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The Omen
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Douro, Portugal — October 31, 1755.

 

The sweet aroma of freshly baked bread mingled with the woody scent of oak barrels, where the wine rested on its journey toward perfection. The soft clinking of teacups interrupted through the steady murmur of the Douro, flowing unseen in the distance, carrying the calm of that golden morning.

The estate of the Barons of ValD’Ouro, home to the renowned Quinta Solar D’Ouro, rose proudly among the rolling vineyards, like a jewel set at the heart of the landscape. The mansion, built of pale stone and noble wood, boasted wide balconies draped in flowering vines and vast windows that reflected the golden light of dawn. Its reddish-tiled roof contrasted harmoniously with the lush green of the vineyards, stretching in perfect rows as far as the eye could see.

Inside, in the spacious breakfast room, sunlight filtered through the light curtains, casting soft shadows across the solid oak table. Crystal glasses, still stained with the ruby hue of the previous night’s wine, rested beside platters of ripe figs, artisanal cheeses, and generous slices of fresh bread.

Sofia and Carlos sat there, their hands intertwined, quietly taking in the beauty of that moment. The silence between them was not empty, but filled with meaning — like a book whose pages had yet to be written.

She, with her fair skin and chestnut hair falling smoothly across her forehead, with softly wavy ends reaching her waist, there was a natural softness about her. Her deep green eyes held the depth of someone who had weathered storms and found strength within herself.

Beside her, he bore the quiet confidence of a man shaped by work and by the land. His light blond hair, always slightly tousled by the valley winds, and his piercing blue eyes resembled the clear skies of cold Douro mornings. A faint golden beard framed his charming smile — the smile of a man who knew how to love and protect.

“Do you hear it?” Sofia murmured, closing her eyes for a moment.

He tilted his head and listened. Beyond the gentle rustling of olive leaves and the distant murmur of the river, a steady rhythm drifted up from the cellar below. It was the sound of barrels being moved by the workers, preparing for another batch of Valverde Reserva — the family’s award-winning red wine, known for its intensity and its aromas of ripe fruit, spices, and a subtle smoky finish.

“The sound of a promise,” he replied, gently tightening his hold on Sofia’s hand.

“Promise?” she arched a brow.

Carlos smiled as he sat at the table, cutting himself a slice of bread and spreading it with a generous layer of butter and cheese.

“Yes. The promise that this land will always give us what we need. As long as there is sun for the vines and water for the river, the Douro will always provide for us.”

Sofia turned her gaze to the landscape before her, where vineyard workers were already scattered among the rows — pruning, gathering, preparing the next great harvest. A quiet ache stirred in her chest, not of fear, but of gratitude.

Life there was not easy. The Douro demanded sweat, patience, and respect. But in return, it offered something no fortune could buy: roots.

And to those who understood their worth, nothing was more precious.

At the heart of that golden morning, Margarete was the very image of childhood joy — a ray of sunlight brightening the vastness of the valley. Her blond hair, smooth like her father’s, curled softly at the ends, as though the winds of the Douro had touched it in secret. Her green eyes, inherited from her mother, shimmered with curiosity, taking in every detail around her as if the world were a blank canvas waiting to be filled with wonder.

As she savored a piece of bread fresh from the oven, generously spread with farmhouse butter, Margarete burst into laughter that echoed through the house, mingling with birdsong and the distant murmur of the river. Her little feet swung in the air, unable to touch the floor, as though happiness itself were lifting her from the earth.

Her parents watched her in silence, sharing one of those rare moments when life seems to pause — a moment of quiet perfection. In that refuge of wood and stone, surrounded by vineyards swaying in the morning breeze, the pains of the past felt distant, and the promise of tomorrow shimmered quietly between them.

Carlos gently brushed his fingers through the child’s hair before leaning down to kiss the top of her head. His touch was warm, a gesture simple and yet filled with meaning.

“Today we are going for a boat ride,” he announced, his voice warm with enthusiasm. “The Douro is waiting for us, my love. I want to see the sunlight on the water and feel the wind as I hold the two most precious jewels of my life.”

Margarete’s eyes widened, bright as stars, and she clapped her hands in delight.

“And I’m bringing Elka!” she declared. “She has never been on a boat!”

Elka was a doll with a papier-mâché face, a goat-hair wig, and a cloth body.

Sofia laughed, running her fingers through her daughter’s hair and loosening a small knot in the golden strands.

“Then let it be an unforgettable day,” she murmured, letting herself sink into the moment.

Carlos picked up the last glass of wine from the night before and swirled the dark liquid in the crystal. He looked at Sofia and Margarete with a serene smile, as though he wished to carve that moment into his soul.

“Then let us toast…” he said, lifting the glass.

Sofia raised hers, and Margarete, with her mug of milk, imitated her parents with childlike solemnity.

“To life, to our home, and to the days yet to come,” Sofia said softly, touching her glass to his.

“And to Elka the sailor!” Margarete added, lifting her mug with a mischievous gleam in her eyes.

They laughed together, united in that simple, endless moment. Happiness dwelled in the details — in the chime of glasses, in the scent of fresh bread, in the golden light of morning… and in the promise that, no matter what the future held, they would always have one another.

Before leaving, they ran through the garden like children, barefoot on the cool grass, feeling the dew still clinging to the leaves. Margarete’s laughter mingled with birdsong and the soft whisper of the vines in the wind. Sunlight filtered through the ancient trees, casting shifting patterns of light and shadow, as though nature itself were celebrating the moment.

When at last they boarded, the River Douro stretched before them like a mirror, reflecting the blue sky and the vineyard-covered hills rising on either side. The boat drifted gently across the water, and the landscape seemed almost unreal, like a living painting.

Carlos poured wine into their glasses, the ruby liquid glowing in the afternoon light. The unmistakable scent of the ValD’Ouro house wine — the pride of the family — filled the air with notes of ripe fruit and spice.

While the parents raised their glasses in silence, Margarete sat between them, nibbling pieces of rustic bread and goat cheese, her feet swinging lightly, as though even gravity could not quite reach her.

Carlos set his glass down and looked at Sofia. In her eyes, he found the same tenderness that had stayed with him since the very first day — a gentle light that held not only love, but the quiet certainty that they belonged to one another.

He took her hand and whispered, his voice thick with feeling.

“If I could wish for anything, it would be to live this day forever.”

Sofia smiled and rested her head against his shoulder. Her voice came softly, carried by the river breeze.

“But this day is already eternal, my love. It lives within us.”

Before he could answer, Margarete climbed into his lap and wrapped her arms around them both. Her laughter rang out, clear and bright.

“Mama, Papa… we’re going to be like this forever, aren’t we?”

Carlos drew a deep breath and closed his eyes for a moment, letting the moment carve itself into his soul.

He held her close and whispered into her golden hair,

“Always, my angel. Always.”

The boat drifted on, carried by the quiet breath of the afternoon, bearing with it not only three hearts, but a silent promise — that love, like the waters of the Douro, never stops flowing.

When they reached the shore, Carlos, in a burst of joy, lifted Margarete high into the air, spinning her as though, for a fleeting instant, the weight of life had vanished. Her laughter rang out, bright and free. He kissed her cheek before setting her gently on the ground, like a man returning a borrowed treasure to the world.

Then he extended his hand to Sofia. She stepped down with effortless grace, her movements quiet and assured, as though her feet obeyed some silent ritual of nobility.

Ahead of them stood an imposing carriage, driven by Anselmo, the estate coachman. His expression remained composed, though his eyes held at the knowing look of a man who understood more than he let show.

Carlos leaned closer to Sofia, his voice low.

“Tomorrow is your birthday. I want every moment to feel like a gift. Today, the Douro held us like an old story; tomorrow, Lisbon will open itself to you. This is more than a surprise… it is a vow. I will be beside you to remind you of that, always.”

Sofia placed her hand over his chest, feeling the steady rhythm of his heart beneath her fingers.

“Whatever comes, Carlos… I do not know what time will make of us, nor can I promise what time may not allow us to fulfill. But what we have lived is real — and that is enough. And one day, if time separates us… if one day I am left alone, it will be this. What we are today. And that will be enough to carry me through far more than life should ask of anyone.”

Night descended over the valley, wrapping the landscape in a mantle of shadows and silence. The carriage moved slowly along the winding road, the creaking of wood blending with the muffled rhythm of the horse’s hooves against the damp earth. Above them, the star-filled sky watched like an ancient witness to fate itself. Cold wind curled through the twisted trees, whispering forgotten secrets.

Inside the carriage — a narrow space lined with blankets to soften the jolts of the journey — Sofia held Margarete against her chest. The child slept deeply, her long lashes resting against her soft skin, her small body warmed by her mother’s embrace. The scent of straw and aged wood lingered in the air, mingling with the faint sweetness of the little girl’s hair.

Carlos sat beside them, watching Sofia in the dim glow of the lantern that swayed gently with the motion of the carriage. She looked almost ethereal, her delicate features bathed in unsteady light, her eyes fixed somewhere far away, lost in thought.

“What are you thinking about, my love?” he asked softly, careful not to wake Margarete.

Sofia offered a faint smile, though something lingered in her gaze — a quiet unease, a fear she herself could not explain.

“I do not know,” she murmured. “I think I am only trying to hold on to this moment. I have the feeling that the night will never again be as peaceful as it is now.” 

“You have always had a gift for sensing what time has yet to reveal,” he said, gently pressing her fingers. “But I promise you, Sofia… whatever comes, we will face it together.”

She rested her head against his shoulder, closing her eyes for a moment, listening to the steady rhythm of his heart. He was her anchor. Her refuge.

Then, without warning, the night roared.

A crash.

The dry crack of something splitting apart.

A piercing neigh.

The carriage lurched violently, throwing Carlos forward. Margarete stirred in her mother’s arms but did not wake. Instinctively, Sofia held the child tighter, while Carlos threw out his arms to shield them.

“Hold her!” he shouted, his voice cutting through the darkness.

The carriage tilted dangerously to one side. Time itself seemed to stretch, each second dragging, as though it wished to eternalize that instant.

Then… silence.

The horse snorted in distress, its nostrils flared, its eyes wide with fear. The carriage had come to an abrupt halt — yet remained upright.

Carlos drew a breath, low and controlled, a curse slipping beneath it. Carefully, he moved away from Sofia and Margarete and climbed down. His boots sank into the damp earth.

In the pale light, the damage revealed itself: one of the wooden wheels had split apart, jagged fragments scattered across the ground like fragments of an uncertain fate.

He ran a hand across his brow and exhaled.

“It will take some time,” he said, steadying his voice.

Sofia stepped down, Margarete still asleep in her arms. The chill of the early morning brushed against her skin, and she lifted her gaze to the vast sky above. The stars remained there, indifferent to what unfolded below.

“Perhaps fate wishes to grant us a little more time together,” she murmured, almost to herself.

Carlos smiled faintly and crouched beside her.

“Then let it be a gift,” he said, brushing his fingers through her hair.

Beneath that ancient sky — one that had witnessed kings and beggars, wars and lovers — they remained wrapped in one another’s arms. Margarete, untouched by the world, rested quietly against her mother, breathing in soft, steady rhythm. Sofia leaned into Carlos, listening to the quiet certainty of his presence.

For a fleeting moment, the night held them as a refuge.

Hours later, with the carriage repaired, they resumed their journey.

As the first light of dawn touched the horizon, Lisbon emerged before them, veiled in mist and distant murmurs.

The clock of fate was already in motion. Yet in that fragile space — between the golden promise of morning and the weariness of a night scarcely slept — they were still only three souls bound together, living what remained of eternity.

Two hours before the tragedy.

 

Quinta dos Olivais Serenos, Alentejo — Portugal

Across the sun-drenched vastness of the Alentejo, the heat of the sun painted the horizon in hues of gold and amber, while a gentle breeze made the silvery leaves of the olive trees dance across the estate. In the distance, the mountains rose in quiet majesty, like silent guardians of both past and promise. In the orchard, orange trees adorned themselves with gleaming fruit, and the steward, his voice calm yet resolute, directed the harvest with quiet authority, making every worker feel as though life itself could begin anew there, even after adversity.

At day’s end, when the workers had finished the harvest, the Ferraz family gathered in the estate’s great house. The building, simple in architecture yet refined, carried the rustic charm of another time, with wide-open spaces and a terrace that opened onto an unforgettable view of fields and mountains. It was the perfect setting for a new day.

On the terrace, beneath the soft light of dusk, Baron Sebastião Ferraz — known in the region as the Baron of Montealto — sat at a chess table, smoking in quiet ease as he conversed with a group of aristocrats who, from time to time, gathered there to play and discuss matters of the realm. His thinning hair, along with his neatly kept dark beard and mustache, gave him the appearance of a man shaped by restraint. His eyes, silent and piercing, reflected both experience and mystery — the kind of man who rarely needed to say much.

Nearby, his daughters moved through the fading light. Isabel, with her long light-brown hair and eyes that carried a precocious seriousness, and Helena, the younger, whose blonde hair fell in light, loose curls down her back to her waist. Her bright green eyes and flushed cheeks shimmered with life as she ran along the grove that bordered the olive fields. Helena’s laughter echoed through the air, a gentle contrast to the solemnity of the adults, while Isabel, ever more composed, followed with careful steps, though no less filled with curiosity and quiet joy.

In a moment of ease, one of the aristocrats — the Marquis of Borges, a tall man with a neatly groomed beard and mustache, his straight white hair like fresh snow — commanded attention without effort. Without question, he was one of the great merchants of Alentejo and Port wines, he was among the largest exporters of local vintages to England, Scotland, Holland, and the English colonies, as well as to Portugal’s own colony in Brazil. A skilled negotiator, he had been assisting the Baron with his first export of olive oil to these same regions.

His visit to the estate was to oversee the dispatch and loading of twenty barrels of olive oil bound for England and Holland, departing from the port of Lisbon on All Saints’ Day. And yet, despite coming on business, he delighted in playing with the girls, charmed by their youth and liveliness.

With a gentle motion of his hand, he invited them closer to the chess table. The girls, caught between innocence and the quiet desire to imitate their father, approached with hesitant steps. He lifted his glass to his lips, observing the ruby transparency of the wine as golden light passed through it.

“My dear Baron,” he said at last, “allow me to express my unease. I have already written to our English buyers, assuring them that the shipment of extra virgin olive oil will depart tomorrow from the port of Lisbon. And as you well know, these gentlemen value punctuality above all else. They expect to receive the cargo within fifteen days — by late afternoon — at the port of London, without the slightest complication.”

He paused, his long fingers sliding slowly across the crystal of the glass. When he spoke again, his voice carried a quiet weight of unease.

“And yet, upon arriving here, I find an unexpected situation: the barrels are still at your estate. Tell me, Baron — how am I to feel at ease under such circumstances? I am a man well versed in wine and its demands, but when it comes to olive oil, I must admit my inexperience. As this is our first venture of this kind, I fear that any delay may compromise our credibility with the English.”

The Marquis leaned back slightly in his chair; his penetrating gaze fixed on the Baron as he continued:

“If we fail to present them with a plausible explanation for the delay in shipment, I fear this agreement — so costly to establish — may find itself threatened. It was my responsibility to ensure that the port was prepared to receive and dispatch the cargo without incident — and that I have done. Yet I must admit, my impatience — ever inclined toward swift resolution — has brought me here, to inspect the matter personally.”

He set his glass down with quiet firmness, awaiting the Baron’s reply, eager for an explanation that might ease his concern.

The Baron remained composed, without allowing the Marquis’s unease to disturb him. With the same patience he applied to each move on the chessboard, he lifted his glass and slowly swirled the scarlet liquid, pausing to admire the deep red reflection beneath the timid sunlight that filtered through the window. He brought it to his lips and took a measured sip, savoring the wine before placing the glass gently upon the marble table.

Unhurried, he reached for the silver cigarette case beside the board, withdrew a cigarette, and lit it from the nearby candle. He drew in deeply, then released the smoke in a slow, deliberate breath, as though weighing each word before speaking.

Only then did he meet the Marquis’s gaze. When he spoke, his voice was low and steady — like a man who fully mastered his craft.

“My dear Marquis, allow me to assure you that everything proceeds exactly as planned. You must put your mind at ease. The reason the cargo remains here is not negligence, but preservation.”

He rested the cigarette in a bronze ashtray, leaned slightly forward, and continued, as though confiding something of importance:

“Olive oil, unlike wine, does not improve with time, nor with exposure. It is a delicate substance, sensitive to light and heat. Were we to transport the barrels in daylight, we would risk degradation — losing its preserving qualities. Its flavor, its color, and above all, its quality would be compromised. What we send to England cannot be merely olive oil… it must be liquid gold. And for that, every detail matters.”

The Marquis lifted his glass once more, turning it slowly between his fingers, watching the fading sunlight catch within it. His eyes narrowed slightly, calculating in silence before he spoke:

“Indeed, Baron. In this case, light is a silent enemy. What, then, is your proposal to avoid such misfortune?”

The Baron held his gaze for a moment. He paused, as though allowing the weight of his words to settle, before continuing with the calm certainty of a man fully in command:

“The cargo will depart at dusk, shielded from light and heat, secured in covered wagons — without gaps, without risk. By the time it reaches the port at dawn, it will be at the height of its purity, ready for shipment with all the integrity the English expect from our production.”

The Marquis inclined his head slightly, absorbing every word.

“Interesting. You propose that, at nightfall — even with the cold and the damp — the barrels be immediately shielded from the light?” he asked, his tone blending curiosity, caution, and genuine interest.

“Precisely.” The Baron adjusted the cuffs of his coat with quiet composure. “The finest producers have long understood that olive oil must be kept in opaque vessels, stored in cool, dark places. By departing at night, we ensure that every drop preserves the freshness, strength, and delicacy that our terroir provides.”

A faint smile of approval touched the Marquis’s lips.

“I see you command not only the art of production, but the science of preservation. It is essential that the shipment arrives at the port intact, retaining all the qualities that make us recognized for the excellence of our oil.”

The Baron moved a chess piece with measured precision, then rested his hand lightly upon the table.

“Indeed, my friend. Our plan is simple: we depart once night has fully settled, and each barrel will be carefully covered, shielded from every trace of light. Thus, when the sun rises and the cargo is unloaded, the oil will be in its purest state — ready to conquer even the most demanding palates.”

The Marquis lifted his glass, now with quiet resolve.

“Very well, Baron. Let the darkness of night be our ally, and may the brilliance of our oil shine at dawn. A toast — to the wisdom of time-honored methods, and to the preservation of excellence.”

The two men raised their glasses in a silent toast, as twilight gave way to night and the final preparations were carried out with meticulous care, sealing the destiny of the oil that waited, protected, for its moment to shine.

The Marquis turned with a subtle, crooked smile and extended his hand toward the young girls, who approached with quiet curiosity.

“Come, young ladies — come and learn the secrets of this noble game.”

The Baron, both surprised and amused, raised an eyebrow and gently intervened.

“Girls, it is a game of strategy and patience. But I must say… Helena, you seem to have grasped the rules simply by observing. It is remarkable to see such intelligence at so young an age.”

Helena, her eyes bright with curiosity, smiled shyly, while Isabel — more composed — looked at her father with quiet admiration.

“Father, teach us more,” she said. “We want to learn to play as you do.”

The Baron let out a soft, nostalgic laugh, exhaling a cloud of smoke that dissolved into the evening air.

“You will learn in time, my dears. In the game of life, every move matters. And remember — true victory does not lie in mastering the board, but in learning to turn each move into a lesson.”

He drew once more from his cigarette, expelling the smoke slowly before finally adding, its singular character “And I assure you, my friend — the English may forgive a calculated delay, but they will never forgive a product of lesser quality. Patience, my dear Marquis, is the true ally of those who trade in refinement. And I assure you… our patience will be rewarded.”

As the sun sank behind the rolling hills of the Alentejo, painting the horizon in shades of gold and crimson, the Quinta dos Olivais Serenos pulsed with a quiet, contained energy. The sky, deep blue and cloudless, promised a calm night — one well suited for the journey ahead. The earthy scent of olive trees mingled with the perfume of dusk, while the distant calls of night birds began to fill the air.

On the wide veranda, beneath the flickering glow of lanterns, Baron Sebastião and the Marquis of Borges sat before a chessboard, engaged in a measured duel of strategy and patience. Between moves, they savored the region’s wine, accompanied by slices of aged cheese laid upon fine porcelain.

Sebastião lifted his glass, turning the deep red liquid before bringing it to his lips. He took a slow, thoughtful sip, letting the aged flavor unfold across his palate, as the Marquis, his gaze intent, advanced his bishop across the board.

The quiet rhythm of the game was suddenly broken by voices rising from the courtyard.

One of the workers, his clothes marked by the labor of the land and the weight of effort, approached at a hurried pace, carrying the long-awaited news.

“My lord Baron!” the man called out, breathless but satisfied. “The barrels are loaded, and the wagons are ready to depart!”

At once, a murmur spread across the estate. Other workers exchanged farewells, making final adjustments to the cargo. stamped their hooves against the earth, sensing the road that awaited them.

Sebastião leaned back in his chair, drawing from the cigarette between his fingers before releasing the smoke slowly, as though the news had already been expected. He turned to the Marquis, raising an eyebrow with a faint, satisfied smile.

“There is the answer we awaited, my dear Marquis. The cargo will depart at nightfall, protected as it must be. Olive oil must travel away from the light if it is to preserve its purity — and its unmatched flavor. By dawn, it will already be at the port of Lisbon, ready for its journey to England.”

The Marquis nodded, now at ease, lifting his glass for a final sip of the region’s robust wine.

“Very well, Baron. It seems you have thought of everything. If the English receive the goods in the quality we have promised, we may expect even greater ventures in the future.”

He set his glass down with a soft chime, casting a satisfied glance toward the Baron of Montealto. The night breeze moved gently through the veranda, carrying with it the scent of olive trees and fertile earth.

“Then, my dear Baron, I wish you a safe and peaceful journey. May the night winds favor you, and may Lisbon receive you with worthy of your family’s grandeur promises of health and fortune.”

He then turned toward the young ladies, offering a courteous smile and a slight bow.

“My lady, young ladies — may you find in Lisbon all that you desire. And may Helena’s baptism be an occasion worthy of your family’s standing.”

At last, he grasped Sebastião’s hand firmly, in a gesture of respect and confidence.

“We shall meet again soon, Baron. And may this be only the beginning of a prosperous alliance.”

With that, the Marquis rose, adjusted his coat, and made his way toward his carriage, where his coachman already waited. Before stepping inside, he cast one final glance upon the estate, now bathed in the soft glow of lantern light — as though committing the moment to memory.

The night settled over the land, and fate, patient as ever, waited ahead.

The Baron rose from the game table, lightly brushing his hands together to rid them of the fine dust. He glanced toward the interior of the house, where his wife, Célia, was finishing the preparations for the journey. His daughters, Isabel and Helena, played in the hall, still unaware of the weight that rested upon their father’s shoulders.

In a more solemn tone, he called to them:

“Célia, girls — make yourselves ready. We depart tonight. While I attend to the cargo at the port, you will have a full day to choose the fabrics for your dresses and all the necessary preparations. Helena’s baptism will be on Sunday, and I want everything to be impeccable.”

His wife looked at him with a soft smile and nodded, a quiet understanding passing between them. Isabel, the elder, remained composed and serious, offering only a restrained nod. Helena, by contrast, broke into a bright, excited smile.

“Are we truly going to Lisbon, Father?” she asked, her eyes shining.

He stepped closer and gently tousled her golden hair.

“Yes, little one. And if all goes well, our lives will change for the better.”

Night was already announcing itself — and with it, the promise of a prosperous future… so long as the journey to Lisbon unfolded without misfortune.

Yet the evening crept along the edges of the horizon like a gathering shadow, and with it came not the promise of prosperity, but the illusion of a future that would never be fulfilled.

The journey to Lisbon — dreamed of, prayed for, delayed — carried within it more than hope. It bore the blind steps of those who walk unaware that the ground beneath them is already trembling, in silence.

For the Ferraz family, destiny seemed to shine ahead… but in the quiet between the horses’ steps and the groaning of wood, there was something unspoken — something that prowled unseen. Not a figure, not a presence, but the unsettling sense that the world awaited them not to receive them, but to test them.

Darkness spread like a heavy veil across the vast emptiness of the Alentejo, swallowing the contours of the land beneath the weight of an unusually silent night. The family’s wagon, its worn wood and straining axles groaning under the effort, wound along the dirt road like a moving shadow, drawn forward by horses that seemed to hesitate at each step into the unknown.

The sky, veiled by scattered clouds and restless winds, revealed only fleeting glimmers of stars — distant, indifferent. The scent of damp earth mingled with fallen leaves, foretelling not only the end of autumn, but something deeper, almost unnamable… as though the very air carried an ancient whisper, something the living would not dare to decipher.

Inside the wagon, wrapped in heavy blankets, two girls gazed into the night, unaware of the omens that life had already set before them. Helena looked to the sky as though searching for a secret in the eyes of God. Isabel, two years older, let herself be lulled by the creaking wheels — but in her eyes there was something beyond childhood, a quiet unrest of the soul that stirred within her.

Helena would not stop staring at the horizon.

“Isabel, look how the sky is painted…” she whispered, pointing toward the distance, where dusk brushed the heavens in shades of blue and violet.

The journey continued until nightfall, when they stopped to rest and dine. Gathered around a small, improvised fire, they shared pieces of bread and roasted meat. The warmth of the flames stood in contrast to the cold night slowly closing in around them.

Drawn by the stars, Helena wandered a little farther from the group and lay down upon a cloth her sister had spread upon the ground. With wide, attentive eyes, she tried to count the stars, enchanted by each flicker of light scattered across the sky.

Then, a strange sound broke the stillness of the night.

A frantic beating of wings, followed by erratic movement in the darkness.

Isabel rose at once, her eyes wide. From the shadows of the shrubs, dozens of birds burst forth in chaotic flight, as though fleeing something unseen.

Their father stood immediately, his gaze sharpened. His voice rang out, firm:

“Isabel, bring your sister closer to the fire!”

Hurriedly, Isabel ran to Helena — but the girl remained still, her eyes fixed upon the sky. To her, those were not merely frightened birds — they seemed like restless souls, fleeing something only they could see.

A sudden gust of wind swept through, sending Isabel’s hair into the air and nearly extinguishing the fire. Helena cried out and ran into her mother’s arms, clutching tightly against her chest.

The father exchanged a brief glance with his wife. Neither spoke — but both felt it: a chill that did not come from the wind.

The night, once serene, now seemed laden with something more. A dark omen hung over them. The silence that followed the flight of the birds was heavy as lead. Not even the crickets dared break that dense stillness.

Isabel, still catching her breath, turned her gaze toward the woods, where the shadows of the trees danced in the dying firelight.

Her father tightened his grip around the hilt of the dagger at his waist — a modest weapon, more symbolic than useful. He knew the Alentejo held ancient secrets, stories whispered in taverns… but this night was not one of myth. It was one of instinct.

“Come,” he said, his voice low, almost reverent. “The dawn is no longer ours.”

Isabel and Helena obeyed, climbing back into the wagon, where their mother was already spreading the blankets. Helena did not cry — but her eyes remained open, far more aware than a child of five should be. As though she saw beyond the night itself.

“Father…” she murmured, her voice nearly swallowed by the wind. “The birds said Lisbon will weep.”

Sebastião froze. He looked at his daughter, unsettled. She lay there, her eyes fixed upon the wooden ceiling of the wagon, as though the words had not come from her, but from something else — something that had merely used her small voice as an echo.

“What did you say, child?” Célia asked, turning toward her.

But Helena closed her eyes and drifted into sleep — deep, still, as though she had sunk into a dream that was not her own.

He remained outside the wagon for a few moments, standing beneath the open sky.

The stars, once so clear, now seemed dimmed, as though seen through a veil.

He sat beside the dying fire; his gaze lost in the faint glow of the embers.

Inside, the mother softly murmured an old prayer, one she had learned from her grandmother — a prayer meant to protect children from the fears of the night during long journeys.

But she no longer believed in the strength of the saints… not in the face of the cold that came from within.

 

St. Nicholas Seminary, Lisbon — Portugal

The tolling of the sixth hour had faded, yet the stillness within the seminary refectory ran deeper than the silence of the streets outside. Candles flickered against the stone walls, casting wavering shadows over the white tablecloths and the thoughtful faces gathered there.

The refectory was austere, yet dignified. The air carried the scent of freshly baked bread and herbs that floated gently in the broth. A basket overflowed with peaches, grapes, and fresh apples, harvested that very morning from the orchard of the seminary’s vast garden.

At the center of the table, among simple dishes and ceramic cups, a conversation began — laden with more than words. It carried the weight of centuries, of tradition, of a time when faith shaped both empires and men.

At the head of the table, the rector, Father Anselmo, cut his bread with ceremonial slowness. He was an austere man, sparing in speech, who believed that even meals should reflect the gravity of the ministry. His voice was deep, his gestures measured, his eyes as though always discerning what could not be seen.

“Tomorrow, the cathedral will be filled to its columns,” he said, as one who announces not an event, but a certainty etched into the calendar of the world.

Beside him, Father Joaquim — an old connoisseur of both Scripture and the house wine — drank in short sips as he spoke, his voice calm and deliberate, describing the expectations for the Mass of All Saints.

“All Saints’ Day is not merely a celebration… it is a summons of souls.”

Father Joaquim, nearing sixty, smiled gently. His face, marked by time, carried something almost baroque about it — shaped by many prayers, long nights, and a few silent doubts he would never confess.

“A summons of souls, yes… and of bodies as well,” he added, raising his cup. “They will come not only from Alfama, but from Setúbal, from Santarém… all seeking consolation, miracles… or simply a glimpse of God. It is always so. When the world reveals its fragility, men turn their eyes to heaven.”

He paused, dabbing his lips with a worn handkerchief.

Father Elias, the youngest among the ordained, spoke with the fervor of one not yet touched by the weariness of flesh — or of history:

“And is it not right that it should be so? That suffering should lead us to faith? God makes use even of pain to find us.”

Father João, seated a few places away, observed in silence. A man of middle years, discreet, known for homilies that felt more like meditations. Beside him sat three seminarians, listening intently: Pedro, restless and contemplative; Tomás, rational and edged with irony; and Bernardo, sensitive, always with a book near at hand.

It was Pedro who broke the silence:

“But if God uses suffering to bring us back, would He not then be… inflicting pain with purpose? Does that not approach a kind of cruel pedagogy?”

The refectory seemed to grow quieter still. Utensils were set down almost instinctively. Father Joaquim sighed, then answered with calm steadiness:

“Do not confuse permission with imposition, Pedro. God does not need to wound in order to teach. But in this world — wounded since Eden — even suffering may become redemptive, if seen in the light of faith.”

Tomás allowed himself a faint smile, undeterred.

“That is easy to say at table, with warm soup and fresh bread. But what of when a child dies? When the fields dry? When the sea swallow’s ships? To say that ‘there is a purpose’ often sounds like a pious consolation. It is not faith that is being tested… but our tolerance for injustice.”

Father Anselmo lifted his gaze toward Tomás — not with reproach, but with a measure of respect.

“Your unrest, Tomás, is as old as humanity itself. Job bore it within him long before you. And the answer does not lie in eliminating suffering, but in not allowing it to destroy us. True faith does not explain everything. It sustains, even when nothing can be explained.”

Bernardo intervened, his voice gentle:

“And is that not the role of the priest? To be a bridge between the inexplicable and the bearable? At times, I think our greatest calling is not to preach… but simply to be present. Simply to be present. Like Mary at the foot of the cross.”

Father João nodded, his eyes half-closed, as though he were seeing beyond the room itself.

“Words are fragile in the face of suffering. That is why the Word became flesh. God did not cry out from above — He became incarnate. He lived among us. He wept. He sweat blood. He knew abandonment. The Christian faith is, above all, a wounded God.”

Pedro lowered his gaze. The words had touched something deep within him. Tomás, for his part, seemed suspended between resistance and recognition.

“Then…” Pedro began, “even if God does not spare us from pain, He shares in it?”

“Yes,” Father João replied. “And that is why the cross is not scandal, but answer. One that is not understood through logic, but through love. And perhaps, Pedro… that is what we lack more than dogma: compassion.”

Father Elias leaned forward slightly, curiosity stirring within him.

“And what would we do if tomorrow… during Mass… something were to happen that shook everything? If the city itself were put to the test?”

“Faith is not a wall,” said the rector calmly. “It is a candle. It may tremble, but if there are hands to shield it, it does not go out.”

A soft wind entered through one of the open windows. The candle flames wavered briefly. None of them remarked upon the coincidence — or perhaps they did, and chose silence.

Bernardo lifted his gaze, looking around the table.

“There is an old verse that comes to mind… ‘Though the mountains tremble, your throne remains unshaken.’”

Father Joaquim smiled and said aloud:

“The psalmist had the gift of eternity in his words. And you, Bernardo — you have the soul of a monk.”

The soft laughter that followed was brief, but sincere. It was needed. After so much weight, even the spirit must breathe.

Soon after, the dishes were cleared away. The warmth of the refectory began to fade. Father João rose and touched Pedro’s shoulder.

“Will you accompany me for a short walk in the garden? Fresh air and a gentle walk always aid digestion.”

Pedro nodded quietly.

“Of course, Father João.”

The night breeze moved softly, carrying the fragrance of flowers from the church garden. The sky, deep and infinite, was a spectacle of shimmering stars.

They walked until they came upon a stone bench. Both sat, gazing upward at the firmament like travelers contemplating the vastness of the unknown.

Pedro broke the silence first; his eyes fixed on the heavens:

“Father, have you ever noticed how the stars seem so small and distant, and yet in truth they are immense and full of light?”

Father João took a moment before answering, as though searching the sky for ancient answers.

“Yes, Pedro. Many of them no longer even exist, and yet their light continues to travel through the universe, reaching our eyes. It is curious… faith is much the same. Even when we believe it has gone out, it may still be shining somewhere within us.”

Pedro hesitated briefly, as though weighing courage within his chest.

“Father… may I ask you something?”

The priest smiled gently.

“Always, my son.”

Pedro drew a deep breath before speaking:

“What happens to a man when he loses his faith?”

The priest sighed, his fingers slowly moving along the rosary in his hands.

“He becomes a ship adrift upon a restless sea. Without a light to guide him, he wanders through the dark waters of uncertainty, of despair… and, more often than not, of solitude.”

Pedro frowned slightly, troubled.

“But how is it possible for someone to lose faith? If it is a gift from God, why does it fade?”

The priest kept his gaze lifted for a few moments longer before replying:

“Faith is not lost as one loses a coin from a pocket. It wears away, Pedro… like a candle in the wind. At times, it is the pains of life that consume it. Prolonged suffering, injustice, the death of a loved one, the feeling that God falls silent when He is most desperately called upon. There are those who cease to believe not because they wish to, but because they feel that God has abandoned them.”

Pedro kept his eyes fixed on the stars for a few seconds before speaking again, his voice carrying a sincere unrest:

“And when that happens, what must we do? As priests, how can we rekindle that flame?”

Father João drew a deep breath, as though gathering his words from the depths of his soul before offering them:

“First, by listening. Human suffering cannot be healed by dogma and doctrine alone Before we speak of God, we must be willing to hear the pain of another, to feel with them. Many times, Pedro, faith is not restored through words, but through presence. Through the simple act of standing beside the one who suffers.”

Pedro frowned again, visibly seized by a fear he did not wish to conceal:

“But… what if he rejects faith? If he becomes a skeptic and turns us away?”

The priest inclined his head slightly, with serene patience:

“Then we must be patient. Faith is not imposed — it is cultivated. Just as barren soil requires rain, a faithless heart requires time and love to bloom again. Remember Christ Himself… He did not condemn those weak in faith, but drew them near. Thomas doubted — and what did Jesus do? He showed him His wounds, allowed him to touch the truth.”

Pedro exhaled, as one burdened by a doubt greater than words:

“But not everyone can see and touch as Thomas did…”

The priest turned his gaze slowly back to him, with gentle firmness:

“Yes — and that is why we, Pedro, must be the visible hands of God in the world. When a man loses faith, he must see God in us. In our compassion, in our embrace, in our silence when words are not enough.”

Pedro lowered his head, reflecting deeply.

“Father… sometimes I fear that I myself may one day doubt… what if my faith weakens?”

Father João placed his hand upon the young cleric’s shoulder and smiled with tenderness.

“Doubt is not the opposite of faith, my son. It is part of it. Even the saints endured the dark night of the soul. What sustains us is not the absence of doubt, but the courage to continue seeking God even when He seems distant.”

Pedro lifted his eyes slowly, and in a whisper asked:

“And when we cannot find Him?”

The priest raised his gaze to the sky and answered:

“Then we must remember that even when we do not see the sun, it is still shining above the clouds. God does not abandon us, Pedro. It is we who, at times, are blinded by suffering and fail to see Him.”

Silence settled around them. Pedro looked once more toward the altar — but this time, his eyes were no longer lost… they were filled with a new understanding.

“Thank you, Father.”

Father João reached into the small pocket of his cassock:

“Take this, my son — a small divine task.”

Pedro looked at what he received in the palm of his hand, surprised:

“And what shall I do with a simple grape seed?”

The priest smiled, as one entrusting something of great value:

“I always keep a handful of seeds in my pocket after supper. Something tells me you will know how to use it at the right moment. Let us walk together to the chapel, my son. Faith is a thread that binds us to the divine — but also to one another. And when one of us falters, the other helps to sustain him.”

Outside, the wind sang its nocturnal song, the candles flickered gently… but within the small chapel, a heart had found its way again.

 

House of the Correias, Lisbon — Portugal

In the soft dimness of a Lisbon dusk, the Correia household pulsed with life and emotion, even as family tensions hovered just beneath the surface. It was a night where laughter mingled with tears, and love and discord intertwined in a delicate ballet of feeling.

The table was set with simplicity and care: modest porcelain dishes, cutlery gleaming under the faint candlelight, and the comforting aroma of supper — Bacalhau à Gomes de Sá with sweet potatoes; and for dessert, a delightful apple tart. A wonderful meal, prepared with genuine affection.

Senhor Manuel, owner of the most well-known bakery in the city — a man of strength and tender heart — sat at the head of the table, his eyes heavy with stories and hopes. Dona Lúcia, his beloved wife, radiated a maternal calm, her gentle voice softening the edges of tension.

“Please, Rafael, Mateus, enough of this fighting at the table!” Senhor Manuel called out, trying to bring an end to the quarrel between his grandsons.

Rafael, his face flushed with anger, shot back:

“He started it, Grandpa!”

Mateus, equally agitated, protested:

“It’s not fair — you never let us play in peace!”

“Don’t play with food — it is a sin!” he added defensively.

Emanuela, devoted and watchful, raised her voice:

“Both of you, stop this at once! You’re upsetting Mother. Listen to me!”

Tension lingered in the air, but beneath the sharp words and glances, the love within the family was unmistakable, beating quietly under the surface of conflict.

As night fell, the unrest slowly faded. Senhor Manuel, with slow and solemn steps, made his way to Emanuela’s room. Opening the door, he found his daughter drowsy, overcome by the emotions of the day.

“Good night, my dear,” he whispered, leaning in to place a tender kiss upon her forehead. “May God bless you and guard your dreams.”

Emanuela, her eyes glistening with gratitude, murmured:

“Thank you, Father. Your love is my strength.”

After embracing her, Senhor Manuel went down to the room of little Rafael and Mateus. With gentle gestures, he placed affectionate kisses upon their foreheads and said:

“Sleep well, my little rascals in the shape of angels. May your dreams bring you the peace this day could not.”

Dona Lúcia watched from a distance, her heart filling with a quiet, profound emotion. Amid imperfections and disagreements, she recognized the beauty and strength of a family that, despite everything, would never cease to love one another.

“Manuel, would you like some tea before bed?”

“Of course I would!”

With the night well advanced, Senhor Manuel and Dona Lúcia returned to the kitchen — a modest refuge where the aroma of warm tea blended with the gentle hush that now reigned. They sat together for a brief moment, sharing the tea as though sealing a silent pact of love and hope.

Dona Lúcia, ever devoted to her family, washed the cups as one fulfills a small domestic ritual at the end of the day. Hands that had so often prepared meals and calmed storms now moved over the warm porcelain, repeating gestures long practiced — almost sacred.

In a fleeting moment of distraction — the kind that comes without warning — the cup broke between her fingers. Dry. Abrupt. As though heralding something still unnamed.

A jagged fragment brushed against her palm. The cut came swift and fine, and soon the blood surfaced — alive, unexpected — spreading a sudden red into the rhythm of the ordinary.

“Manuel…” she murmured, her voice trembling with feeling, as he approached, concerned and gentle.

Manuel quickly took a clean cloth, hastily soaked it in a bit of liquor, and pressed it gently against the wound. Then he began to wrap Lúcia’s hand with firm, restrained gestures, as though trying to staunch not only the blood, but also a foreboding that seemed to flow with it.

In that moment, the silence in the kitchen deepened, as if time itself had paused to listen to the murmur of their hearts.

“My beloved, every drop of sweat and blood lost is the seal of a life that has endured the hardships of fate,” he said, his eyes glistening, holding Lúcia’s hand firmly. His voice, thick with emotion, carried the weight of years lived and the strength of shared moments.

Lúcia, her gaze fixed upon Manuel’s face, felt a wave of gratitude flood her soul. Her voice trembled, yet was filled with sincerity:

“Manuel, I am grateful for every moment, for every smile and every tear we have shared through all these years. In every wound, in every healed scar, I see the proof that our love was forged in adversity and strengthened with time. I am grateful to have you beside me, to be my shelter, even when the world seemed to collapse around us.”

In a whisper that blended tenderness and farewell, Manuel declared:

“Amore mio, what we have lived in this life shall never fade. Neither time, nor even death itself, will extinguish the flame we have kindled together. In every beat of our hearts, in every dream we have shared, there is a love engraved that transcends the fleeting and becomes eternal.”

In the dimness of the kitchen, as the night deepened, they looked at one another with the quiet awareness that this moment would be remembered forever.

Unaware that this would be their last night of peace before the coming cataclysm, Manuel and Lúcia took their silent leave, held by the promise that the love they had built would be immortal — a legacy that not even fate could erase.

That same night, when all seemed finally at rest beneath the mantle of silence, a warm breeze slipped through the narrow openings of the kitchen window, like a sigh from an ancient time, gently stirring the embroidered linen curtain.

Dona Lúcia felt a faint shiver and, by instinct, turned her eyes to the candle flame, which flickered as though something unseen had crossed the room.

Outside, Lisbon slept. The stones of the streets reflected the starlight, and a timid moon slipped between heavy clouds, like a sentinel of fate. From the harbor came the faint creak of masts and the snapping of ship ropes, as though the sea itself whispered ancient secrets.

In the children’s room, Mateus could not sleep. He lay on his side, staring at the ceiling. Rafael snored softly, and Mateus’s eyes — still damp with tears — fixed on a point in the darkness, as if waiting for an answer.

There was a strange weight in his chest. Not fear, nor sadness — but something new, unnamed, as though time itself were changing shape.

He rose slowly and walked to the window, opening it just a little. He breathed in the night air, the salt drifting from the Tagus, and noticed how the sky seemed… dense. It was not merely an impression. The air felt thick, as though the world were holding its breath.

“Grandfather?” he called softly, seeing a shadow move along the corridor.

Senhor Manuel appeared, in robe and slippers, his eyes weary yet alert.

“Still awake, my boy?”

“I think I dreamed while I was awake…” Mateus said, frightened. “There was a huge wave, like a mountain of water… and it swallowed the houses…”

Manuel embraced him tightly. His heart was beating harder than it should.

“It was only a dream. Sometimes dreams bring us echoes of reality… or warnings of things we are not yet able to understand,” he said gently, though unable to hide the tremor in his voice.

Deep inside, in the bedroom, Dona Lúcia prayed in silence. Her fingers moved along a wooden rosary, her eyes closed, whispering softly:

“When the hour comes, may it come with mercy.”

Then, suddenly, a faint tremor stirred the glasses in the cabinet. A single chime. So, brief it almost went unnoticed.

Manuel turned toward the sound. His heart raced.

But nothing more followed.

In the kitchen, one last candle went out on its own.

 

Joaquim’s Tavern, Lisbon – Portugal

On that final night, Joaquim’s tavern was more than a tavern — it was a sanctuary, where life celebrated itself in its purest essence. The scent of fresh bread mingled with the full-bodied aroma of warmed wine, while the wood of the counter, worn down by time and the countless stories told upon it, absorbed every toast, every laugh, every whispered secret.

Maria, with the grace of one who had already faced storms without ever letting herself drown, moved through the kitchen as though guiding an unseen orchestra. Steam from the herbal tea rose in spirals as she murmured softly:

“Keep away what is ill, warm what is good…”

Her daughters, Fernanda and Fabiana, drifted between the tables like leaves carried by the wind, balancing full trays and easy smiles. They served the patrons as if they were priestesses in a temple where laughter and joy were sacred offerings.

Little João, the light of the family, climbed onto the counter, his eyes sparkling with mischief. With rhythmic claps, he commanded everyone’s attention, and within moments the entire tavern followed his lead, striking their hands against the wooden tables in lively cadence.

“Sing, João! Bring us luck!” — shouted a man from the back.

João puffed out his chest and raised his voice:

“There goes the wind, there comes the tide — some are taken, some remain behind!”

A chorus of voices burst through the tavern, and laughter spread like fire through dry straw.

Leaning against the counter, Joaquim watched it all with the eyes of a man who understood the value of simple happiness. He raised his glass of brandy and took a long sip, feeling the warmth of the liquor spread through his chest.

“If I were to die tomorrow” — he thought — “I would die in peace.”

Outside, a cold wind cut through the night like a dark whisper no one inside wished to hear. The stars shone in the clear sky, indifferent to what was to come.

And then, across the street, a horse broke into a frantic gallop, its shadow cast wildly against the tavern walls. A man dismounted in haste, eyes wide, breath broken. The door burst open with a crash.

“Joaquim! Joaquim” — the newcomer shouted, his voice heavy with urgency. “Something terrible is about to happen!”

The tavern fell silent. Laughter died in the air, as though unseen strings had suddenly snapped, releasing the moment from time itself...

Joaquim slowly set his glass upon the counter; his eyes fixed on the man at the door. Maria tightened her grip on the kitchen cloth, the girls stopped mid-step, and João
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