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The morning sun was streaming through the window, indicating a new day, and thank heaven it was so. The more time passed since the frustrated burning, the more the past faded before the darkness of his own memories and this was very grateful to the divine creator. Lethargic, he woke up, and caressing with the palm of his hand the free space, he sighed with the memory of the one who had just fled from the bed. A deep love made her feel that any ailment of life was well worth a few tears, so long as he was by her side. Love, that you appear in the least recommended of men and insist that your choice is the right one. Life, that you ask for time to accept. Fear, that you recognize that you have not fled like a coward before a heart prophet of truth. Gadea smiled happily at the sudden inspiration of her troubadour spirit. His fears were in the trash of discarded and trampled fears. She did not doubt Judah or his feelings. What he feared was a world written by men who, entrenched in absurd beliefs, were far from the destiny that the divine reality wrote for them.

Relieved to be at home, she breathed in the security offered by her room, or one could say the marriage room, because since her marriage he never stopped visiting her and sleeping next to her. He never abandoned her. He always remained steadfast and constant, strengthening a love that not even she herself was capable of believing, but which she thanked the Virgin with all the fervor that women in love possess. She was recovering very favorably. The wide burns resulting from the thick ropes on her hands and ankles, so well adjusted by the experienced executioner, had disappeared. The body was beginning to heal, but the mind could not obtain the same satisfaction. Jailhouse fears still tormented her during the day and much of the night. Terrible nightmares would come during the night's rest and only the strong embrace of her stubborn husband would scare them away. Her stubborn and much loved husband. "Husband..." she thought as she remembered Judah's warm arms on those nights where the sweat of fear covered her. Fears that she was still able to feel, in the beauty of her skin as it bristled, or when the stench of rat excrement and the urine of former prisoners, stuck in the depths of her mouth to the point of being able to chew them. That cell marked her and she trembled just remembering it. The thick rusty iron bars and the shouts of the crowd reminded her very well what her duties as a woman were and what boundaries were not to be crossed. 

"It's all in the past and it was better not to think about..." she said to herself without being able to finish her thoughts as she had to run to the basin to pour the little dinner she still had in her belly. Dizzy and with a sour taste in her mouth, she clung to the tub with both hands and tried to raise her face to see who was entering the room, praying with all her being that the newcomer was not Judah. He was worrying too much and she was trying to hide her rare illness from him by all means. The mornings were a pigsty in her womb and the afternoons seemed long and exhausting. 

-Holy mother of God. He stammered as he lowered his face to complete a retch that this time was dispensed dry, after all his guts were emptier than a farmer's pocket.

Blanca, the Moorish woman, stopped at the door, frozen before the image. Gadea's presence disturbed her. A small ember of jealousy still circulated through her veins, and although she kept asking Santa Marta for assistance, she could not help it. Gadea was brave, strong, but she was also the love of her love, something painful to assume. 

-You're..." the descriptions choked in his throat.

When Judah begged him to attend to his sick wife, he did not imagine that this was her illness. Her eyes filled with tears as she felt her heart tear even more. If such a thing were possible. He recognized the symptoms just by looking at her from the entrance. Gadea was carrying the son of Judah in her womb. The one she had always dreamed of carrying in her ardent Toledan nights but that he had never shared.

Amice, an unexpected visitor, peeked through the door and, seeing the image of Gadea vomiting, threw a huge basket of clothes on the floor. Pushing Blanca aside, she ran to her aid. The nun's accusatory cries brought Blanca's unresponsive Blanca back to reality. 

-It wasn't her..." Gadea answered, trying to regain his composure and be able to speak without emitting one of his hundreds of retches.

Amice escorted her to the chair, but not without first scowling like a rabid dog at the healer. In the distance and behind Gadea's back, the nun pointed her finger at the healer and then rubbed her neck from left to right. 

The intimidation was quite clear to Blanca, who, far from being frightened, shook her head at such a stupid threat. Did the nun really think she was scaring anyone? A meter and a half tall, with a small body and a look sweeter than the cakes of Doña Lucrecia, yes, the blackberry woman in the store behind the Jewish quarter, whose honeyed cakes would make even the most sour of executioners cloy. No, the nun was not scary. Blanca shook her head again and placed the basket of herbs on the table.

-I'm fine, I'm fine," Gadea answered embarrassed. 

Lately, or rather, since Judah came into her life, she had been a complete mess. Where had been that polite lady that her mother had forged? She wondered, trying to straighten her tangled hair. It's a momentary thing. It will pass soon," she said, trying to hide the general discomfort.

-It is not momentary," Blanca answered in a half-voice and with the pain of envy outlining her words.

-What have you done to him! 

Blanca walked backwards when she saw the nun rolling up her sleeves. It wasn't that she was afraid of her, but the nun, with that black robe and that cockroach look ready to attack, was impressive enough to be cautious.

-I think I know what's wrong.

-What do I have?

-You are pregnant. She ruled hastily as she saw the nun's hands rise above her shoulders.

Amice instantly lowered her hands, and the look of a killer wolf, transformed into that of a kitten in love with a Moorish woman who breathed tranquility again.

-A baby... I adore babies..." she kept repeating the words with a sad face.

-It is not possible." Gadea answered with such certainty that the illusion returned to the healer's broken heart.

-You and he didn't..." she said with the trembling of hope on her lips. Maybe things were not as she thought they were. Maybe Judah would despise her in the secrecy of the home. Maybe there was still a chance.

Amice wrinkled her forehead uncomprehendingly, but Gadea, seeing the hopes behind the healer's gaze, clarified with such certainty that the walls shook at her categorical statement.

-My husband and I share a bed every night," Blanca felt embarrassed, but it was Amice who broke the uneasiness between them.

-How can you be so sure then? Holy Virgin, Gadea, you didn't try to take it off..." she answered, crossing herself three times in succession.

-For heaven's sake, no! I would never... How can you even hint at such a thing. I would never commit such a sin. The Blessed Virgin is the mother among mothers, and I hope to be one someday. I mean the mother thing, not the saint thing...

-So! -Blanca asked with broken nerves and cutting short the lengthy explanation. Did they love each other, yes or no? She needed to know urgently. Both women looked at her with their necks craned and cautious.

-I'm staining." Gadea spoke in disappointment to a Blanca who turned toward the basket, hiding dying hopes.

Busy with her herbs she worked on the mixture when Gadea watched her intrigued.

-You have not yet explained your presence in my room.

Blanca brought a sachet of herbs and held it out to him as he explained himself with words that barely came out. Cursed be fate, life and the feelings that scratched her soul more than hundreds of oxen plowing.

-Your husband asked me to assist you. He thinks you are ill.

-I thought I had hidden it...

-You can see that I don't. The Moorish woman sounded more and more annoyed and the nun more cautious.

-What is it? -she said, putting her hand between the herbs and her friend. 

Although Blanca proved to be a sorceress of white magic both in her classes and in the sanctuary of Santa María la Blanca, it was no more certain than that she was the adopted daughter of the alchemist himself. The marquis adored the young woman, protected her under his magical wings, and the power of the magician among magicians was known to all. From beyond her knowledge, men came to Toledo attracted by her fame. Magicians, experts and beginners, all wandered through "Magic Toledo" hoping to receive teachings from the sorcerer for supremacy. Don Enrique de Villena, the necromancer for some, the king of magicians for others, the alchemist for a few, all were looking for the one who knew everything and whom death would never find. No, Amice did not trust him.

-This is nonsense. Blanca has no intention of hurting me," she said it so fast that she doubted her own words. No?

-My lady, if I wanted to see you dead, I think I have had more opportune circumstances than this," she replied as she prepared another sack of herbs. As much as the situation displeased her, she knew herself to be the creator of such dishonorable distrust. She loved to madness the husband of the woman before her, but no, she was not so wicked. Make an infusion in the mornings and one in the evenings. The dizziness will subside and the spots will disappear after the third month.  

-I am, so you think I'm carrying his child in my belly? -Gadea sounded so happy that this time it was Blanca who felt nausea catch in her throat.

-If he shares your bed..." he waited for a denial that never came. Then you are.

Amice hugged Gadea and Gadea smiled, doubtful of the reality. Could it be that God was willing to compensate her? Yes, of course he was. God was blessing her after so much hardship. "A child..." she thought as she imagined Judah's face as he told her. Blanca saw so much illusion in the young girl's gaze that she could not suppress the comment. 

-Maybe you shouldn't say anything until the staining is over and we're absolutely sure.

Gadea was instantly disillusioned as she caressed her belly and Blanca felt like the worst of healers.

-She is right. This time it was the nun who clarified, saving the uncomfortable situation of the Moorish woman. Blanca is right, maybe it's just discomfort due to so many misfortunes and God knows that lately you have been having nothing but scares, but if the Virgin wishes you to be a mother, the baby will still be there and you will be able to give the good news to your husband.

Blanca sighed as she heard in the nun the words she herself would have said if Gadea were someone else and the baby in her womb were not the son of the one she loved more than the God of heaven.

Beatriz entered suffocated and Gadea wondered if young women would ever learn the rules of good manners and knock before entering. Her friend's suffocation made her forget her nonsense to question her with her eyes. Amice didn't turn out to be so delicate and approached like a miura asking frightened questions.

-What's the matter with you? Have you been hurt? 

-I'm fine. He replied, accepting the embrace of the nun who kept caressing his back as a sign of comfort.

-Your husband? -Gadea was sorry to insinuate evil, but the kingdom of Castile was full of wolves in sheep's clothing and perhaps Lope was one of them. 

-No, he is a good man.

The woman clutched her head, feeling prey to tormenting sins. Impure thoughts that could not be counted, were not to be counted.... Her friends were never, ever to know... "Know ye not that the unrighteous shall not inherit the kingdom of God? Do not err; neither fornicators, nor idolaters, nor adulterers, nor men who have for unnatural purposes, nor men who lie with men, nor thieves, nor covetous, nor drunkards, nor revilers, nor extortioners, nor swindlers, shall inherit the kingdom of God. Corinthians 6..."

-But then why are you in such a state? -The nun continued to caress her back when, with a gesture that was more than a little rude and unusual for Beatriz, she pushed her back, making her feel saddened and disconcerted.

-Let me go! Don't come any closer.

-Beatriz. This time Gadea, her longtime friend, her almost sister, came closer hoping not to be pushed like the nun.

-You can trust me, you can trust us, you know that. 

-I can't... I don't want to... you don't understand... 

Amice wiped a stray tear with her robe. A product of unanticipated rejection.

-I have business at the convent. I'd better go.

She started to pick up the basket of clean clothes she had left at the entrance, when Beatriz's faint voice stopped her from behind.

-Forgive me... please...

Amice would have told him to go to hell if it weren't for the fact that she was Beatriz. Sweet, tender Beatrice. Of course he forgave her. Who wouldn't forgive Beatrice?

Nearby, Blanca watched as the friends silently embraced each other and forgave each other with deep tears in their eyes. The healer lowered her face. Sometimes she saw beyond the people themselves and for that reason the marquis always considered her the best of the apprentices. "White, the angels reveal their designs to you, the heavens become clear and the truth is shown to you before any star." And it was at times like this, when she saw so much more, that she hated to know she possessed such a wretched gift. 

-I must go. The women are waiting for me for their lessons," he said, holding up the healing basket and excusing himself to leave.

-How are the women? has Agnes learned the prayer to St. Martha? and how is Elizabeth?

Gadea asked so many questions that he was only able to catch his breath, because just as he was about to answer, a second one came without warning.

-My lady, why don't you come and see for yourself?

-I can't. I am kidnapped. Beatriz and the nun wiped their excited faces and separated to look at her intrigued-Judah. All three nodded and Gadea smiled to know they were so aware of her husband's extreme precautions. He thinks I am still in danger. He says the risks haunt me.

-I don't know why..." Blanca answered so naturally that she joined in the laughter she provoked in her companions. Damn her heart because if it weren't for the love she felt for Judah, she would adore those women. To tell the truth, he already loved them, even if it was a little difficult to recognize.

-I have the solution. Amice spoke loudly and confidently.

-No spicy wines," said Gadea.

-No fake prostitutes. Beatriz answered.

-Spiced wine? Fake prostitutes? -The healer did not understand anything.

-Yes, she is a nun, but..." Gadea and Beatriz looked at each other to answer in unison and with an instant fit of laughter. -Gadea and Beatriz looked at each other and answered in unison with an instant fit of laughter.

-The ways of the Lord are rugged terrain and wit the fruit of his deepest and most unfathomable desires. Amice stretched her neck while she seriously adjusted her veil in front of the women who laughed at her explanations. 

Feeling a little indignant, but only a little, she reached over to her basket to lift it high and reveal some aged and very, very clean fabrics. Gadea lifted one of the black cloths to look at it closely and replied with a shake of her head.

-No.

-It's a very good idea.

-No.

Blanca the Moor asked Beatriz if she understood anything, but the young woman was too busy asking forgiveness from whoever was in heaven. 

––––––––
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Julian opened the cabin door, dirty and wet to the beard. Salt water was sliding down his exhausted clothes, when the image he encountered struck him to the point of leaning against the frame to contemplate it with greater attention. He was not a man of sensitivities or anything like that, but even the toughest of the tough sometimes allowed himself a moment of license. 

The young girl, hollowing out her arms on the mattress and almost close to her grandmother's body, rested her head, which, overcome by fatigue, was as asleep as the rest of her body. Her long hair spilled down her back like a spring of freshly tilled earth. Dark and fertile. Her dress, though worn, hinted that not everyone could be made with such fine fabrics. At least not a sailor like him. Who were these fine women traveling alone to the new world? They were not the kind of women who traveled for the joy of men, but neither were they those who sought riches. Their clothes and education were not those of farmers, so why alone?

The young girl stirred and opened her lips so tenderly as she fell asleep again that he caught himself smiling. The girl was a joy to behold and a pleasure in close conversation. Her beauty, though not excessive, was supplemented by a tongue that was interesting to listen to.

Smiling like a young man, he entered the cabin, closing the door behind him. Damn it, he was still far from being an old man. The almost thirty couldn't be that many....

Putting silly images out of his mind, he shed his clothes, smiled again as he saw himself completely naked before putting on dry clothes. What would happen if the tender and innocent young girl woke up at that very moment? Surely something very funny, at least for him.

He picked up a second blanket to go up on deck and sleep under the starlight, when he stepped on a book. "The Guild of the Commons." 

-Women's guild? -He said to himself amused as he picked it up and put it on a shelf. Women working as men, what a silly novel.
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The rebellious novice
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Gadea was incessantly retouching her hair, trying to get the veil to cover it completely despite the insistent mane, which, in her own opinion, did not wish the same. She could not see herself to admire Amice's great work but she surely looked more like a raven than a young noblewoman married to one of the most important merchants in the city. Annoyed she grumbled again. She knew she was not the most beautiful of women, but she hated to add to her lack of aptitude, the gift of lying. Judah would surely call her the most fraudulent of wives and he might even have had reason to think so, after all, what woman in her right mind would disguise herself as a widowed nun! Well, it didn't matter, as a widow, as a raven or as a crushed cockroach, she would end her confinement.

-Nuns are either nuns or widows. You can't do both.

-Did I say it out loud?

-Yes, and stop frowning before you look like old Bernice. Amice spoke amused, but she was unable to smile. She was nervous, she was afraid of being discovered, and old Berenice was as lacking in beauty as she was in discretion in an afternoon of embroidery.

Without paying much attention, Beatriz and Amice lifted a basket loaded with: two cheeses, three loaves of bread, a large piece of jerky and countless apples. There was so much food that if they squeezed them a little more, the fruits would turn into jam before they reached Santa María la Blanca. Stealing wasn't right, and even less so if it was the provisions from the pantry of her own house, but it wasn't right to be penned up like a useless mare either. "Serves her right," she thought trying to justify herself and thus dodge the prayers she had so well earned.

-The last touch-up," said the nun as she covered his face with a veil as thick as tapestry wool.

-I will fall. I was sure of it. And to tell the truth, I did. First movement and plaf, straight to the ground and without warning.

-It's silly! -At that precise moment, her shame hurt her more than her knees. She angrily removed the veil that covered her face, but the nun put it back on.

-Let me see if I understand you, do you wish to go out?

-Yes. She answered with her head down like a little girl while, leaning back on the floor, she stroked the purple that was beginning to show through her whitish skin.

-And do you know that your husband will not allow you to do so?

-Yes. The voice sounded increasingly annoyed.

-And you might do your fortieth birthday locked in the same room, mightn't you?

-Yes.

-And maybe you can even...

-Now! Beatriz, help me. The friend ran to her side, observing Amice's hidden smile. Sometimes the nun seemed more like an envoy of the devil than a servant of the Lord, but the shy friend, seeing the goals achieved, preferred to keep quiet. By all means she tried to be a good lazarillo and help Gadea to walk, but the robes longer than her legs, and the veil as dark as the blackest convert's gaze, knocked them both to the ground. Apples and oranges rolled across the pallet and scampered all over the room as Amice chased one of the cheeses that spun unchecked into the hallway, and Gadea, without comfort, whimperingly stroked her now purple second knee. 

-You'd better load the basket.

Once she had recovered her food and her knees, Beatriz extended the basket to Gadea so that she could be the one to carry it. Amice quickly approached to hold the young crow by one arm while the shy friend held her by the other. The poor woman could not see anything at all, but when she felt the wicker between her fingers she clung to it. The friends led her like a blind man in front of a church door on Sunday, straight to the beaterio. The three of them walked like dizzy ducks hitting against the walls until they managed to flee the room with many fears, no regrets and shiny new bruises.

-Where did you get such a thick veil? -He asked when he felt that not even the air could penetrate the hard fabrics.

-My lady, the convent's funds are not ample enough to buy fine silks. Lean on us and let us guide you. The wife nodded as, carrying a basket that weighed more than a slaughter pig, she walked towards freedom. 

Wood creaking, long corridor, or somewhat longer than I remembered it, killer staircase that barely kills her and arrival at her destination. And no broken neck. He felt like a blind man guided by two guide dogs, somewhat inept, but with a good heart. Without wanting to, she began to laugh under her breath out of nervousness, but of course no one saw her. The situation was so incoherent that it would even seem funny if it were not for the fact that the urge to get out and see the world again was driving her crazy. Meeting the women in Santa Maria la Blanca and sharing an afternoon with them was not a desire but a necessity. She wanted to feel useful, she wanted to feel useful! Her husband found it hard to understand her, but busy hands were blessed glory for those who were asked to be useless in thought and action. 

The feeling of clean earth caressing the soles of his shoes told him that he was in the courtyard. She could almost smell freedom. A few more steps and her friends would free her from captivity. She could not see, the cloak that covered her face prevented her from doing so, but it was not long now. Freedom, how easy it is to find and how easy it is to leave, she said to herself, hugging the heavy wicker basket with both hands so that it would not fall. By the way, the demoness weighed so much that she did not doubt that Amice had emptied a whole month's stock. She smiled as she felt bad...but very very bad.... "Sorry dear virgin." All was bliss until a deep voice stopped them in place.

"Son of the Most Holy Trinity. Sorry little virgin, sorry, later I promise to say a couple of Hail Marys. That is if I survive..." 

––––––––
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Judah still could not believe his eyes. Azraq was talking, but he did not blink, looking at that nun next to Beatriz, and at that strange being dressed in wide black robes like the blackest of nights. Something like a thick curtain covered the face of what he imagined would also be a woman. A strange character who walked through the courtyard of her house, guided by those two unhinged women and carrying a basket as loaded as a Muslim's booty. A strand of hair escaping from the thick curtain confirmed her suspicions.

-I kill her..." he whispered between his teeth, drawing the attention of the Moor who turned his gaze towards the courtyard, and the next moment he burst out laughing, cutting the winds in the room. Judah would have run to meet him if the strong hand of his friend had not stopped him.

-She only pretends to date women.

-I forbade him to do so," he growled in annoyance.

-That is clear. Azraq's smiling restraint, further illuminated the blue of his gaze and doubly irritated a Judah who wished to hang his wife.

-Wait, you are not acting consistently.

-I lost my coherence the day I married her. That woman is going to get us both killed," he said as he walked briskly into the courtyard to stop them.

-He brought you to life... -whispered the Moor, unheard, and smilingly thinking what an idiot love made of men. The fool of his friend desired his wife so much, and feared so much for her life, that he imposed stupid rules on her that deserved nothing more than non-compliance. 

Amused, he walked along at his ease. Judah would never hurt his wife but the scene was well worth enjoying. The convert not knowing how to control a tiny woman was a dish not usually tasted on a daily basis.

––––––––
[image: image]


-Beatriz... sister..." Judah lengthened each end of the letter simulating a friendly greeting as he approached the long-robed raven whose basket covered his body almost completely.

-Your honor, it is always a pleasure to see you. Beatrice answered bravely and Amice felt proud. Her influence seemed to be beneficial to her friend's character.

The homeowner ignored the greeting to slowly circle around the black specter paralyzed on the spot.

-Are you...? -He asked in front of the woman, trying to lower his gaze to see something of her face, but it was impossible, those cloths were a shroud as black as the dense dirt on the nails of the street people.

-She is... she is... a novice in the convent.

-Novice. He repeated while stroking the heavy cloak at one end. 

He was about to raise it but the slap he got from the nun on the hand, made him narrow his gaze to look at her in annoyance. Amice, realizing the inappropriateness of his reaction, shivered looking for a reasonable explanation.

-Sir, you shouldn't be so impertinent. She replied offended.

-Am I?

-Of course, Sister Clara is an innocent young woman. A cloistered nun. She is not allowed to see anyone. 

Judah walked in circles around a body, which despite the huge blanket, he could recognize perfectly.

-And why is a cloistered nun walking around my house with half of my pantry in her basket?

-Nun? Did I say cloistered? No my lord, forgive this silly woman, I meant novice, the novice Clara to be exact. She can go out as long as she doesn't see anyone -. Amice avoided answering the little detail about the food theft.

Azraq the blue laughed and instantly apologized to an Amice who would have strangled him with her own hands had it not been for the fact that the man was as small as she was appropriate.

-And why a cloistered novice, you said? -Both women nodded at the same time, "Why is she in my house?

Judah's voice focused on the young raven as he brought his face close to her neck testing the scent of jasmine he knew so well.

-She doesn't speak. Beatriz's forehead broke out in a cold sweat. Judah always frightened her. Those hairs, that look, that past. She was very afraid of him.

-Is she also mute?

This time the Moor's laughter angered the two women so much that he apologized instantly.

-Of course she's not mute and if it's all right with you, we should leave. Amice sentenced as he held the raven woman by one elbow and Beatrice ran to hold the other arm but the convert spoke in a deep voice before they moved.

-Wife...

All three of them froze in place. Gadea ducked her face under the disguise and Judah could see that her hands clinging to the basket began to tremble. Damn him, he did not wish to frighten her.  None of this would happen if she ceased to confront him on every decision. He had been rescuing her from trouble so many times that he could hardly count them. Did he not understand that without her his life was empty? Was it so hard to understand that he wanted her home and protected? Someone like him could not stand any more loss. He no longer wanted the comfort of a better life or forgiveness from the heavens, he was just looking for a home and some peace... And her. Why wasn't he able to see that? He was about to let his impotent rage overpower him when Azraq squeezed his shoulder tightly.

-Do you still remember the parish priest Antonio, the one next to the new Alcaná?

How not to remember him. That wretch educated them with the force of the rod. Every time Judah hit him, he received him with an evil smile. The parson swore that one day he would bend his will, but none of his sticks succeeded. His iron spirit was more resistant than the health of the old man, who died alone and covered with his own miseries. 

-Damn you..." she replied as she understood the message. Forcing her was not the way.

-So my wife is in her room? -he asked, offering them a decent way out.

He cared little for the nun or her friend, his wife's small hands, which loosened in relief, were his sole purpose. Damn her, he had no desire to see her fearful, much less make her feel that way. Arzaq may have been right and his overzealousness made him overly cautious, but that didn't mean he enjoyed his dear woman's boldness one bit.

-She is asleep. Beatriz answered, to which Amice nodded with a blow to her head that almost dislocated her skull.

-Well, then, under the circumstances, I think we should pay a visit to the brothel behind the wall, don't you think so, my friend? I've been locked up for days taking care of my wife and I deserve a proper rest for a man with my appetites....

The women's eyes widened like a turkey, but it was the tension in the apparent novice's shoulders that amused him to no end. He knew his wife and he knew the temperament that ran through her veins. She might challenge him with her follies, but he would enjoy her jealousy.

-I could not be the one to say that you are not right. The Moor's thick and firm voice made the women even more surprised and they were on the verge of fainting.

-And Blanca, your sister, has she left? -He knew perfectly well how strong the provocation was, and he enjoyed the fury that would be starting to rise inside the black disguise.

-Amice tried to flee and drag Gadea away, but Gadea held on to the basket tighter, and without moving a step.

-It's a pity she's not here. Your sister is a fine woman. Gentle, polite, beautiful, obedient... One like no other...

Judah continued to flatter the Moorish woman and the raven novice tensed up to the point where she could no longer take it and dropped the basket on the foot of her unfortunate husband.

-For heaven's sake!

-And a horn," whispered the crow under the cloths.

-Excuse me? -Did you say something?

Gadea realized her mistake and cleared her throat, hardening her voice as much as she could so as not to be recognized.

-A pardon my lord, I was asking for a pardon, though I am not sure you deserve it.

Gadea's deep voice sounded more like that of a tavern drunk than that of a delicate novice, but she didn't care. Her husband was a wretch in every sense of the word. Visiting the brothel and flattering the Moorish woman, and in her presence!

-I thought you weren't talking?

-The plague... the plague that when survived leaves that tone so... so... -Amice didn't know how to run from there before they were discovered.

Judah ignored the absurd response and the pain in his foot to grin mischievously.

-Do you seem upset, perhaps because you don't agree with my wishes?

Her husband's voice caressed her ear above the veil and she wanted to strangle him. Now what did he want to do, seduce an innocent novice? 

-It is not my duty to judge the actions of a husband, the very sinful one," Judah was amused by her reply and she would have silenced his smile with a flying basket. I know that his wife is sweet, kind, beautiful and intelligent like no other. None other!

The colors of rage were pouring down her cheeks and she was grateful for the disguise that hid her. God knew she wanted to tear it off and then tear out the hair of her unfaithful husband one by one. Amice and Beatrice tried to carry the basket and guide her to the exit, but her feet were again stuck in the ground when she heard the worst of the worst.

-I see you know my wife, but I regret to tell you that her virtues are not as ample as you think. I remember a very, very special woman I once knew... Oh, she was special, but you will understand that I do not wish to damage your virgin ears with my darkest memories," he whispered behind her back and so close to her that the heat of his words set her on fire. But with rage.

Judah was ready to leave when the raven novice, unhinged by jealousy, raised her knee and taking him by surprise, hit him square and full, in all his manhood. The man doubled over in two from the pain and she held tightly an apple she intended to throw at his head when Azraq snatched it from between her fingers.

-Don't push your luck any further," he said, amused, "Go away with your friends.

-I...

-Now, ma'am.

Amice and Beatrice grabbed Gadea and the basket, and ran, losing the veil halfway. Judah was unable to stop them. His eggs hurt so much that he thought they would be omelets. Azraq watched them flee and smiled at the sight of Gadea's shiny hair running in the wind. Haym entered the courtyard, but preferred not to ask because his son was pressing his parts with both hands while threatening all the women of Christendom.

-Forget about your wife and her sister. We have bigger problems.

Judah watched his wife escape, vowing revenge, while his father's concern managed to keep him away from Gadea and her sister? How curious? The vermin Juana was not to be found with her henchmen, and now that he thought better of it, where was Gonzalo? He had not seen any of them for some time.

-Let's go! -Haym shouted in a gesture not at all usual for him. 

Judah nodded and tried to sit up with some dignity, later he would take revenge on his wife. A sweet and prolonged revenge. Provided his intimacy survived long enough to participate in the punishment. 
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The two men on horseback began to surround them and Juana clung to the basket of dirty clothes, trembling like a leaf in autumn. She hurriedly searched the distance for the one who was not there. Gonzalo was nowhere to be found in the meadow, and those two furies were riding in a great circle from which it was impossible for them to escape. And it was not that she thought it impossible without trying, but she barely managed to run more than five steps before the younger one stopped her, standing erect on his immense animal.

With his saliva choking, he closed his eyes, praying to his father creator that those fearsome men were not as fearsome as they seemed. Agnes, static at his side, barely breathed. The older man rushed at her like a furious vermin, and Joan did not need to think too hard to recognize the possessor of such evil. That man could only be one. The owner of her friend's growing nightmares. The husband of Agnes. The abandoned and outraged one. 

-Cristobal, son..." He whispered pleadingly to the youngest.

The woman whispered as if seeking understanding, but both men, the one with the pronounced gray hair and the one with the young, sorrowful face, got down from their mounts.

Juana again pleaded to heaven in desperation. The distance to the wall was too long to run. With her brain troubled by fear, she searched for escape alternatives that did not exist. They were at the mercy of those who approached with wolfish grins on their fangs. God, why did he never listen. Thousands of times she was told that she could not get away and much less without male company, but nothing, she never obeyed. "Virgin, mother of all of them all, don't let me die like this...", she thought as she saw how the youngest one approached her to the point of feeling her breath brushing his neck.

-Husband, I...

-Bad woman. Shut up! You don't deserve to talk." Ines closed her eyes before the blow hit her face and knocked her to the ground.

-No!" Joan screamed trying to get closer but the young man grabbed her arms pinning her in place. You bastard!  -She sobbed in desperation as she rolled in the young man's strong arms. She's your mother. She gave you life! You can't do this.

Juana screamed looking for some sensitivity in the boy. She was younger and stronger, she could beat the man in just two blows if she wanted to, but she needed him on her side. The husband, whose face was unhinged with hatred, seemed dominated by the hell of the apocalypse itself. 

-No!" She screamed again in desperation as she saw the man's filthy boot smashing against the stomach of the woman who, dead in pain, was rubbing herself in the mud of the Tagus. Please don't... you're going to kill her..." she begged as she saw the blood gushing from the face of her companion in the beaterio.

-Bad woman! You do not deserve to live. You abandoned me, you ran away from me like the rat you are. You cheated on me, you are the whore among whores.

-My lord, forgive me. I swear to you, I never deceived you.

The man did not cease to deliver insults and accurate kicks in front of a Juana who was falling apart inside.

-Please help her... you are her son," she said to the kidnapper who was holding her tightly by the arms. She is your mother. Please...

-He abandoned us," he said, justifying the unjustifiable.

-A chance, my lord. Give him a chance..." Joan sobbed with clemency at the helplessness of the help she could not offer him. 

The woman was bleeding to death right under her nose and she did not have the strength of a man to defend her. Damn her small hands, her scrawny muscles and her prisoner skirts.

The old wolf seemed for the first time to hear Juana because he ceased his blows to turn and look at her like an insignificant mosquito. Seeing how he caught her attention he seized what might be his only opportunity.

-My lord, she is your wife, the mother of your children, she has made a mistake, but who else but a great man like you would be able to forgive? The father's own son offered us his forgiveness, why not you with this humble and unreasonable woman? - Juana spoke with disgust rising in her chest but this was no time for feminine vindications, if the man wanted honey she would offer it to him. Anything to stop him. The old man accepted her flattery and Juana did not stop. Anything to escape from there -. Your worship is a sensible man and as such he will understand our mistakes better than anyone else. Forgive the woman, who, as is well known, thinks little and never bears witness to reason. Allow her to return with your daughter. 

Inés had left home with her daughter months before. Exhausted from so much mistreatment, she was one of the first to seek refuge in the beaterio. There she survived hidden from those who had already found her.

The man rubbed his eyes and shouted at her with the demon again on his lips and Juana regretted her last words. She thought she was appealing to a father's love what only hatred was intended for. 

-And who are you? -Joan turned as she saw the fierce wolf approaching her. She wanted to escape but the pole-like arms behind her back prevented her from doing so. I see, you must be the whore married to the filthy convert. 

-No, I'm not that one," she was about to answer when the man's slap turned her face so hard that she would have fallen to the ground but for the young man holding her like a hangman's noose.

-Filthy woman. Like all of them," he said, spitting on her dress, "a wicked woman who knows nothing more than to wallow in the mud of unworthy swine. Sinful origin of the vice and depravity that governs us. Kill her!

-But father, she is only a girl..." The young man's voice sounded distressed and troubled.

-Only by tearing off the snake's head will we free ourselves from its venom. Kill it!

-Clemency, my lord... kill me, but do not bear the blood of an innocent.

-Innocent! She gave you shelter. She rolls around in the sheets of a dirty Jew. You are all the same. Bodies ready to do the bidding of the devil himself.

The woman tried to get up and rescue her savior, her benefactor, her only friend, but her husband's rapier reached her neck before she could pray to the virgin to receive her in his arms. The thin blade dissected her from east to west leaving her head half hanging between her body and the ground.

-No! No..." Juana begged in spite of the lateness of her pleas.

The husband, splattered with innocent blood, watched with satisfaction the fall of the body of the one who did not deserve to live. Inés treated him like a cuckold. She escaped from her duties as a wife by running away from her obligations as a woman and deserved nothing but death. The law was on his side and he would not have to justify himself for anything. Women did not abandon their husbands as the sun did not rise at night, and if they cheated, they died. Justice was justice. 

With disgust in his throat at the betrayal of the one he considered his property, he again commanded a son who possessed nothing of will.

-Kill her and may God have mercy on the disgust of her vices. Christian blood cavorting with filthy Jews deserves nothing but the merciless law.

-No! Don't kill me, I beg you. I am not the Jew's wife. I am not... 

Juana stopped her pleas when, bewildered, she felt the coldness of the young man's dagger stabbing into her left breast. With her hands now free she squeezed the wound as a second stab plunged right next to her half-open, blood-covered fingers.

-I...

His body stopped weighing him down and he fell next to the puddle of mud, water and vermilion red. 

He thought he heard the sound of horses. The men seemed to be leaving with their task accomplished. His breathing was labored and he was only able to look at the water of the Tagus that flowed indifferent to the tragedy of his interrupted life. The warm blood began to give some warmth to a body that was cooling rapidly. She wanted to think but clarity abandoned her. How many unsaid thoughts, how many unexpressed feelings, how many dreams to fulfill... 

Night was approaching, she thought as she felt the icy cold of the darkness of Toledo envelop her. In the distance she thought she saw a light, but they were only vestiges of her own memories that wished to accompany her in this sad end. Memories of her beloved Gadea smiling, the mischievousness of her little brother playing, Gonzalo's strong arms... Gonzalo... she said to herself as she remembered the love she never had and would never have. 

-Holy Mother, guide me wherever you lead me," she said, invoking protection before the light of the angels showed her the way. The sweet and brave eyes closed and her thoughts died away in a last sigh of farewell.

––––––––
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Gonzalo looked into the distance, cursing to the four winds. Juana never waited. Annoyed he walked outside the walls. If the times did not fail him, the women would still be washing their clothes in the cool waters of the Tagus. 

Humming, he walked calmly, surprised by his own thoughts. Since Gadea's marriage, his troubled heart seemed to begin to calm down and he owed it in large part to the little girl, who today, having become a woman, attracted him a little more each moment. Since his arrival as a young boy at the Ayala's house, Juana pursued him as if her destiny was him and only him. At times like this, he found her childishness amusing, although to tell the truth, when he began to become a young man, the persecution to which the young girl subjected him was a severe headache for him. He could still remember that afternoon in the stables with Dolores, the seamstress. The young woman was
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