cious cinnamon and cloves from Mirjana's

caravan, tempted the tongue and pleased the

nostril. Roast lamb and freshly killed chickens

were done to a golden brown, and comple-
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mented the mint jelly and sweet, glazed

oranges. Because the castillo was still in

mourning for Teddy, festivities were kept to

a minimum, but friends were invited to call

— Pietro and Padre Tomas, Luis and Tanige,

Gormaz and Ilena, and of course, the wide-

eyed Manuel who screeched with delight at

the wondrous sight of hundreds of candles and
his first taste of orange.

Holding Manuel on her lap, Mirjana nuzzled

him behind the ear, relishing the sweet baby
fragrance of him. A thought occurred to her

as she remembered Dona Ysabel upstairs alone

in her chamber. She signaled for Ilena to fol-

low her and carried Manuel up the long, stone

staircase to the sefiora's room. Just outside the

door she bit her lip, wondering if she was
doing the woman kindly. Teddy's death had

been less than two months before. Quickly,

she rapped on the door, opening it and peek-

ing in.

"Dona Ysabel ... are you sleeping?" Cau-

tiously, she stepped into the room, finding the

sefiora propped up on her pillows, rosary in

hand. "Pve brought someone to visit with

you."

Dona Ysabel's heart was on her face as she

noticed the baby. Her lips quivered and sad-

ness filled her eyes. Immediately, Mirjana re-

gretted her impulse until the sefiora stretched
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out her arms, beckoning.

Mirjana placed the sleepy Manuel in Dona
Ysabel's arms, standing close should she tire.

Looking down at Manuel, a tear dropped from
her eye, and Dona Ysabel clasped the baby
close to her, lowering her eyelids, remember-
ing perhaps the day when little Teddy had
been brought to her this way.

Tears of grief and shuddering sobs quickly

abated into long sighs of acceptance. Manuel
had released the imprisoned emotions the

senora had been unable to express. She fondled

the babe's cheeks, kissing the top of his curly

head and making cooing sounds. Manuel
looked up at her with round, dark eyes, purs-

ing his tiny mouth into a round "O" and then

yawning. Slowly, his eyes closed, feeling com-
pletely safe and adored in these strange arms.

Dona Ysabel looked up at Mirjana with

gratitude. "You always think of me. Always
know what I need." The words were simple

but the emotions behind them were so deep.

The look, the words, were both expressions

of a kind of love the senora was as yet unable

to express. And there was a promise there that

some day soon, she would be able to tell this

peaceful woman whom her son had brought

to the castillo that she loved her and was grate-

ful to her and knew herself to be undeserving

of this dedication Mirjana so willingly gave.
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• • •

It was well past the witching hour when
Ruy and Mirjana bade their guests farewell

and climbed the stairs to their chamber. A
soft, light snow had begun to fall and the earth

seemed hushed and solemn. After making cer-

tain that Dona Ysabel slept peacefully, Ruy
smiled down at Mirjana and lightly touched

her hand.

In their chamber the fire in the hearth

glowed cheerily, throwing golden light into

the room. Mirjana prepared for bed, slipping

into one of her gossamer sheer nightdresses,

and sat on the edge of the bed brushing her

thick, light titian hair into a silky sheen. It

was then Ruy handed her a small parcel. "I

wanted to give you something that would
have some meaning. Something that holds

special meaning for me . . ."he stammered.

"I know you are not of my faith and . .
."

The words were awkward, terribly difficult

for him, and Mirjana silenced his shyness with

a kiss.

"Hush," she told him. Carefully, she un-

wrapped the tiny parcel and stared down at

the shiny object in her hand. She knew im-

mediately what it was and what it meant for

Ruy to part with it. Teddy's gold cross. Tears

blurred her eyes. "Truly, you could not have

chosen better. I will treasure it always. Al-
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though, I fear my gift to you is less than grand.

Selfish, even." She reached beneath the pillow

and withdrew a tiny carved box, and watched

with anxious eyes as he opened the gift.

Ruy seemed astonished. His breath seemed

to rush from his chest. "Who did this?" he

whispered.

"My father had it commissioned when I was
sixteen. I had no idea what to give you."

Ruy held the disc-shaped medallion of gold

which was minted in Mirjana's likeness. He
had never seen anything more beautiful. Every

line, every nuance of her face was etched into

the gleaming surface.

"My father, Miitadid, had these commis-
sioned for each of his children. One for the

child and one for himself. I prayed you would
like it."

"Like it, Mirjana, it is exquisite. Just as you
are." His voice was hushed, barely audible.

Later, in bed beside him, Mirjana nestled

against his warmth and murmured softly,

"This is all I will ever want."

They loved one another with tender care,

deliberately prolonging these precious mo-
ments and giving themselves over to the glo-

rious waves of pleasure they created. They
touched and knew each turn and curve of each

other's bodies, knew where the pleasure cen-

ters were to be found, and yet they explored
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and tasted each one as though for the first

time. The familiarity between them increased

rather than diminished their delight and hun-
ger for each other. Their passions were deep
and fiery, and their tenderness was created

out of beauty and caring. In the half light of

the room they touched, kissed, and caressed,

watching the responses of the other. Together

they boarded their own crystal starship and
rode the heavens beneath the silvery sails.

Their room was a launching place where they

began their journey in each other's arms be-

fore flying off to those elating heights where
only lovers are welcomed.

Ruy lay awake long after Mirjana nestled

herself to sleep in the crook of his arm. In

those long hours before the winter dawn Ruy
looked down into his clenched hand. Slowly,

he opened his fingers and saw the medallion

she had given him. Mirjana slept peacefully,

unaware of the tautening of his muscles.

He felt his teeth clench and an alien sen-

sation in the pit of his belly, a feeling of ill

boding.

A primal savageness to protect swept
through him as, with a pantherlike move-
ment, he turned and brought Mirjana to rest

against the full length of his body, waking her.

Startled, she gasped, "What is it? What's hap-

pened?"
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"It is nothing. A foolish dream. Go to sleep,

little one," he said huskily, straining to keep

the alarm from his voice.

Making little kitten noises, Mirjana settled

again into sleep even as Ruy watched her. His

thoughts throbbed through his head, his jaw

ached from clenching his teeth. You are mine,

Mirjana, and none in this world could love

you as I do. These were the words he could

never speak aloud, could not dare to utter.

Even as he held her in his arms he had no
illusions of where she would rather be if given

the choice. Home, among her own, in Seville.

He had taken her by default and had come
to love her. She began as his captive, his pris-

oner, and he had become hers instead. Even
while he made love to her, felt her receive and

give in return, he knew she was not truly his.

Soon now, he would tell her she was free to

go back to her home, no longer to be aban-

doned by her family, no longer unwanted and

displaced. How he would part with her he did

not know. But he would have these cold winter

months before the burst of spring to ready

himself. Suppressing an aching urge to

awaken her, to take her again, to will her to

feel his love for her, Ruy forced his eyes shut

to tempt sleep.

The next morning when Mirjana straight-

ened the bed covers and the fur throws, she
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was stunned to find the medallion beneath
Ruy's pillow. She smiled as she put the gold

cross beneath her own pillow, patting it into

place. The smile stayed in her heart for the

remainder of the day. To deny she was happy
would be to deny her next breath. She wanted
more, much more, she knew. Paradise would
be complete if only she could tell him how
she loved him. If only she could hope one day
he could love her in return. So often, while

lying in his arms, feeling him come to the cen-

ter of her, invading her and possessing her

with himself, she had had to bite back the

words that threatened to spill from her lips.

She would not torment herself with these

thoughts. For now, they were together, and
that was all that mattered.

Winter gave itself over to spring. A new,

warmer sun shone on the land and the rains

seemed to nourish the earth rather than to sap

it. Planting was under way and new people

were passing through Bivar, urged by the

promise of kinder weather to make the jour-

ney from their homes to do business in this

new and burgeoning town. It was a time for

growth, both for the earth and for Mirjana.

On those first warm days at the beginning

of May, Dofia Ysabel was able to be brought

down to the garden. She would sit for hours

praying her rosary or visiting with new friends

535



from the village. She damned those long and
lonely years when propriety prevented her

from seeking companionship. Her pride in her

station and breeding had prevented her from
associating with "peasants." Now, those same
women proved to be her greatest friends, and
Dona Ysabel realized that being a woman
brought its own kind of sisterhood that could

not be barred by rank and pride.

When she prayed, Dona Ysabel always in-

cluded Mirjana in her prayers. Padre Juano
would have said it highly unlikely that the

Heavenly Father would bless the heathen

princesa, but Dona Ysabel knew differently.

Hadn't Mirjana's own prayers been an-

swered to save the sefiora's life and make her

well? Dona Ysabel quickly disregarded Padre

Juano, now thinking him a vicious zealot. How
could she have approved of the young priest

for her own confessor? Worse, how could she

have betrayed both Ruy and Mirjana by ar-

ranging that farce of a marriage with Himena?
Although Ruy never mentioned it, she knew
he was aware of what she had done. For Ruy,
it had been bad enough to betray her own son,

but what she had done to Mirjana would never

be forgiven, most of all by herself. If there

was ever a love so pure and deep as Mirjana's

for Ruy, Dona Ysabel could not believe it.

The princesa's caring and tenderness for Ruy
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and for everyone connected with him were
given unselfishly and without reservation.

No flesh-and-blood daughter could have
done more for the sefiora than Mirjana. She
knew how ill she had been and how Mirjana
had fought to bring her back from the grip

of death. For her reprieve here on earth she

had to make amends for her wretched treat-

ment of the princesa. The sefiora hurried with

her prayers so she would be ready when Mir-
jana brought Ilena and the babe, Manuel, to

see her. For a brief time she would hold the

babe who was growing stronger and bigger

every day and remember her own boys when
they were babes. There were still shadows of

grief in her heart for Teddy; there always

would be. No mother could lose a child and
not grieve. But she knew that life must go

on and with Mirjana's help she seemed to be

able to find some joy in each day.

Mirjana went down to the stable yard to

wait for Gormaz to bring Ilena and Manuel
in the cart. How warm and wonderful the sun

felt after the brutal winter. Life was good.

Tanige was in love and anticipating marriage.

Dona Ysabel was recovering more rapidly than

she ever dared hope. And a niggling voice

prompted, as Mirjana smiled to herself, I think

there is a new life growing within me. A child.

Ruy's child. So far it was only a suspicion,
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a hope that she dare not mention. Soon, soon

she would know.
Looking up at the position of the sun, she

realized she was early. Gormaz could not pos-

sibly bring Ilena and the babe so soon after

midday. Sighing with disappointment, she

walked to the back side of the stables, care-

fully lifting the hem of her skirt to keep it

from the dust. It would be cooler back here,

out of the sun. Settling herself on a long, rough

bench placed against the cool, stone wall of

the stable, she noticed the wooden shutters

had been opened to admit the spring breezes.

Voices were sounding from inside the struc-

ture and she heard her name mentioned.

"Have you told the princesa?" Pietro asked.

"What kind of fool question is that?" Ruy
demanded. "You saw how she was when she

learned I had married Himena!"
"It is an honest question. If you have not

told her, I suppose I should have asked if you

plan to tell her?"

"There's no need," came the gruff reply.

"You can hardly keep it a secret, Ruy. It

is not every day that El Cid, Compeador,
becomes a father. Pity the child was a girl,

perhaps a son would give you reason for

pride." Pietro's voice was cutting, almost

malicious, but Mirjana was not aware of the

sarcasm he spewed. She only heard that
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Himena had given birth — to Ruy's child!

Stumbling, Mirjana retraced her steps,

wanting to be as far away from Ruy as pos-

sible. She didn't think it possible to be so

shattered. Her world was crumbling about
her. Whatever Ruy had replaced had been lost

to her. Ruy and Himena had a child. Hardly
aware of herself, she covered her stomach pro-

tectively. There were no tears. None would
come. She was dead. As dead as Teddy.

Unknown to Ruy and Pietro that Mirjana

had overheard, they continued their conver-

sation in the dim of the stable while Ruy cur-

ried Liberte.

"A son would certainly have changed these

circumstances," Ruy sneered, his mouth
turning down into an ugly line. "If the child

had been a son, I would have had to expose

Himena for the adulteress she is. Do not think

for one moment this child is mine. I may be

a fool, my friend, but I can count as well as

any man. I have already inquired as to this

child's birth date, and even one as ignorant as

myselfknows no woman is pregnant for eleven

months. Bah! Since Himena has given birth

to a daughter it makes little difference to me
that the child carry the name Diaz. If she lives

to marry, I will make a proper dowry for her

and be done with it. If it were a son, he would
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be my heir and that I would never allow."

Pietro blinked. "You will allow yourself to

be cuckolded?"

"What choice have I? You forget, Himena
is godchild to Alphonso. To bring scandal

upon her is to dishonor the royal family. My
relationship with the king is strained as it is,

and to bring a mark against his house would
bode ill not only for me but for all of Bivar

and everyone I love. No, it is better to leave

it this way. And I tell you again, Pietro, that

child is none of mine!"

"And you are not going to tell Mirjana;

you will let her discover for herself there is

a child who is not yours yet was born of your

marriage nonetheless?"

Ruy clapped the curry brush onto Liberte's

hide with such force, the animal balked.

Mirjana will never know!" Ruy exploded.

You forget, spring is upon us and Hassan

has agreed to take her back. The weather

warms and promises to hold. She'll soon be

on her way back to Seville."

"I see. And is the princesa aware of this?

Have you told her Hassan will have her

back?" A speculative look came into Pietro's

eyes.

"Soon, I will tell her. Stop plaguing me,

you bastard! Leave me to my own life and

stay out of it!"
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Pietro smiled as he left the stable. He
wondered if Ruy was aware of how deeply

he loved Mirjana, and Pietro had a sack of

dinars that said Ruy would never permit Mir-
jana to leave.

In the cool dim of the stable, Ruy pressed

his brow against Liberte's arching neck. It had
never left his mind that he owed it to Mirjana

to tell her Hassan would welcome her back

to Seville. He had thought of it constantly and
his head ached from the weight of it. Plans

were being made for a birthday celebration

for him, and he must tell her before then. He
could not allow her to make another kind and
loving gesture while she still thought herself

homeless and at Ruy's mercy. She shared his

bed, made his house a home, and tenderly

cared for him and his own. And she thought

herself his prisoner when, in truth, everyone

who felt her touch of kindness became her

captive — and none more than himself.

She sat propped in bed, watching Tia Con-

suela tend her newborn daughter. It was a

pretty child, or so everyone told her, but she

had little affection for it. The pregnancy had

been so long, eternal, bloating her almost from

the beginning of it, making her sick each and

every day. She had been so clumsy, she who
had always been so slim and wraithlike. In
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the beginning when Himena had first discov-

ered she was with child she had panicked, not

knowing what to do. She knew, without a

doubt, this was not a child of Don Rodrigo

Ruy Diaz, but a product ofDon Diego's hast-

ily planted seed. Since the night of her wed-
ding she had had two monthly fluxes and
was probably into a third when the bleeding

ceased, never to come again till now, after the

birth of the babe.

While she had cursed her sudden, huge bur-

geoning, it had been a blessing all the same.

Tia Consuela had looked at her swelling mid-

riff and counted on her fingers, deciding that

Himena was correctly blossoming for her sixth

month ofpregnancy. In truth, it had only been

the fourth month. No, this was not a child

of Ruy, but to declare this fact would be to

ostracize herself from society. When the nine

months had passed since the wedding and she

was into her seventh month, Himena had tried

everything she knew to produce labor. If she

had been warned to stay off her feet, she prac-

ticed running up and down the stairs when
no one was looking. When she had been told

not to lift anything larger than a loaf of bread,

she spent long hours in her chamber straining

to lift the foot of her huge, wooden bed. And
still the brat had not come! Treacherous fate!

Still, no one had approached her with ques-
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tions. For that, at least, she was thankful. It

was well-known that she had not shared a bed
with her husband since the beginning of June
the year before, and a pregnancy to last into

the eleventh month was unheard of, or so she

was told. However, it was not up to her family

to pronounce a verdict. No one could con-

demn her before Ruy, and so far, she had
heard nothing. She knew he was told of the

birth; Tio Bernardo had written the letter

himself.

Now, all she could do was wait. Perhaps

Ruy Diaz, El Cid, Compeador, was not quite

as smart as he looked. Or perhaps he was for-

getful of dates. Or perhaps, by writing the

letter immediately, he had assumed the child

was older than she was, since it was the custom
not to announce a birth until it was fairly cer-

tain the child was sound and would live. There

had been time enough for Ruy to make his

intentions known. But she had heard nothing

aside from a vague missive from him, saying

he wished both she and her child well. Bah!

It was as formal and indifferent as anything

she might receive from a distant relative.

Tia Consuela coddled the baby, offering the

infant a cossette ofhoneycomb wrapped in clean

linen. The wet nurse had not arrived for the

feeding and the babe was fretful. Himena's milk,

if she had ever had any, had long since dried.
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An anxious unsettling was descending upon
her. Even should Ruy believe this child to be

his, a daughter was no accomplishment. If

she had only had a son, an heir. That would
have put him in her debt, at least. It would
have assured her of his continued support,

and perhaps, to have his son close to him,

he would have brought both of them to the

castillo on the outlands in the peasant town
of Bivar. She would not have liked living away
from the city, away from the pleasantries of

society, but sleeping each night with her hus-

band would be ample compensation.

Another thought had been plaguing her, one

more dire and dangerous. Mayhaps it was a

blessing the child was a girl. If the babe had

been a son, Ruy might be more rigorous in

determining whether or not the child was
his. A son would inherit the lands in Bivar

and Ruy's title, not something a man took

lightly. It was just possible that Ruy suspected

this was not his product, but cared to spare

himself and his family the scandal of declaring

the child a bastard and exposing his wife's

adultery. Yes, it was just as well the child was
a girl, Himena decided, knowing the power
of the man with whom she trifled.

Yet, it was his own fault! Even now, just

thinking about him, she could feel the heat

in her blood rise. She had never known a man
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like him, and now, considering her adventures

and experience, was doubting she ever would.

Was she then destined to go from man to man
as she had immediately following her disas-

trous wedding, hoping to find one who could

make her feel what Ruy had?

The babe screamed in hunger, the sound
irritating Himena. In a sense she commis-
erated with the child. She was learning what
it was to be denied something that she hun-
gered for. With the babe it was the breast;

with Himena it was Ruy.

Mirjana had gone about her duties, talking,

smiling, pretending her heart had not broken.

Only Dona Ysabel was aware of this change

in her, in the sudden shadows in her soft, gray

eyes, in the slight lowering of her chin. It was

growing late and Dona Ysabel listened to Mir-

jana read from her book of poems. Tonight,

it was several quatrains from Omar Khayyam.
It was from the Rubaiydt and the sefiora loved

to hear Mirjana read it. But tonight, there was

a strange tremor in her voice and a heavy sad-

ness seemed to overlay the reading.

There was the Door to which I found

no Key;

There was the Veil through which I might

not see:
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Some little talk awhile of ME and
THEE

There was — and then no more of

THEE and ME.

Yet Ah, that Spring should vanish with

the Rose!

That Youth's sweet-scented manuscript

should close!

The Nightingale that in the branches

sang,

Ah whence, and whither frown again,

who knows!

"What troubles you child?" Dona Ysabel

asked quietly, measuring Mirjana with her

eyes, waiting for her answer, seeing her trem-

ble instead. "Why do you sit here with me
when you should be with Ruy? Surely, he

waits for you?"

It was true. Mirjana had prolonged this eve-

ning with the sefiora. She would have done
anything to save herself from being alone with

Ruy. More than anything, she feared she could

not keep what she had overheard a secret,

afraid she would condemn him with the birth

of his first child. Worse, she did not want his

pity or to have him see how painful it was

to her that his child had not been birthed by
her.
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"Go to bed, Mirjana. You need your sleep/'

Doiia Ysabel told her fondly, reaching out to

pat her hand. She wanted to take Mirjana into

her arms, to hold her head against her breast

and let her cry until she could cry no more.

But it would do the girl a disservice when
she was obviously straining to keep her com-
posure. When the door closed behind Mirjana,

the sefiora leaned back onto her pillows and
closed her eyes. Another quatrain from Kay-
yam came to her mind and she brushed away
a regretful tear.

The Moving Finger writes; and, having

writ,

Moves on: nor all your Piety nor Wit
Shall lure it back to cancel half a Line,

Nor all your Tears wash out a Word of

it.

What was done was done, and there was

no help for it. The sefiora would pay for her

cruelties with the sharp pangs of conscience.

But it was only the tomorrows that ever really

counted for anything. She hoped that Ruy
would know this and follow his heart and be-

lieve in Mirjana's.

Mirjana slipped into the chamber, grateful

to find Ruy asleep. She could hear his soft,
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even breathing as she slipped off her robe and
climbed into the bed, careful not to waken
him. She had thought of moving once again

to the tower room, but it would require an

explanation to Ruy, and she feared that once

pressed, she would not be able to keep her

counsel. As she lay back against the pillows,

he sensed her presence, reaching for her to

bring her against him. Involuntarily, she shud-

dered.

"Are you cold?" he asked, startling her,

dashing her hopes that he would sleep.

"A little," she answered, knowing the truth

in her words. She was cold, cold as death,

and no fire would ever warm her again.

As his hands found her breasts and his lips

sought her mouth, Mirjana felt herself with-

draw from him, not by movement of body
nor by shrinking of flesh, but deeper, so deep

that her breath caught in her chest and an

ache in her heart deadened her to all other

sensation.

Ruy sank back onto the bed. Something was
wrong, terribly wrong. He had taken her into

his arms, made love to her, desperately tried

to evoke her responses to no avail. She had

withdrawn from him totally, giving only the

use of her body, withholding her emotions.

Her movements had been wooden, like a

puppet's, reacting only in reflex. His hand
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reached under his pillow to grasp the medal-

lion with her likeness engraved on it. She had
been as lifeless as this, he thought. Beautiful,

golden, but unlike the medallion, she had not

warmed under his touch. So, at last the time

had come. At last, she had had enough of him
and she was homesick for her people and her

rightful place to belong.

Mirjana lay with her back turned to Ruy.

His lovemaking had been as tender and artftil

as ever, but something in her, some part of

her defenses, refused to allow her to respond.

It will be better, she told herself, squeezing

back a tear. I learned to live with his mar-

riage, and I will learn to live with the existence

of Himena's child.

549



CHAPTER 16

Because Dona Ysabel was on the mend and
Mirjana was able to spend more time doing

other things, Tanige was free to spend all of

her free time with Gormaz's family and Luis.

If she sensed a mood swing, a depression in

Mirjana, she put it down to overwork and

worry about the sefiora. Even Dofia Ysabel

had cautioned Mirjana to rest more, eat bet-

ter, and at one point had even accused her

of burning the candle at both ends. Tanige

was certain the princess would snap out of

it now that the lovely weather was here to

stay. It was hard to believe that she and
Mirjana had arrived in Bivar more than a year

ago. So much had happened, so much had

changed. The month of June was just around

the bend, and it was only this time last year

Don Ruy was preparing for his attendance at

King Alphonso's coronation. Soon, it would
be one year since he had married that woman
named Himena. Tanige scowled. There were
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times she would have cheerfully killed Ruy
for the pain he had brought to Mirjana, and
she did not like to remember.
Tanige felt she could see signs that Luis was

about to ask her to marry him. Delirious with
joy, she had confided in Ilena who had smiled

and rocked her baby. The princess would not

stand in her way, refusing to release Tanige
from her service. On the contrary, Mirjana

would hug her and wish her all the happiness

in the world. A pity that Don Ruy could not

marry Mirjana because, unlike the men of

Islam, he could not go against the laws and
faith of Spain. Tanige frowned and tried to

recall when it was she had noticed Mirjana's

low spirits. Shame washed over her. Here she

had been so caught up in her own affairs, she

had not really noticed. Perhaps a word in con-

fidence to Dona Ysabel to have a word with

Don Ruy, saying the princess seemed tired,

out of sorts, looking drawn. A mother could

say these things to a son. Another frown, this

one deeper, drawing deep lines across Tanige's

forehead, as she gasped, "Impossible!" She re-

fused to put a name to her dread for Mirjana.

Yes, there was something definitely amiss.

Lately, whenever the princess smiled, it was

with her lips, never her eyes.

It irked Tanige that only moments ago she

had been so happy, and now, thinking about
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Mirjana, she felt out of sorts and guilty —
guilty about leaving the castillo and Mirjana

to spend a wonderful afternoon with Luis.

How could she enjoy the baby and Ilena's

company now that she was worried? Dejected,

she plopped down in an unladylike position

onto a bench and contemplated her feet. Sigh-

ing wearily, she picked at the fabric of her

dress. What could she do? Of late, Mirjana

had held her own counsel, not seeming to

want to discuss anything, save Dona Ysabel

and her recovery. She was not happy, of that

Tanige was certain. What to do? First, she

would approach Dona Ysabel. Then, and only

then, would she go off to Ilena's. She must
go, Tanige told herself, soothing her guilt.

After all, she must invite them to the banquet

Dona Ysabel was planning for Don Ruy's

birthday.

Later that afternoon, Ruy paced the length

and breadth of his office. Angrily, he kicked

and lashed out at the base of his desk. When
the pain ripped up his leg and thigh, he
smacked one fist into the other. As if he

needed his mother to call him to her chamber
to tell him Mirjana seemed unhappy. Of
course she was unhappy! Certainly, she was
unhappy! Did he not know this? Did it not

tear at his heart each night in bed when he

took her into his arms, and he felt that hesitant
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withdrawal? Not of her body, never with her

body. She repaid him for her keep with her

body! It was an inner withdrawal, something
intangible, and it was tearing him to pieces.

Pietro entered Ruy's office and waited to

be acknowledged. He saw the tightness around
his friend's mouth and the pain in his nar-

rowed eyes. It had been days, weeks really,

since a smile had crossed Ruy's face.

"Pve made up my mind, Pietro. Send a mes-
senger to Hassan telling him she will begin

her journey back to Seville before the week
is out."

Shock marked Pietro's burly features. How
haunted Ruy was, how desolate he appeared.

"Have you thought this through, friend? Are
you certain this is the wise course of action?"

Seeing Ruy's sudden anger, Pietro stood his

ground. "You aren't thinking clearly, Ruy.

You know as well as I you want Mirjana here

with you and not on the other side of Spain.

Ruy, I beg you, spare yourself a rash deci-

sion." Pietro's tone was brotherly and con-

cerned for his boyhood friend. It wounded
him to see Ruy so tormented.

"I have made the decision and it is final."

Ruy seemed to gulp back a lump in his throat

before addressing Pietro again. "Now, have

you come here for a reason? And if you men-
tion Mirjana's name to me, I swear I'll choke
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the life out of your body!"

"What else is there to discuss?" Pietro

snarled. "Nothing else occupies your mind,

nothing and no one else matters! I have been

following your every command, seeing to your

every wish, and I am sick of it. I have my
own life to attend. I am only too happy to

hand your affairs back to you. Get yourself

in hand and then we will talk."

"I think you are forgetting whom you are

addressing, Pietro," Ruy stormed arro-

gantly.

"On the contrary, I remember only too well.

It has been too long since you've carried out

your duties instead of delegating me to do

them for you. Bivar has grown, or have you
not noticed? Life moves on, Ruy, and there

are many things that need your attention. I've

done my best, but I cannot walk in your

shoes. If you are jackass enough to send Mir-

jana away, then do it and spare me your self-

pity!"

Ruy glowered at Pietro, his fists itching to

beat him, to crack his face into fragments, but

he knew his friend was always his friend and
only spoke the truth. Self-pitying fool, he had
called him, and he was right. Without another

word to his defense, Ruy strode from the

room without a backward glance. He could not

meet Pietro's eyes until he had indeed taken
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himself in hand, and the sooner the better.

His heels pounded the corridor like the beats

of a drum. What he wanted no longer mat-
tered. It was what Mirjana wanted, needed,

that mattered and only that. If returning to

Seville was what would make her happy and
what she had wanted all along, he would not

stand in her way. She would hate him if she

learned she could have returned months ago,

and he had kept her for his own selfish pur-

poses. He would free her, stand aside and
watch her go.

Tomorrow was the birthday celebration

Dona Ysabel planned for him. It was as good

a place as any to make his announcement.

There would be people around, and he would
be forced to hold himself back from begging

Mirjana to stay with him. It would be all he

could do to handle the happiness on Mirjana's

beloved face when she heard the news. She

would have a week to leave, one last week
with her, his heart mourned. It would take

that long, at least, to strip the castillo of all

she had brought into it. He intended, as far

as was possible, that she return to Seville with

everything she had brought.

Now, he would go to work. Pietro was right.

Too long he had wallowed in self-pity.

Throwing himself into his affairs was what he

needed. He had decided what was best for
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Mirjana. But never, never for him!

Mirjana heard Ruy creep into their room.

He had stayed far too late over his accounts,

and she could smell the sourness of too many
goblets of wine as he entered. She wondered,

not for the first time, if his depression was
an imagined echo of her own or was one of

his own making. He slipped into the ante-

room she had made into a bath, and she heard

him washing and rinsing his mouth. When he

returned, she was aware of the scent of her

own perfumed soap on his skin.

Tonight will be better, she told herself. To-
night she would fight this demon, this foolish

pride, and give herself to him, totally as she

always had. Enough of false pride.

Even before Ruy slid into bed, she was in

his arms, holding him, nuzzling her lips

against his chest. All would be well again, she

told herself; if Ruy needed her, she would be

here for him. Always. Until he sent her away.

This last sudden thought had occurred with

such surprise it left her shaking.

"Here, sweet, are you cold?
5
' he asked so-

licitously, wrapping his arms around her.

She had no words, only a deep-rooted need

for him. Her insecurity made her the aggres-

sor, willing him with every fiber of her body
to know how deeply she loved him, begging
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him with her kisses, never, ever to send her

away.

She brought him down onto the bed, press-

ing him back against the sweet-scented pil-

lows, kneeling over him. Her hands followed

the sinewy lines of his broad chest to the slim-

mer, cat-like sleekness of his narrow hips and
flat belly. She thought him magnificent and
told him so, whispering in a throaty voice that

invited his passions. She caressed him, fondled

him, bringing him to full arousal. In the half

light of the room she appreciated the sight

of him, the dark, soft patches of hair leading

the eye to the power of his manhood. She loved

him, kissing him in the most intimate places,

in the pits of his arms, in the hollows where
thigh joined hip, in the valley beneath his belly

where the hair was coarser and more erotic

to her lips. She grazed his chest with her

breasts, awakening their tips to hard points

that teased his hands and enticed his tongue.

She covered him with herself, rubbing against

him in a silent plea that he take her, that she

could wait no longer.

When she began to lay down, taking him
with her, he protested, again pulling her atop

of him, rendering himself up to her delicious

mouth as it moved over his flesh, tantalizing

him until he groaned, "Love me, Mirjana. You
take me!"
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She took him into her, feeling him enter

her all at once, not in tender gradual stages

as when he was atop her. Her knees bent,

kneeling over him, lowering herself onto him,

taking him deep, moving against him.

He kissed her breasts, her mouth. His hands

were in her hair, on her face, touching, kiss-

ing. He held her with his eyes, kissed her with

his eyes, watching her, fascinated by her, los-

ing himself in her, unaware of anything ex-

cept the hot caress of her engulfing his flesh.

His irreversible response dictated the driving

thrust of his sex, the motion of his hips under

her, the fullness of her weight atop him. Des-

perately, he drew her to him, molding her

body to his own. This was the last time he

would hold her, love her. And when she heard

his sob she thought it was a sound of passion

spent.

Mirjana hurried up the staircase from the

great hall to the long and winding corridor

leading to the master chamber to bathe and

dress for Ruy's birthday celebration. Even
Dona Ysabel was primping and preening with

Dulcimea's help. The year's mourning for

Teddy was not yet over, and so it would be

a small gala with only the closest of friends.

So busy with her preparations, Mirjana was

unaware of any difference in the room. But
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as she bathed and laid out her garments, she

began to notice small changes. The shock,

when it hit her, was like a blow to her middle.

Her indrawn breath exploded into a long,

tortured sigh. Ruy's shaving materials had
been removed. Ruy's boots were gone. His
clothes had been taken away. Hastily, she

wrapped herself in a long towel and raced into

the bedroom. In a frenzy of panic, she ripped

back the coverlet and pillows. The medallion

was gone.

She sank onto the edge of the bed. So, it

had come, at last. Ruy was done with her.

Her head dropped to her hands, her back

curved in an expression of deepest sorrow.

Ruy was done with her.

All the energy was driven from her, and

she thought it would be impossible to move,

to even breathe. Still, she knew she must
dress, must make an appearance at the birth-

day celebration. Because of Dona YsabePs

eager anticipation it would be necessary for

her to behave normally. Normally! What
could ever be normal after this?

Last night, Mirjana thought as her hand

reached to stroke the pillow where Ruy slept,

only last night she had brought herself to

overcome the withdrawal, the rejection she

was feeling. She remembered the sudden, un-

expected thought of Ruy sending her away,
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of leaving her, and how she had shuddered.

But she also remembered what she had be-

lieved was love, hoped was love. And now
she knew. The news that Ruy was now a father

brought out his paternal instincts. It was nat-

ural, after all, that he would want to make
a home for the child, a home including both

himself and Himena. In that home there was
no place for her. A chill settled over her with

the knowledge that she was homeless and
abandoned once again. Only this time it was

worse, much worse. She was being abandoned

by Ruy, the only man she ever really loved,

and the father of the child growing in her

womb.
The guests were already gathering in the

great hall below — Gormaz, Ilena, and little

Manuel, Luis and Tanige. Padres Tomas and

Juano were present as was Pietro; and, of

course, Dona Ysabel. Mirjana immediately

went to stand behind the sefiora's chair. Ruy
was already at the head of the table, and Mir-

jana wondered if it was her imagination or if

he really was avoiding her questioning gaze.

Everyone chattered happily, congratulating

Ruy on his birthday and presenting him with

small gifts which he accepted with obvious

embarrassment. The entire scene seemed to

pass before Mirjana as though seen through

a veil. While she conversed and smiled and
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made attempts to taste the food put before

her, her soul and consciousness were trapped
in a world of disbelief.

Ruy rose, his goblet of mead held high, to

make the first toast to his mother. Dona Ysa-

bel nodded graciously, smiling proudly at her

son.

How haggard he looked, Mirjana thought.

His smile appeared to be pasted onto his face.

Still, he had not met her eyes. Dona Ysabel

seemed to be the only one to notice this change

in Ruy, and she covered Mirjana's trembling

hand with her own beneath the table.

Ruy was speaking. She must give him her

attention. "This is a day for twofold celebra-

tion. Dona Ysabel has complimented me with

this fiesta, and I wish to thank her for her

love and the honor she gives me." He bowed
slightly in the sefiora's direction. Goblets were

raised in Dona Ysabel's honor.

"And now for the second reason for cele-

bration. It is now possible for Princesa Mirjana

to return to Seville with her bother Hassan's

blessings. She will be leaving in less than a

week. In a manner of speaking, this is fare-

well.

"

Mirjana was frozen as though carved from

stone. Dona Ysabel and Ilena gasped aloud,

the sefiora's face going from purple to white

and back to mottled purple. Her breathing
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was ragged, uneven, and she stared at her son,

not believing him capable of this cruelty.

It was out of concern for the sefiora that

Mirjana was propelled to action. A gentle hand
was placed on Dona YsabePs shoulder, warn-
ing her to calm herself. No words were spoken

as the women locked eyes.

Mirjana called on every shred of strength

to support herself while answering questions

and hearing her friends' regrets that she

should leave them and Bivar. The most she

could say was that it had been too long since

she had been among her own people, her own
family. When asked about her plans to return

to Bivar, she merely smiled, blinking back

tears, giving some vagary that seemed to sat-

isfy. Only Dona Ysabel's firm grip under the

table gave her the strength to lie this way,

to keep her composure and not to run upstairs

to cry out her misery.

When the initial shock of the announce-

ment had abated and Mirjana was able to

gather her thoughts, she was stricken by the

cruelty Ruy displayed in choosing this method
to inform her he no longer wanted her. But

as she listened to his voice as he spoke with

Gormaz and Pietro, she heard his unconvinc-

ing laughter, his forced jubilance, and the dis-

tracted way he answered questions. It was as

though he were missing a beat, hesitating
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slightly as though not really hearing what was
asked. He pitied her, Mirjana realized. His

method had been cruel, but it also saved her

from humiliation. Here, among all these peo-
ple, he had given her time to absorb his de-

cision, rather than telling her while they were
alone when she would have degraded herself

by begging him to allow her to stay.

Ruy had purposely avoided looking at Mir-
jana as he made his announcement. Though
he be a man, a fearless warrior, he could not

bring himself to see the suffusion of her hap-

piness when she heard. Even afterwards, he

could hardly bring himself to glance at her

as she answered various questions. But he had

heard her vague answers concerning her re-

turn to Bivar. He had not actually expected

her to applaud— she was much too kind for

that type of display — but her eyes seemed

to shine and she was smiling. It was done.

Good. And he had not cracked and shattered.

Here in public, among friends and servants,

he had been restrained from pleading, begging

her not to leave him. The vast hall seemed

to be closing in on him. He wanted to run,

to hide, to be alone with his grief. He could

not remain here in the castillo with Mirjana.

He would plead business in a nearby village.

Like a coward he would run, knowing he

would be unable to say good-bye.
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• • •

Mirjana stood alone near the window in her

chamber watching Ruy ride off into the dis-

tance. Once before she had stood here, at his

request, watching him ride away. Then, he

had gone to marry Himena. Now, he was
probably going to see their child. Her eyes

ached for the sight of him, her heart yearned

for the sound of his voice. Dead. She might

as well be dead. She would never see him
again, and the sun had been stolen from her

life. She wished she could fall asleep, never

to awaken. A taste of deadly nightshade. A
taste of oblivion. An end to pain, to torment,

to this dreadful beating of her heart which

refused to die although she was already dead.

Had she ever lived? Laughed? Or was she a

spectre, walking this earth and knowing her

doom? Had she already died and no one had

had the grace to bury her?

An overwhelming desire to destroy herself

attacked her. Her fingers raked through her

thick, lustrous hair. Ruy had once said it was
like a curtain of sunshine that draped them
from the world. She bit back a sob; trembling

hands reached for the scissors in her mending
box. Like women from ancient civilizations

when in mourning for the dead, she hacked

at her hair, mercilessly cutting, pulling, the

red-gold curls falling about her shoulders and
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at her feet. If her hair be a woman's glory,

then Mirjana would have none of it!

Holding her tremorous fingers out before

her, she stared at them as though they were
her enemy. Beautiful hands, sensitive hands,

made for touching, for caressing. Ruy had told

her they were gentle and fierce, all at the

same time. Demanding hands. She found the

scissors again, cutting the nails, digging into

the soft fingertips, leaving hard, jagged,

bleeding edges. She ripped her gown from her

body, pulling the fabric, shredding it, leaving

her gasping and panting from the exertion.

There was little that could be done to satisfy

her wish to no longer exist. Regardless ofwhat
she inflicted on herself, of how she tried to

cause her own destruction, she still lived, still

breathed. Total destruction was within her grip

and she denied it. To kill herself would be to

kill Ruy's child and this she would never do.

An inner voice pleaded, fought to be heard:

If you tell Ruy about the child, things will

be different. No! No! He would keep her out

of a sense of obligation. She detested the

thought. If she could not have his love, then

she wanted nothing. She would have Ruy's

child, a part of him, to hold and to love. Al-

ways.

The castillo was in an uproar, from Dona
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Ysabel down to the kitchen cat. Five days and
nights had passed since Don Ruy had made
the announcement of Mirjana's return to Se-

ville. Since that time, Mirjana had refused to

come out of her room and Ruy had ridden

off somewhere.

Several times Dona Ysabel had gone to speak

with Mirjana, her heart aching for the girl who
had taken such loving care of her, a girl she

had come to think of as her daughter. Dif-

ferences were dissolved. Religion and heritage

counted for nothing. This girl, Mirjana, was

deeply loved by the senora, and she cursed her

son for his foolishness and stupidity.

When the senora had seen what Mirjana had

done to her hands and her beautiful hair, she

held open her arms and brought the girl into

them, holding her, soothing her. She had no

answers, only a silent sympathy. Tanige was

sent for to try to rectify the damage done.

Crying, the princesa's serving girl had taken

up the scissors to even out the shorn hair,

and trim and bandage the wounded fingers.

Mirjana allowed herself to be ministered unto,

silently miserable. And now the time had come
for her to leave. The wagons and escort were
ready and all hope was gone.

With a heavy step and heavier heart, Tanige

went to Mirjana. She knew she would find

her sitting silently near the window, staring
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dully into the distance. There was a heart-

stopping fragility about Mirjana that was ac-

centuated by her severely shorn locks that

curled about her face and at the nape of her

neck in glossy ringlets. She looked like a tragic

child, eyes vacant, unaware of her own worth
or beauty.

Throwing open the door, Tanige made her

voice sound cheerful. "Princess, at last the es-

cort is ready. We must make ready to leave.

"

Nothing in the world could bring her to tell

Mirjana that every single item in the store-

house and from the castillo itself that had
been a part of the bridal caravan to Granada

had also been packed for the return trip. "I,

for one, cannot wait to leave this place.

Think, just think, how wonderful it will be

to be home again. Please, Princess, come and

see that I am doing everything the way you
like. I am certain we will have a good journey.

The weather promises to hold."

"J will have a good journey. You, Tanige,

are staying here. Do you think I would ask

you to return with me when Luis is here and

your life is here?" Even while she spoke, her

eyes implored Tanige for answers.

"No, Mirjana. There has been no word
from Don Ruy. " Tanige would have cried for

the injustice of it all, but Mirjana would not

abide her tears.
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"No word/ 3

Mirjana repeated. "Yet there

are enough tears to fill the sea."

Tanige bent before an open trunk, packing

Mirjana's clothes. "Luis has already received

permission from Dona Ysabel to come to Se-

ville with us/' she told Mirjana quietly. "I

would not leave you, Princess, and Luis said

it is time he saw more of the world." There
was no response, and in frustration, Tanige

tried a subject she had been avoiding. "If your

child is a girl, what will you name her?"

Mirjana's eyes widened. "How long have

you known?" Then, desperately, "Does Dona
Ysabel know?"
"Calm yourself, it is neither good for you

nor the child. No, I don't think the sefiora

knows for certain, but I think she suspects.

I asked you," Tanige said again, trying for

a happier subject like the birth of Mirjana's

child, "what will you name the child if it is

a girl?"

"Ysabel Tanige," Mirjana said quietly, the

faintest touch of pride and expectation pen-

etrating her sorrow.

"And a boy?"

"Only one name will do." She glanced

again out the window. "Rodrigo. His father's

name and his grandfather's name. There is

no other."

Mirjana leaned back in her chair, her hand
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placed protectively on her stomach. How re-

lieved she was that Tanige and Luis were
going with her. How wonderful to speak to

someone of the child. It made the babe more
real somehow, bringing her comfort.

Early the next morning there were tears,

embraces, and promises that would never be
kept. There was one last fond embrace for

Dona Ysabel. "Vaya con Dios," the sefiora

whispered bravely. Mirjana motioned for

Tanige and Luis to go ahead to the carriage.

There was one last thing to do. She walked
back into the great hall and up the stairs to

the room where Ruy's belongings had been

moved. The bed was made, looking as though

it had never been slept in. It hadn't, she re-

membered. The same day he had moved his

possessions, he had left the castillo. An eternity

ago. Pulling down the pillow, she saw it there.

The medallion. Before she could change her

mind, she quickly laid Teddy's gold cross be-

side it. It was over. All of it. All the glory and

the pain and the love that would never be.

In the dark hours before dawn, Ruy rode

into the courtyard of the castillo, avoiding the

inquiring eyes of the guardsmen on duty. Even

before letting himself into the great hall he

could feel the desolation from within. Mirjana

569



was gone. And the world had gone mad. He
had seen her leave earlier that morning,
watching from a hilltop as the escort led her

carriage and the wagons out of the village of

Bivar. It had been all he could do not to call

her name, to keep from riding Liberte at

breakneck speed to catch her, to beg her to

stay. All that long day he had sat on that same
hilltop, looking off into the distance, wonder-
ing what would become of him now that his

reason for existing was gone.

He could not find it in him to climb the

stairs. Where would he go? To the master

chamber, where so many memories haunted

the corners? To the room where he had had

himself installed on his birthday? That, too,

was so empty, so meaningless, merely a place

in this vast world where he would find a spare

pair of boots or his lonely, empty bed. Wea-
rily, he sat near the table, throwing his long

legs out before him, waiting for the start of

the new day. A day without Mirjana.

Dona Ysabel came down early that morning,

suspecting she might find Ruy had returned

during the night. She found him before the

hearth in the great hall, ignoring the meal the

kitchen staff had silently placed before him.

Immediately after, Padre Tomas joined them
for his own morning meal, quickly followed

by Pietro.
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The atmosphere in the hall was like a wake
for the dead. Dona Ysabel would not look up
from her place, except to send him black

scowls that made Ruy wish he were some-
where else. Padres Tomas and Pietro seemed
to form a silent conspiracy and spoke in low
tones only to one another. Even when Ruy
addressed them by name, they pretended not

to hear, keeping their eyes downcast.

It was Pietro who finally broke the silence

and stared at him a moment before announcing

that he had never numbered fools among his

friends. He then stood and stalked out of the

hall, his shoulders hunched, his head bowed
low.

Dona Ysabel watched him leave and then

turned to Ruy. She pointed a long, bony finger

and accused, "You have become a wretched

son, Ruy. I mean to pray to God that you

be punished for what you have done. I will

never forgive you. Never!" The word vibrated

in the cavernous hall, echoing from the vaulted

ceiling. "Bah! Take me out of here," she called

to Dulcimea. "I cannot bear to look upon my
son a minute longer!"

Ruy pounded his fist on the table, and Padre

Tomas and the servants scuttled away like rats

leaving a sinking ship. He was alone. He would

always be alone. Without Mirjana there was

nothing but loneliness.
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Ruy leaped from the table and stormed to

his chamber. How neat and spartan it was.

Gone were all traces of Mirjana. Everything

was gone, even the silken pillow on which she

had slept. Something grabbed his throat, mak-
ing it impossible to swallow. Angrily, he ran

his hands through his hair. It was impossible

to remove every trace of someone's existence

but Mirjana had done it. He could not stay

here, ever again. It was haunted by her, by
his love for her.

Banging out the door, he raced through the

corridors until coming to the room he had

taken after moving from the master chamber.

His quick eye saw the pillows tumbled and

disturbed. Like a madman he raced to the bed
and ripped away the cover. There, beside the

medallion he had left, lay the little gold cross.

A gut roar of pain thundered through him.

She was out of his life. Gone. Memories of

her kept flooding his brain and cut like a knife

— the color of her hair in the sun, the softness

of it as it brushed his cheek. Biting on his

fist to quell the explosion of sound that threat-

ened to rip into the silence, he knew not

whether to live or to die. She was out of his

hands. She had come and left him, had slipped

through his grasp like the sands of time. Out
of his life, leaving him bereft and hollow.

Gone!
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Anger and pain charged through him, whirl-

ing him about like a mindless leaf in the au-

tumn wind. He smashed about the room,
beating his fists against the stone walls until

his hands were broken and bleeding. Bellow

after bellow poured from him in a voice he

did not recognize as his own.

He loved her! Loved her! And he had sent

her away! What matter would it have been

if he had begged for her to stay? Did it make
him more of a man to hide his feelings from
the one person who was more important to

him on this earth than any other? Love did

not exist of its own sake! Love needs expres-

sion, words and feelings that he had kept bur-

ied deep inside.

Mirjana! Mirjana! The name kept sounding

in his head. He heard it as he had whispered

it as she had lain in his arms. Then it became

a call, to bring her back, and finally a cry

of desolation.

Mirjana. The loveliest of melodies, and to-

gether they had danced to the moon. She had

come to him soundlessly, softly, taking his

heart by surprise. He knew her voice and had

heard her words, but he had let their true

meaning go past, never really knowing her,

always making assumptions. He loved her.

Loved her and wished he'd found a reason

to make her stay. All the loving, all the god-
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damned loving. The tears and the touching,

all the caring. Perhaps it was not her words
he should have waited to hear. Perhaps it was
her heart he should have listened to.

Pietro found him hours later, lying on the

sterile bed, staring at the medallion and the

tiny cross. He dropped to his knees, putting

himself on eye level with Ruy. "I told you this

morning I had no fools among my friends.

Go after her, Ruy. Do you think she is capable

of such tenderness and kindness if she did not

love you? For a woman like Mirjana a man
would travel the world a thousand times over

to be closer to her. Go, Ruy. But first let me
see your hands." There was awe in his voice

when next he spoke. "The pain must be more
than you can bear. You've broken your
hands."

There was a puzzled expression on Ruy's

tormented face. "Pain?" Even he was as-

tounded to see what he had done to himself.

"I cannot feel it."

"You will, friend. Take my word for it.

Gormaz and I will wrap them for you. Tell

me, have you come to your senses? Will you
go after her?"

"I will not force her to stay with me. I have

no liking to be her jailor and have her come
to me out of duty, out of punishment, or pay-

ment for her keep! She wants to return to Se-
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ville." His tone was pleading, begging Pietro

to tell him all he had said was a lie.

"I saw nothing of this. I saw a woman whose
eyes followed a man whenever he was in sight.

I knew a woman who cared for an old woman
to spare the son the pain of his mother's death.

I heard a woman's voice soft and tender when-
ever she spoke your name. Am I deaf? Am
I blind? Or did you see and hear this too?"

"I saw, I heard. I also know how lonely

she was, how desperately she had wanted to

go back to Seville . .
." Ruy's words hesitated,

trying to recall when it was Mirjana last spoke

of Seville. It had been so long ago he could

not remember. "Pietro, what if Mirjana re-

fuses to come back with me?"
Pietro sighed. "It is up to you to whisper

the honeyed words that will bring her back.

Use your head and listen to your heart, man!

Tell her what you feel. Tell her why you broke

your hands. She will understand."

When you are not alive, the world as you

knew it ceases to exist. Though the blood

pulsed through Mirjana's veins with each beat

of her heart and her limbs moved and her ears

heard, she could not think of herself as being

alive. Alive, life, vita in Latin. Vital. No, she

was none of these things.

Vital was being with Ruy, feeling his gaze
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warm her. Alive was feeling the touch of his

hand upon her cheek or the sound of his voice

laughing. Life was Ruy.

She walked slowly along beside the carriage,

traveling the same roads which had brought

her to Bivar an eternity ago. She had only

to look over her shoulder, and she would see

him, riding toward her, wolfskins ruffling in

the breeze, Liberte's proud black head lifting,

the flash of the sun glinting off his breastplate

armor. As though to tempt both fate and her

dream, and to defy the gods, Mirjana turned

to look at the crest of the hill and blinked

her eyes — blinking again, thinking she was

indeed going mad.

Ruy rode atop Liberte, faster now that the

line of wagons was in sight. He had ridden

for almost three days to find her, and now,

faced with seeing her again, he felt the blood

rush through him, his pulses pounding with

anticipation. Even if she would not have him,

he would speak his heart, at last. Even though

she might refuse to go back with him, he

would tell her of his love for her, only her.

There were things she did not know, did not

understand: Himena, the circumstances of his

marriage, and then the child who carried his

name. Even though she had never asked, he

would tell her.

He was a god, dark-haired and fierce, a war-
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rior in armor, his destrier churning the turf

beneath its hooves as they thundered toward
her. She could see his face, each line and fea-

ture so dear to her and engraved forever on
her memory. She would become an old

woman, and this is how she would always see

him — strong, tall, eyes blazing and arms
reaching for her.

In the space of a minute he was beside her,

pulling hard on Liberte's reins, hooves digging

into the earth. She had only to look at his

face, to hear the sound of her name on his

lips, and she knew he had come for her, to

keep her to himself and never to let her leave

him again. With the quickness of a breath,

she was in his arms, across his lap and atop

Liberte, riding off with him. He had swooped
down like an eagle capturing his prey, flying

off with her to take her to his aerie.

Beneath a copse of trees he drew rein and

wrapped his arms around her, holding her

close to him as though he would never let her

go.

Taking her face in his bandaged hands, he

looked down into her radiant face, seeing her

beauty and boundless love. The tips of his fin-

gers touched the unfamiliar softly cropped

ringlets of her titian-gold hair. Ruy's eyes

seared her face, searching and discovering the

changes in her.
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Violet smudges stained the translucent skin

beneath her eyes. Her mouth, so full and
tempting, trembled with vulnerability. Her
long, glorious hair was shorn like a boy's and

he saw the pitifully bloodied and scabbed fin-

gertips where she had cruelly cut the nails back

beyond the quick.

A cry of pain which could find no escape

or release engulfed him as he crushed her to

him. She had ravaged herself, disfigured her-

self, and the sin was on his soul. Her hair

would grow, the flesh of her fingers would heal

but never the wound to her spirit, and the

fault was his alone. She was in his arms, lean-

ing against him, small and fragile like a child,

and he could feel the deep spine-wrenching

sobs shuddering through her. There could be

no forgiveness for the beast who had crushed

this fragile heart; yet her arms wound around

him, yielding herself up to him, offering her-

self for his love. Giving, always giving.

A blunt-edged axe carved from within and

rendered him helpless to his misery. There
was no need to ask her why, he knew with

an agonizing scourge of recognition. She was

his love and he had made her his victim. The
reality of his cruelty and stupidity convulsed

and punished to the core of his being. He had

broken his hands, and with the same kind of

self-contempt she had robbed herself of the
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symbol of her femininity by ruthlessly cutting

her hair.

His lips were in her hair, on her face, against

her mouth. Over and over he begged her for-

giveness, murmuring his love for her, his need

for her, telling her life meant nothing unless

she shared it with him.

Mirjana's heart sang and sunlight burst into

her soul. She answered his kiss, crying her

love for him. Her hand caressed his cheek,

finding it damp with tears. Surely, they were

her own. He was El Cid, Compeador, and

warriors did not cry.

Lifting her face to his, she saw his eyes,

dark and pensive, brimming with love and

overflowing with tenderness. As her lips

found his in a promise she knew that for all

his power, for all his strength, he would al-

ways be her tender warrior.
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A LARGE PRINTROMANCE

TENDER WARRIOR
Fern Michaels

Watching the caravan assemble beneath
her balcony, Mirjana's heart beat furiously

at the thought of leaving her beloved
home. At the end of the journey to

Granada she would take her place as

Yusuf 's third wife. There must be some
way to escape and still not disgrace her
father, the great Emir of Seville. Devising
a daring plan in which she would pretend
to be the prisoner of El Cid, Compeador,
the Lord Champion, Mirjana had no idea

she would have little pretending to do.

She became his prisoner in every sense—
her love for him so powerful that she

couldn't bear the thought of life without
him . . .
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