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Leaning back in a chair as rickety as his hopes, Judah outlined the rim of the cold cup. 

Like the body of a desperate woman, the red passion drink swayed provocatively, attempting the impossible. Wanting to envelop him in her healing intoxication, she danced sensually, but he, lost in self-pity, was unmoved. Illusive dreamer of garnet glow who, believing herself with the power of the gods, did not soar beyond the low flight of a cherub. Alcoholic sweetness that once the young man embraced with refreshing oblivion, and that the man of today, in the moldy tavern of the slum, did not even begin to taste. 

The worn smile remarked a face exhausted from so much thinking. He had done everything. He had changed everything. Everything he had tried.  

Making the impossible real, he had sought to be that perfect man that the matchmakers recommended to their clients. He had defeated tides of vengeful feelings in order to be one of those men. Of yesterday there were no longer even the unpleasantness. Everything had been reformed to be at his level. 

A barmaid, whose insistence was comparable to the size of her rounded hips, danced provocatively, inciting him to forget. The girl, well acquainted with the sorrows of men, offered breasts and legs in which to find new motivations. And such was her insistence that she even managed to get a smile out of him. A sad smile, but a smile nonetheless. Satisfied with her achievement, the young woman continued boldly without realizing that the trophy was not within her reach.  Seeking warmth in unfamiliar arms was a path he no longer traveled. Her mended heart learned the hard way that caressing someone she did not love represented a torment superior to the momentary pleasure of forgetting. 

Unwillingly, he raised his elbow and dipped his lips in the wine. And the fact is that remembering her was like feeling torn inside. With the fury of those who did not know what to do or what to think, he vented his anger on a fly that ended its flight in the paradise of insects. "Damn woman. Beloved woman..." So much he hated her, so much he loved her.

Dead in life, that's how he felt. No hope, no ideas! Wanting to be perfect, he had stumbled more than a blind man in a world full of ditches.

Azraq the Moor. He was the ideal gentleman. As much a man on the outside as on the inside. Why hadn't she abandoned him for Azraq the Perfect? Who wouldn't want the Moor rather than the Jew. Why? Why? Why! 

Choked with the acidity of jealousy, he drank the first drink of the morning. Devilish woman who had turned him into a new man. One who wasn't even good enough to drink anymore. A foolish idiot incapable of being sincere even with himself. Did she really believe him capable of allowing her to leave with the Moor? May God forgive him, for the friend would never have crossed the wall. Gadea Ayala was his and he would chomp down on anyone who tried to take her away from him. 

-Your worship is very concentrated. But very little drunk. Gonzalo raised his hand, asking the barkeeper for another jug, before approaching.

-I won't charge you... I can do things that no one talks about and, oh, my!

In bad manners De Cordoba pushed away the girl who, with hopes of a good shagging, insisted on getting the most attractive and wealthy of her clients.

-Get out! -He pushed her away with bad manners and she left, insulting the ungrateful gentlemen of Castile. 

The wooden chair next to him, as coarse and strong as the characters who used it, did not complain as it was dragged without subtlety. 

The new jar was brought with alacrity, for if anyone could smell the maravedis inside bags of expensive leather, it was the bald-headed innkeeper. 

The drunkard in robes fit for a king carried four mugs. And though he did not drink them, he cared little for them. The gold glittered as brightly from the pockets of the drunkard as from those of the most Christian gentleman. And the fact is that visits loaded with well-paid despair were not usual in those parts. Neither usual nor such idiots, he thought before tripping over a loose board and overturning some of the wine. Greed and hardship were not a good marriage. But, anyway, when the rich man left, he would empty the undrunk glasses into the jugs of other drunks and collect double the money. Teachings worthy of his late father. The one who in turn inherited from his father the worst tavern in the suburb. The darkest one exactly between the leather street and the filthy street of the vegetable market. There was always a surplus of dry throats and wrinkled pockets.

Those gentlemen, however, wore good luck in business, and that was a very, very good thing. And although he recognized himself intrigued by the talk, he was not there to learn, but to get paid. 

-Gentlemen. The nod of his head in mock politeness was more like that of a broody hen than that of a polite gentleman, but he cared little as long as he was loading his coffers.

Slowly he rested the jug waiting for the newcomer to pay for his education in the form of heavy coin, but it was the one with the cloudy look who stepped forward knocking on the wood the sweetest of sounds. 

As if she were a girl before the most expensive perfume, she smelled the shiny metal before putting it smilingly in the cloth bag hanging from her waist. Gratefully he walked backwards as a sign of respect, for the times were not good. The plague was near, or at least that was what the news from the north said. Unfortunate Aragonese, who did not keep their own misfortunes, brought them to Castile. Many prayed for redemption of sins, others accused the Jews of poisoning the wells, but he, he did not think. He had too much to do with bringing bread and wine to his six daughters and only one son. And it was not that he was unbelieving or ungrateful, because he was. It would be foolish not to fear the power of God. He could not read, but he could think, and he was sure that his sins were piled up like stones on a mountain, why else would God give him so many daughters instead of sons? Daughters were nothing but an expense and a tremendous headache. They were either impregnated or abandoned, or else, as was his case, they were so ugly that they were not desired even by the most desperate.

Happy with the new customers, he marched to the back praying to refill new jugs and charge again. Those gentlemen would be very noble, but also very foolish. Who would pay a full maravedí for a jug that contained more vinegar than wine?  Well, whether they were dumb as flies or not, he would continue to collect.
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-How did you find me?

-Your bad temper precedes you. I have asked a couple of times about the wretched convert and the marked path appeared under my nose.

The dark look halfway between wolf and killer, which he used to give away when he was not in the mood, never came, so De Cordoba began to worry. His indifference was more dangerous than his fury.

Deeply interested in the rumors, he searched half the city for him.  People commented on the departure of Azraq the Blue, and although at first he did not believe anything, it was enough for him to see Judah to understand that the gossip was real. 

In profound silence, he took a large gulp, and it was not until he had wiped his moistened mouth with the back of his hand that he dared to speak.

-Your friend, your brother. You should have prevented it.

-Stop him? -Judah smiled reluctantly and drank with his gaze straight into the center of the glass. Stop him? If he only knew that he had brought it on himself. 

He hated to fire his friend, but he would hate to kill him even more. Just the thought of Gadea in love with the Moor made him retch. To prevent it? By Adonay, Christ, Mohammed, and all the prophets, he would have given up his entire fortune to see him go. 

-Nothing could be so serious as to separate him from his home or his sister. He was your brother. Or so I thought, perhaps...

-Damn it! The mistress! The mistress..." he repeated, deepening his words with his eyes on the boards of the table. De Cordova, meanwhile, chewed on information he was unable to swallow. 

-It's not possible. Are you sure? What about her? 

-She is my life. Only mine.

Heedless of his possessive derangements, Gonzalo continued to ruminate.

-It is impossible. He is a man of honor, Azraq would never... No, I don't think so. It has to be a mistake.

-Do you not believe in what you yourself felt? Don't make me laugh. I'm not in a good mood today.

-That was a long time ago. She always loved you. She answered bluntly to a husband who snorted unwillingly. 

Judah, annoyed, put away his glass. He was as weary as he was hopeless; was there a man in the city who would not fall in love under the spell of his wife?

-Maybe he got confused. Maybe he got his interests wrong.  Maybe he...

-She is mine.

Gonzalo did not open his mouth again. The convert's blunt reply warned him that one more word and it would not be the Moor's head that would roll over the limp table. 

Now he had no trouble thinking and realizing that, perhaps, he was the one who was wrong. Believing in the depth of Azraq's feelings after all was not so far-fetched. The girl was a charmer with a cover worthy of praise. Beautiful like no other, intelligent like few others, she used her sensuality without even realizing it. Women like Gadea entangled their prey with a thread that spun around the neck of their victims and spun twice. You couldn't get out of that affection alive. 

What about her? She swore by the rusty nails of Christ that Gadea loved her husband above all. And above all. She would not be unfaithful to him with either the strongest of the Moors or the bravest of the Christians. That was as impossible as the snows in August. Snorting, she drank from her glass and shook her head.

-The smoke from your burnt brains is disgusting. Stop thinking about what does not exist. She doesn't love him. I am sure of it. Get drunk like a fool since with intelligence you cannot discern.

-Would you put your hands in the fire for that?

-For the honor of your wife, or for the stupidity of your brains?

-Don't provoke me, my patience is wearing thin, even with you.

-Nail me with a dagger if it makes you happy, but you will not silence the only truth. Gadea Ayala possesses more honor and honesty than the thickest beard of the most honorable gentleman in this city. She loves you because that is the way she is, period. And yes, she would lay hands and arm if necessary. And you should do the same.

-Dedicate that vehemence to your wife. And not to mine. Judah's teeth clenched with the same intensity as the calm that resided in Gonzalo's mind. 

-And I do. Jealousy blinds your reason. Relaxed in his chair, he drank another large drink, although he did not stop thinking.

What if the Converso were right? What if Gadea wanted to leave him? What would he do? In that war of two, who would he save, the friend or the friend? A decision that suddenly made his nerves twitch at the thought of it.

In the deepest of silences, both drank in their own doubts. And although annoyed with their words, Judah could only be grateful for the silence, for it was common knowledge that he was not the most loquacious man in the wide world. Not even in the great Toledo.

Sighing, and moistening his lips, but with little desire, he let himself be guided wherever his thoughts took him. Rambunctious ideas that drove him mad from the damned moment he knew he was chained. Dark, silent, and gloomy stay that some illusions called love, and that he would baptize as alienation. 

A part of his being wanted to break free from their moorings and throw them into the deepest cliff of the Tagus. He would want to shout to the winds of Ávila that their kisses no longer mattered to him. He would ride in the company of his solitude and ignore time and people.  She would forget her smile and her memories. He would go through the world walking without feeling the acceleration of the heart that rode him madly and drowned him from within. "God..." He loved her to the last link of his heavy chain in love. She held him like the oasis to the thirsty and the feast to the hungry. Nothing would free him. Azraq was gone, and tomorrow, who would try to separate them again, how many lifetimes would he have to live to get used to the idea of losing her? He was so exhausted... 

For her he tried to be the best of men but he was not even the crudest of asses. No matter what he did, she distrusted him. His wife's looks were an open book and it would be foolish not to recognize the hatred in her almond-shaped eyes when she believed him responsible for the death of her friends. Did she really believe him so unmanly as to allow such cruelty? He saved the nun and Beatriz, was that not proof enough of love? 

Analyzing, and staring blankly, he let himself be carried to the furthest distance where thoughts could reach. There ought to be a way in which a fool like him could prove that he loved her above all doubt. But what?

-I will find her.

-To whom? -Gonzalo asked, looking to the sides and a bit disoriented.

-Ravens disguised as lambs.  Lambs hiding the truth. Such is life. Truly I say to you: be careful with your actions, for the truth always hides behind the wolf and the lamb. The parish priest Diego de Almanzón approached them with his eyes clearer than the heavens, because if there were angels incarnate, that was Almanzón. That man was as innocent as the cats of little Salvador.

-A simple discovery, even for a parish priest, if we recognize that we live in a land inhabited by wolves. 

-Great reflection. The man from Almanzón replied to the Converso, and raised his hand to be served a jug of wine.

The innkeeper, seeing the monk, shook his head. The young man was well known. He was a man of God, supportive and always ready to help women with no future. He was dressed in rags because, as they used to say, "he would even sell his underwear to feed the lost". No, he was not a man to serve. His perfume disgusted poverty. The parish priest, aware of the waiter's disinterest, bowed his head. He knew better than anyone the emptiness of his pockets. 

Judah, without raising his head, could guess the innkeeper's reaction, so he pulled out three coins and slammed them hard on the table. The innkeeper, wide-eyed and smelling the polished metal, rushed over to pick them up. But the Converso's sharp dagger proved to be quicker. Sticking it half a centimeter between thumb and forefinger, the voice came to him like a bat-laden cavern.

-First your apologies. The hot August day froze in that instant.  

-Your worship has no need of such company as this. He will ask you for money, I assure you. I know him. If you are careless, he will empty your pockets.

-Your apologies," he repeated with his jaw clenched and scratching his forehead with his left hand as if his head was splitting.

-He is known to live with all of them. They say they are all witches there. Men bounce off the bewitched doors of that place. Husbands never get their wives back. At night he sends them out to steal.

Judah's body rose with such impetus that the chair flew to the opposite side. As long as it took him to get to his feet, it took him to grab the bald man with the smell of rancidity by the shirt, lifting him above his own feet.

-Your apologies. I assure you, today I am looking to stab someone, and you have thrown away all the cards in the deck.

The waiter looked sideways at the seated gentleman for support, but De Cordoba's smile did not leave his glass.

-Please let this man go. The truth is that I am not thirsty. - asked the parish priest.

-Excuse me. The Converso's strong fingers deepened their grip on the collar of his shirt, making it difficult for air to pass through, to an increasingly choked tavern keeper.

-I... I'm sorry," Judah looked at him with wide eyes as he waved his left hand in the air urging him to continue. Stunned, the innkeeper continued, "I will serve you the best broth," the Convert smiled wickedly sideways so the innkeeper hurried on. Two, better, two pitchers.

The calloused hand released him, and the man coughed loudly as he checked that the head was still in place. 

With a startled quickness, he went to pour the pitchers of the vinegary drink. Not without first collecting the coins. Maybe her dignity was choked, and maybe she wanted to kick the Jew's ass, but in the business world, coins came before blows, and even choked dignity.

Young Diego, who did know about humiliation, sat in silence. His clothes were so old that they no longer counted the years. "He would sell his underpants for those whores," said the gossips, and although the gossip was more often false than true, on this occasion the airs were not misguided. 

The last visit to the Alcaná negotiated with the black Raquel her only and last belongings. The poor clothes would be well appreciated in the eighth use market, but the old usurer barely paid. Her second pair of underwear suffered no better fate. The old woman, with as much gray hair as greed, paid very little, but as Father Ramón used to say: "When hunger pecks, the scarce is transformed into glory". 

The children and women always drank the malnourished broth without complaining. With smiles as wide as their sorrows. Poor souls, who saw in him more than what really existed. "Your destiny is sainthood," the needy commented to him as if he were a saint. 

Diego de Almanzón was the fourth son of a farming family. In his home they always blessed whatever they received, because, even if it was little, the Lord never abandoned them. When he was eleven years old, he decided to become a parish priest, and his parents quickly accepted. Perhaps they were not so clearly guided by their duties to Christ, but rather by the desire to have one less mouth to feed, whatever it was, God wrote and he complied. 

A Christian like many others, charitable like those who could not be found even under stones, Diego recognized in hunger his own origins. The laws spoke of poverty as a sign of sins worthy of punishment before a God who nodded with a just look, but he preferred to nourish himself on the figure of Jesus, son of the Divine Creator, who gave supper and forgave the last great traitor. For him, the women of the beaterio were nothing more than one of the many poor souls without material or spiritual nourishment. Like everyone else, they were looking for a life to survive. The tooth was in the hard bread what sorrow was in the spirit. 

Young or old, they all had a single destiny. Women born from a rib seeking to stand as a solid column. No, they were not sin, they were the illusion of something better.

He gratefully accepted the jug of wine and drank, trying to calm the redness of embarrassment. Father Ramón always said that when one asked on behalf of the needy anything was allowed, unfortunately his vermilion red cheeks never learned those teachings.

-Lost or interested?

The Converso spoke to him with derision and he began to feel that the heat of his redness instead of calming down was burning even hotter. Twenty-two years old and he still hadn't learned to control them.

-How much? -Judah asked with a narrow look. That exact area was not a place to get lost but to find. And since he was sure that the sanctimonious parish priest was not looking for prostitutes, his interest could not be other than his pocket.

-Not much. Maybe a little, but not much. Maybe more than a little, but not much. Practically nothing. Yes, I would say a trifle for a man of such deep faith as you.

-How much?

-To tell you the truth, it's more than a how much," the Converso narrowed his gaze. There is no one better than you at seeing opportunity in need. There is no better sense of smell in all Toledo than yours. What do I say Toledo, in all Castile!

-Without garnishes, father, today is not the day. I assure you.

-No, it is not," said De Cordoba with an ill-concealed smile. 

And although the parish priest did not finish saying what he wanted to convey, De Cordoba continued in silence, amused by the scene. El Converso wanted to continue to maintain a facade of stone, but of that cold and disinterested man of yesteryear not even the embers remained.

-Maybe a few... woolens? Maybe some fabrics. And yes, some threads, needles, scissors, but few. And... five looms? -The convert's sharp look made him correct immediately -Four. Four will be enough. 

-Do you intend to compete against me, Father Diego?

-Never," he replied with alacrity, "That would be impossible. You are the biggest merchant in the kingdom. What do I say of the kingdom, of the world! I wouldn't think anything against you, but rather... for you?

Judah closed his eyes, put his hand to his forehead and Father Diego held tightly the crucifix hanging from his neck. The stomachs of fifteen children and twenty-five women were in the power of his bargain. 
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-How much have I drunk?

Judah looked at the glass wondering how he could be so drunk without even having tasted half of the contents. Why should he be as drunk as a chestnut to continue hearing what he was hearing, or should he? 

Stunned, he watched De Cordoba, who, without any dissimulation, was laughing harshly. Was he such an idiot? Had his wife's bewitchments turned him into a eunuch of the queen? Where was the Judah whom everyone feared? A man feared by many, desired by all, and pushed around by a parish priest? 

You see, it's not that far-fetched. It's a win-win business.  Let me explain it to you.

-Again? 

The young man brought his torso closer. That act offered a sense of knowledge that he was eager to demonstrate. He wasn't sure how many times he repeated the same plan, but he would keep at it until he got the loom. Either he would find the means or the beaterio would be a graveyard of abandoned women and emaciated children.

-They know the art of sewing. It won't take them long to learn the trade. And you would come out of it much stronger.

-Reinforced? -He asked, counting to three to quell his not always very controlled momentum. Are you looking for me to set up a loom for you?

-That's right.

-And be my competition. 

-No, not against you. For you

-I will create a loom for you to go against me.

-For you. For you. You will be a partner. The main one.

-One who receives nothing. One who gives you everything. To you.

-For you...

Judah scratched his forehead because he didn't know if the pastor was stupid or too smart.

-But will I put the total amount of gold?

-They will put in effort and will," he said with a broad chest. They are hard workers. 

-Father Diego, have you ever set up a business like this? What is your knowledge of wool?

-None," he answered with Christian sincerity, "but that's what you're there for.

-Also for that.

De Cordoba's laughter echoed throughout the walls of the moldy tavern, before a friend who wanted to chew it, without bread or wine.

-No one better than you to guide us.

-And tell me, why would I want to teach you the trade and waste my time on you?

-Oh, no," he replied with a broad, calmer smile, "Eloise, the Frenchman's wife, will be our teacher. She and your father.

-Did you say my father? I see you have spared no requests.

Father Diego ducked his head, drinking timidly, and without answering. Of course he had begged in front of many doors before going to see him. How else could all those souls be fed.

-Your wife was also very agreeable to the idea," he said, appealing to the love that everyone knew he had for his blessed wife. She assured him that a man with such a great heart would be delighted to collaborate.

-Great, you say? -The Converso's right eye opened wide at the little wink from his left. 

Yes, well, Gadea Ayala may not have said those words. But he was sure he would say them. As soon as he took the time to tell her his plan, of course.

-So, for me to understand you: I should set up a loom," Diego nodded enthusiastically, "teach a group of women who know nothing about the trade," the father denied flatly. Well, not teach," he replied with his head cocked to the side as he saw the priest's assent. But trade, sell and pay, yes.

Father Diego nodded hopefully. Judah seemed to understand the idea perfectly.

-And just to clarify, the permits for women, how do you plan to get them? 

-Your father. He will take care of everything. His contacts are excellent.

-My father, of course. How could I forget," Judah scratched his chin before continuing. And why do you say my father sent you to talk to me? 

-He has said, and I repeat his words: "he will be happy to collaborate".

-I understand," Gonzalo guffawed again, but was instantly silenced or he would be swallowed without bread and wine.

-And tell me, Don Diego, could it be that my father also told you what a good man I am? 

-Maybe not exactly in those words, but my experience with good souls recognizes parental pride above any sentiment.

-I understand.

Judah took a deep breath as he wondered why he had gotten up that morning. The day had started badly, but continued to get worse. Financing a women's loom in a beaterio was utter folly. The women would work locked up so as not to be discovered, because their father's influences mattered little. They would be discovered and imprisoned, unless the bribes were so high that the authorities would turn a blind eye. Of course bribes that he would also pay. And all that assuming they learned how to sell whatever was created by their hands. Rags might be possible, but good cloth, he doubted.

-No," he replied dryly.

-No? No to what? 

-All of it.

-Your honor, I don't think I have explained myself well. I will tell you again.

-No!" he said, raising his hand.

-But it's a good business, your father thinks so. Your mercy, I beg you, those women and their empty stomachs need you.

-Keep going with the mace breads, I understand they sell well.

-There are not enough of them. New children have arrived. Your wife found them.

-And of course... -she always found someone-. Father Diego, I'm sorry I can't help you, but it's not my problem, and believe me, I already have too many to add one that doesn't belong to me.

-Please, I beg you to reconsider.

-It is my last word.

-Without your help, the archbishop will have obtained what he desires so much. I don't even want to imagine his happiness at seeing them wandering the streets like filth.

-The archbishop? You mean the real archbishop? 

-God hear you. No, the Most Excellent is still in Rome. I am referring to the worm that crawls around the Primacy as if he were the king himself. Every morning we find at our doors despicable people that he buys to spy on us. He lives only to see how we sink into the mud.

The young parish priest spoke with such sincerity, and with such sorrow, that he was unable to notice that this was the first time, in his two long hours of chattering, that he had really succeeded in capturing the attention of the future protector. He spoke listlessly and saddened without noticing the wolfish gesture in the Converso's gaze.

-Hates women. He hates the beaterio. And of course he hates your wife," he said grumpily. I think he hates her more than any other. I don't understand it, for she is a saint, but the truth is that everything about him is incomprehensible. To think of doing harm is his meaning of life. Sometimes I wonder if God did not put a wolf in his flock to measure our strength. Well, I am not the one who interprets the Most High, although sometimes I would like to be his law and sentence. God forgive me," he said, quickly crossing himself, "but I swear that sometimes I have believed that he envies them. Don't listen to me, my nonsense. I no longer know what I say or what I think.

Diego leaned back in his chair in complete dismay. 

-Are you sure of what you are saying?

-What about envy? -He asked, taking a sip, "Maybe, God tests all their souls.  

-No, I mean the hatred for the beaterio, and especially for my wife. For a moment I thought I had forgotten it. 

-Oh that, no. We have been on the verge of burning on four occasions. We have had our marzipan looted three times, a false husband almost managed to steal one of the little ones, and was on the verge of selling him into slavery. For months the women have been taking turns guarding the entrance to La Blanca. They claim to have seen the hunchback trying to listen to their conversations. And I no longer have anything to sell. The donations are not enough and that man does not cease to put even heavier stones on us. The vegetables of the blackberries have become impossible to buy, normal, with the drought that we have gone through. And all this without even telling you....

The young man lamented his sorrows while drinking, completely distracted by the listener's increasingly interested reaction.

-I will help you. Stop your wailing or I'll go deaf with all that crying.

The parish priest spat out the wine in his mouth while De Cordoba slapped him on the back so that he would not drown.

-I don't understand you. A moment ago you said no.

-That was before. Do you want my help, yes or no? I will offer you the means to become a magnificent loom. One of the best. An enviable one. What do you answer?

-What shall I answer? My lord, I thank you more than the air I breathe. God will repay you with beatitudes, I assure you," the young man hid his tears of emotion. The widows, the children, we all thank you. You don't know how important what you are doing is for us.

Judah preferred not to pay much attention to the praises of the young priest who did not finish speaking. And it was not that he felt suddenly, and by the work of the Holy Spirit, a humble Christian. His interests were not so altruistic. 

-When your wife finds out. I will tell her myself. You will see how grateful she is to you. If she loved you before, she will not be able to contain her love for you now.

-Father Diego, I'm afraid my relationship with my wife is not on the best of days.

-Really? Well, I find it hard to believe. She loves you, I can vouch for that. 

-Be careful where you put your faith, you may lose it.

-Impossible, you are wrong.

-Women, no matter how much you love them, they will always ask for more. Gonzalo broke his silence to clarify a truth known to all men.

-Oh, that's what you mean. They are very sensitive beings, but understandable. Thanks to the angels that God taught us how to conquer them.

Judah opened his eyes in surprise, before a De Cordoba who could not believe what he was hearing. Father Diego, happy as he was, took another sip of wine without noticing the immense intrigue born in those two. 

The convert raised his hand to the innkeeper who quickly approached with a plate of cheese and bread.

-Better make it two," he said to the bald man who almost decapitated a drunkard by running so fast to get more rye bread, which he would charge at the price of the whitest in the bakery.

Judah, like the devil before a delicious temptation, extended the overflowing plate to a parson who no longer remembered what it was like to chew.

-Eat...

-For me? Oh, thank you. You are very kind. 

Father Diego tried to eat slowly and politely, but he had not used his teeth for so long that his hand was stretched by a hungry will. Being the last in the beaterio to help himself to the portions of adalfina, the bowl always came to him with plenty of broth, but nothing of substance. The chickpeas were so scarce that it was not even worth their while to fight among themselves.

-And you say you know exactly how to conquer them? -Judah came millimeters between his face and the cheese.

De Córdoba, although somewhat less desperate, but just as interested, waited impatiently for explanations.

-Conquer? who?

The young man was about to bring a delicious piece to his lips when the strong calloused hand stopped him midway to the stretched mouth and eager tooth.

-You said you knew.

-You mean women? Of course I know. Who wouldn't know. I've been listening to their pains, complaints and cries for years. It is not difficult to understand them, after all we are all children of the Lord and they are not free of...

-How!

Father Diego let go of the cheese in fright at the cry of his desperate husband. The latter, so familiar with the most vile strategies in the search for information, took a breath to calm himself and control his curious nerves. That priest would talk if it was the last thing he ever did in his life.

-Do you know what they are looking for? What about mine in particular? What should I do with it? How should I act? -he asked with restrained anxiety.

-They all seek to be loved.

-I already know that," Judah took a deep breath so as not to hang the priest and thus get the detailed information out of him. What if he already loved her? What would be the blessed secret? What part of the Bible says it exactly? Speak and I will give you the best loom in all Castile.

Father Diego looked at Gonzalo who ducked his head so as not to show that he was equally intrigued. Conquering Juana, from Toledo to eternity, was too tempting a secret.

-Well, I don't think any passage in the holy books indicates that.

-Where! I mean, where father Diego? 

The curiosity of the gentlemen made the parish priest sweat, and he did not understand the desperation for something that for him was so simple. Well, he didn't know about love, and he never would, but he was no idiot. So many hours living with them was what he had. Direct learning without intermediaries.

-Well, love is...

-Yes, yes, you have already said that. We know about pure and polite love, and what else? The secret is...

-My lord, it is no secret. It is common knowledge that women like yours do not seek protection-the heads of Gonzalo and Judah were so close that they could be mistaken for one-nor yours either," he said, pointing to a De Cordoba who no longer concealed his interest. They are like the best mares. Strong, thoroughbred, brave and determined.

-Continue.

The tavern keeper came running with the two new dishes, and was about to cash in when the Converso stepped forward to silence him by throwing a coin at him. And a fat one at that. 

The little man caught her in the air and in complete silence. If they sought discretion he was deaf and dumb.

-You gentlemen insist on seeing the weakness of their gender, but it is their strength that distinguishes them. Women like yours have hardnesses, but not in their hands. Their battle scars are centered in the depths of their souls. Forced from birth, they are the result of our male mistakes. Ignorant of almost everything, they have had no choice but to work for themselves. Apprentices of imposition they accept with courage. As strong as oak trees, they guard within themselves that which is denied them. They will take care of your children, they will carry on your homes, they will take care of your wounds, they will advise you in your mistakes, but they will never open their hearts to you. Not if they do not wish to. They are not weak, they do not need protection. They seek much more.

Gonzalo and Judah's eyes were bigger and rounder than the plates of the best china in the De la Cruz household.

-And that is?

-Companionship. What else?

The gentlemen shrank back in their seats in broad disappointment.

-That is stupid. Gadea will not negotiate with me.

Father Diego licked his fingers savoring the leftover cheese in oil before answering.

-And she does not intend to. I doubt that she wishes to be your equal in business. She accompanies you and advises you, but not because of her interest in fabrics.

-So? -Judah began to regain his recent lost interest.

-I do not mean company in business. It is in your feelings that she wishes to accompany you. Companion of your heartfelt moments. 

-And how to give him what you say he is looking for?

-Give it to her, take it from her, and give it to her again. Then she will understand that she has conquered you.

-How? Gonzalo was lost.

-My lord," he said, not understanding why Gonzalo's lips were pursed, "it is common knowledge that you love your wife. Your jealousy is widely known. Your love goes far beyond that. You think them foolish and weak, yet their feelings are as strong as oak trees. They are not looking for a madman to harass them.

Judah cleared his throat and took a drink so as not to show his embarrassment to Gonzalo who imitated him. 

-They seek love with respect and freedom. They like to play at being sensitive, but strength never abandons them. Fierce when they are needed, they fight with weapons that only they know. They are capable of rebirth where only death is cultivated. In the body of one there is more will than in hundreds of men. No matter what you seek, they will know what to give and how to give it. It is up to the men to earn the when.

-Many in one..." repeated Judah as he remembered his wife's values.

-Seek to tame them and you will find a rebel, allow her to accompany you and she will be all that you desire. They are not tamed. They are the tamer.

-Never. I am a man. 

Gonzalo nodded in agreement with his master's words. They were knights in love, but not unbridled castrates.  

Father Diego sighed with the strength of the misunderstood. His years surrounded by the cries of abandoned women taught him to recognize a great source of sensitivity, but also of courage. They were not brood mares, they were companions in the struggle. 

-Don Alonso De la Cruz, your name precedes you wherever you travel. In Castile you are recognized and they say that your talent reaches as far as Flanders, can't you see that loose reins work better than suspenders?

Judah looked at him, narrowing his eyes as if for the first time he understood something.

-You are telling me to allow him to...

-Trust her as an equal. As I have told you before - "without being able to finish, by the way", he thought to himself - Gadea knows your value and your protection. She knows your honor and love for your children. There is not a day or evening in which I have not seen her answer with pride that she is your wife. She loves you. But tell me, how many times has she proved it to you?

Judah smiled sideways mischievously and the pastor shook his head.

-I mean feeling like an equal, a fellow traveler. One who conquered you beyond the bed.

-She is the mother of my children.

-But not the conqueror of your life path. Or at least one who doesn't feel that way. Women need to feel useful beyond Christian obligations. Therein lies their essence.

-And what is this essence? 

-Companions. A free woman of choice is hundreds of wills that you will count on until eternity.

-Father, not everyone thinks as you do. They would hang you for less than half your thoughts. Judah reflected, somewhat amused.

Raising his shoulders, the pastor moved his lips in a disinterested manner.

-Many donkeys think they are oxen, and many believe that joining letters is reading. 

-So? -Gonzalo was still not awake.

-Let them be your companions. Discover the thousand women who are enclosed behind one. From rib bone they were born, but in spine bone they were transformed.

In silence Judah stood watching as the parish priest finished the cheese. Maybe Father Diego wasn't so wrong. "From rib bone they were born, into spine bone they were transformed." 

––––––––
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Constanza moved so fast that she dropped the book.

-Grandma, please. Grandma 

The chamfer-nosed pirate touched his bloody gristle and, cursing all that was cursable, walked towards the young man on the floor. I'll take the weeping away from you.

The broad-scarred pirate tried to grab him by the elbow, but he turned angrily toward his companion.

-What!" he replied angrily as he was stopped in his revengeful start.

-He is not a boy," he clarified with a hyena smile.

The big-nosed man looked at the young man, and the next second he looked back at his companion.

-And what is it?

The one with the scar congratulated himself on his insight and the other followed. After all, they both possessed the brains of two malnourished flies. And although that was scarce for almost any situation, at that moment it was enough for them....

-A girl...

Pirate Two's grin, full of gnawed teeth, widened, infecting his giddy companion.

-A girl..." repeated the stunned man, letting his blood run hot.
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See them coming
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-A thousand apologies, my lord. I didn't see him," he said without realizing who he had run over.

The girl knelt down to pick up her fallen basket of herbs, without looking up. The stumble caused rosemary and mint to scatter like drops of freshness in the middle of the mud. 

And the front of a tavern was not the best place for a clean-acting lady to stumble. She did not usually carry so much material. Usually it was her brother Azraq who accompanied her to the borders of the Tagus, and who, like a pack mule, carried as much green as she pleased, but things were no longer the same. Azraq left in search of new horizons, and although she missed him very much, she was no one to reprimand him. As the best of sisters, she loved him and wished him the greatest of bliss. Despite how much she missed him. 

The orchards was a job worthy of a good man, of many, except Azraq the Blue. He always looked for something different. And apparently he found it, but right where he should never have looked. Too many battles they had fought together not to recognize the love in his brother's eyes. The best thing to do was to leave. And though her heart ached with the immense loss, she could only bless him in his flight. Long ago she had suffered for the same unrequited love, and although Saint Martha had been good enough to teach her the path of forgetfulness, she could not reprimand anyone who preferred to fly rather than fight for an impossible.

-Blanca the sorceress?

With hatred in his pupils and venom on his tongue, he raised his head from the ground to answer in a bad way, but the smile of the reproacher only made him smile back. That's how Father Diego was. He always managed, with his hoarse and amused tone, to find the good even in the supposed insult.

-One day I'll get mad at you for calling me a sorceress. Or I might even cast one of my spells on you," she said, wiggling her fingers wildly.

The young priest handed her his hand to help her to her feet as she responded with equal amusement.

-I pray God to protect me from such a wicked spell, but if the Lord is good enough to take me to his side, I would desire no other incantation than yours. But first you should learn to watch where you walk.

-You are very sure that you will reach heaven. Are your deeds so good? Because I am not so sure.

-Oh, my dear, let me think that blathering in a beaterio loaded with chattering women deserves such good compensation. 

They both laughed in amusement at Gonzalo, who tilted his head to one side with a frown. It was not until she stopped laughing - not smiling - that Blanca noticed the presence of the other two. With a hot face, and not because of the high temperatures of Toledo's summer, she hurried to greet them courteously. 

Judah nodded at the greeting with a droop of his eyelids and without much thought. His brains burned for the conquest of a single woman, whatever happened to the others, they were, like the Moorish territories, in a place of little interest. In the obligation of almost brother he promised Blue to take care of Blanca, but Diego de Almanzón did not symbolize danger, neither great nor small. He was simply nothing. That young man, a mixture of man and saint, carried so much goodness that the angels turned jealous. 

Toledo was not very different from other lands of the Lord. Everyone sought heaven, but few tilled the land. Father Diego, however, practicing like few others, carried religion with a true vocation. For him sin was nothing more than a distant teaching. Something that some committed, others condemned, and that he simply forgave.

-Are you alone?

Blanca wanted to explain that it was early, that she had walked with other girls and that they had just separated, but Judah did not listen to her. Sometimes she wondered if that man ever listened to anyone. Blessed be the Lord who opened his eyes and gave him to the saint of Gadea. Time healed everything, but also showed everything. And her old love was today for her nothing more than another stubborn man with a thick beard.

-Why are you laughing? I will accompany you to the beaterio. You must not walk alone.

Again he would have liked to reply, but he silenced himself. To enter into a dialectical discussion against the Convert might take him all afternoon.

-I thought Francisco was waiting for us by the street of the French. The convert slapped his forehead when he heard Gonzalo's reminder.

-Don't worry, I can manage on my own... 

-I will accompany her. I'm going to Blanca and I can take Blanca. 

The priest smiled at the repetition of words as he took the basket from her hands. The Moorish woman replied with a broad smile at the jest, and accepting his company, they left. Together they left, leaving behind the Bāb al-Mardūm and a Gonzalo who stared at them curiously.

-What are you waiting for? It's late.

-Did you see that?

Judah began to walk in the opposite direction without looking or answering, after all he did not know what he was talking about, nor did he care. In his head the only thing that kept repeating itself were the words of the priest: You must allow him to conquer you. Put a few stones in her path. Enough to make her feel victorious, but not so many that she thinks you are impossible. And how was that done! "Saying no, when you wanted to say yes. Say yes, a few times, and when there were not too many no's". 

-For God's sake...

-That is my opinion. May God help us." Gonzalo spoke without taking his eyes off the priest and the sorceress who were turning the corner next to Doña Fermina's store. 

-What are you talking about? I see the vinegary wine has cooked your brains. Come on, stop walking like a lady, and pick up the pace.

-Cooked brain?

El Converso slapped his friend's back as they walked briskly. De Córdoba didn't want to answer that if either of them had a cooked brain, it wasn't exactly him. To listen to a priest more virgin than Mother Mary, in matters of women, was the greatest stupidity in the kingdom. And of stupidity for his beloved, the Convert was full of it, though he would not be the one to lose his head by telling her so.

––––––––
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Days later in the center of the great city...

The Primacy shone radiating a beauty unclassified on earth. 

The morning sun was warm without being oppressive. The storks were feeding their young, showing them the forest and the ramparts as the most beautiful of destinations. The light from the east entered the stained glass window, illuminating the head of the Christ child, who seemed to smile enjoying the warm arms of his mother. The columns, tall and strong, like giants of the Titan God, supported the house of the Lord showing who had the true power.

The city, meanwhile, scratched its sleepy eyes. With an orange dawn in the distance, homes were beginning to rise to their feet. The morning coolness was to
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