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	Novel

	Book 1

	THE TRUTH IS IN LOVE

	 

	 

	


Prologue

	This narrative is nothing less than a repeated song about Love. Love, no matter how you hide it, is always visible to the naked eye.

	To put it generally, "Love is a carrot." But if you approach this condition of a couple in love with trepidation and understanding, it turns out - each LOVE has its own story...

	Having known love as a couple,

	not lust in an avalanche,

	you will live in me

	I will not perish in you...

	 

	A multi-faceted, sharp-tempered, lightly grilled steak with blood, not bland, spiced with pepper and cherry syrup, a set of words about Her Highness Love. Nothing but exquisite eroticism for dessert.

	 

	Resurgence

	The dark ages of the Middle Ages are gone. It has been replaced by a bright renaissance. Blessed Spain, led by Ferdinand II and Isabella of Castile, soared to the peak of its power. The policy of the cunning king bore rich fruit. The whole country was taken away from the king of Portugal. Deceitfully cut off the southern fiefdoms from France. Expeditions ploughed the oceans and seas in search of new lands. But Ferdinand the Second great king of Spain is not enough. His ambition, vanity and intrigue know no bounds. He, King Ferdinand, master of southern Europe and northern Africa, or rather by his hands and the guidance of Isabella, brought out of slumber and made all-powerful "Manu interpida" the punitive arm of the Church, the Inquisition. And now this mechanism brought to the king's treasury, at first one-third and now more than two-thirds of all the confiscated goods. And henceforth no one, whether grandee, marquis, or prince, could feel safe. The hawks of the Inquisition watched for their victims, and when they spotted them, they pounced and clawed their way into the halls of the holy church.

	"Manibus puris" the pure hand of the wise king skillfully channeled streams of gold to fight the infidels. The hated Moors were expelled from Grenada. And the churches of the whole kingdom were washed with tears of happiness. Hail, great King Ferdinand! Hail, Spain, home of the true faith! Apostates, beware, they're coming for you!

	The Castle of Mendoza

	Long before dawn, the minister of the church, the chief inquisitor, Father Fernando, rode in a tarantass to the glorious town of Manzares el Real, fifty kilometers from Madrid. The Holy Church, in the person of Bishop Francisco de Sorio himself, sent his devoted son to deal on the spot with the trembling affairs of the faith.

	The castle of Mendoza, built of white stone, was visible from afar.  It stood surrounded by impregnable fortress walls with numerous towers, covered passages and countless loopholes. The highlight of the defensive fortification was the main gate. Thick slabs of stained oak were caulked in iron and planted on the axes of the cunning mechanism. During the assault, the soldiers who defended the main gate, gave weakness and at the right moment, flaps opened, as if giving in to the onslaught of attackers and let in a few hundred soldiers. Immediately a powerful mechanism, driven by a waterwheel, was triggered and closed the gate, crushing people caught in the gate like nutshells. Invaders who penetrated into the fortress found themselves in a narrow passageway and the main and auxiliary gates closed on both sides. Now the attackers turned into a victim trapped in a stone bag. Huge stones would fall, arrows would fly, and boiling oil would pour down on their heads. When the last attacker was defeated, the defenders descended and dumped the corpses right off the fortress wall into the moat in front of the fortress, thereby terrifying the attackers.

	Fernando de Galliera, a knight of the Hospitaller order, was appointed district inquisitor by the late Torquemada, chief inquisitor of the Catholic Church. He was punctilious and very obliging. Today was the trial of heretics, and he could not be late. He, the chief inquisitor of the Toledo tribunal, was eagerly awaited at Mendoza Castle.  Prisoners of witches, heretics, sorcerers, in general, all those who by their actions, views, and even thoughts did not fit the canons of the holy church, were waiting for him. Many of those cast into the dungeon had long ago realized their mistake and would have been happy to leave the walls, but alas, it was impossible to escape from Mendoza Castle. And how could one escape from a fortress built specifically to protect the city by the brilliant Count Diego Hurtado de Mendoso, the first Duke del Infantado. As the cart with the arrested man was swallowed by the castle gates, the peasants shook their heads. And if the punishing hand of the Holy Church reached for these very arrestees, even the bravest and most desperate would shudder, kneel down and pray. They prayed for one thing, that such a sad fate might pass them by. For in the gloomy dungeon of the fortress, with its countless labyrinths of corridors, in the hundreds of cells where the veins were bursting and the cries of the prisoners shook the stone walls, the inquisitors wanted to hear from the prisoners only the truth and nothing but the truth.

	Here the living and the healthy began to envy the dead in a few hours.

	"Do you confess to heresy and apostasy?" - The inquisitor's insistent question pounced like a sliding noose around the prisoner's neck. 

	"No, no!" - the frightened prisoner, still harboring hope of acquittal, answered the questioners in an audible voice.

	And the inquirer's barely perceptible gaze let the executioner know that it was necessary to inflict pain on the prisoner. It is through pain that the church can reach the truth, hidden somewhere under his heart.

	The screams of rage began to penetrate every corner of the dungeon, and when the screams gradually subsided into a death rattle, the prisoner was given a break.

	"Do you confess to heresy and apostasy?" - Again the question, pounding the woodpecker in the head, was coursing through the ears into the whole body.

	"No, no!" whispered the cracked lips, with the blood caked, in a half-consciousness.

	"No?" indignantly shifted the eyebrows of the stern judges, and a sincere sadness hung in their eyes, from the fact that no wayward son or daughter had returned to the bosom of the true faith.

	And heresy smoldered under the red-hot iron, and the body wriggled in convulsions, and cries tore at the membranes, and those watching could see how the prisoner was getting better. The soul was being cleansed at the cost of torn pieces of skin and meat, burst tendons and broken bones.  And oh, a miracle! The heretic, writhing in his own excrement, hurried to confess everything! He shook his head, forgetting the accusation. Blue lips and a protruding tongue gave out a faintly audible:

	"Yes, yes, yes." ... 

	And the inquirer's eyes flashed with triumph, and the monks' quills squeaked loudly as they put words of confession on paper, and the judges' beaming smile was transmitted to the learned audience, and everyone understood: It's done!  Another victim of the devil had been washed clean.

	Oh, if the gray walls and floor could speak. They would tell of the endless streams of blood that flowed daily in the name of the Holy Church.

	Here even the mute, choked with mooing phrases and hurried to confess anything as long as the healing fire would bring deliverance as soon as possible. The next day the prisoner was rewarded for his sincere confession with a pillar of salvation fire. And there was no more torment. Rarely, but still it happened that the prisoner was lucky, and he was released as a twisted, disfigured monster, a tattered sack filled with broken bones. And the sack crawled, squinting in the sun, and dragging his unwanted legs, giving his own ears the deafening crunch of bones clamped in a Spanish boot.

	But even here, amidst the torture and horror, there was a special, incomparable happiness, the happiness of the doomed. Fragile as the shell of a walnut under the heavy boots of executioners walking through the casemates. Hearing the footsteps, the prisoner cowered in a corner of the cell, his body clenched, trying to disappear. His heart beat in such a way that it drowned out his footsteps. And the closer the boots came, the harder the heart pounded. The creaking of the front door's hinges made most prisoners lose consciousness, and it was only after watering them that they were revived.

	But! If the footsteps fell silent as they passed the cell, that was happiness. And a moment turned into years. Even when under therapeutic torture a person went mad, becoming a mad creature, or a plant cut off from the world, he still wanted happiness, not to be crushed in that moment. 

	The Young Witch

	The sun had already begun to roll downhill, and in the stuffy, poorly lit room of the medieval castle that stood in the middle of the fortress, the church purgators continued their work: monks, judges, prosecutors, assessors, and inquisitors.

	Chief Inquisitor Fernando, a man of uncertain age but clearly over forty, sturdily built with a taut tummy, put down his quill and, taking a break from the scrolls, closed his eyes wearily and pondered: 

	"Denunciations, inquests, verdicts, witches, heretics, sorcerers. Soon it will be five years since I have been the punishing hand of God. Or more accurately, a reproving one. It is not I, but the court, led by his eminence the bishop, that passes sentences and punishes with fire.  A crowd hungry for blood! A crowd ecstatic at the sight of a victim writhing in flames. Yes, I have a sterling reputation, for I am the most incorruptible inquirer the kingdom has ever known. For more than twenty years, day and night, as a member of the Hospitaller Order, I have defended the far reaches of Christianity on the sea. And now, for nearly a full five years, I have been, as before, without a wink of an eye, at the inner sanctums of our faith and empire. Though these are all righteous deeds, I am human and tired.  Tired hands and eyes. Even my soul has begun to rush around lately, like a victim caught in the fire."

	There was a loud knock on the thick oak door with forged steel struts. The sound echoed heavily beneath the vaults. Glancing at his assistant, the inquisitor Father Alonso, Fernando asked dejectedly: 

	"Well, what else is there?"

	"A witch!" exclaimed Alonso, bowing in a respectful bow.

	"A witch again? Just some kind of epidemic this summer."

	"Man is weak before temptation," quipped the aide, and added, "that's the last thing for today." 

	The aide knew to serve the easiest cases before lunch. Which take no more than a few minutes to solve.

	"Bring her in! Hurry up!" commanded the chief inquisitor, eager to leave the courtroom as soon as possible for a quick lunch.

	Two black, faceless canvassers stepped through the open door, pushing ahead of them and holding the girl by the arms. Frightened, with mussed hair, in a tattered dress, she trembled. After them came the witnesses. The first to enter was a hunchbacked old woman, with a whitewash over both eyes, leaning on a stick and supported by a monk. Behind her, sniffing her nose and darting around with narrow-set eyes, entered a young woman of indefinable shape, either pregnant or natural.  Fernando sucked in the stuffy air with his nose, took the paper handed to him by Alonso, and ran his eyes over the denunciation. It was the usual, two witnesses, the victim, and three crazy boys. Witchcraft was all over the place. He raised a heavy stare.

	"Speak child!" the inquisitor offered calmly, in his own way.

	The girl lifted her face.  Thin, properly outlined, slightly quivering lips, a meek gaze, and moist eyes that beckoned with their heavenly blue. In a slightly suppressed voice she said:

	"What must I tell you?"

	There was a pause, suddenly, as if someone had whipped the inquisitor's whip.

	"By heaven! It's more like an angel!" flashed in Fernando's brain. He squinted his tired eyes and stared even more closely. "How familiar this look is to me, breathing purity and enchanting harmony. She looks like the angel in my childhood dreams. All of herself enchanting, you can't take your eyes off of her."

	"Ahem, keh!" the assistant coughed, letting the head man know that it was time to continue the interrogation.

	Once more, after looking the prisoner over from head to toe, he asked in a changed voice:

	"What is your child's name?"

	"Merinda."

	"Tell me what happened from the beginning. Tell everyone here in detail.  Speak child, do not be afraid!" repeated the chief inquisitor softly.

	Without letting the girl utter a word, tenaciously feeding the words, Alonso spoke:

	"Witnesses saw. She was brewing a potion. One of the young men drank it and threw himself off a cliff."

	The old woman's eyes darted upward, and the girl behind her rolled her eyes even more furiously, both of them nodding their heads as if in agreement.

	"Was that it?" raised his voice, and Fernando's face darkened as if it were twilight.

	"No! Padre!" a voice rang out in short phrases under the dome. "No! He swore his love to me, and I," the girl sobbed, "and I refused him, but I agreed to listen to him tomorrow. If I had known he would dare to do such a thing."

	"And what kind of potion did you brew?" said the inquisitor in a more subdued tone.

	"They're herbs. Just herbs!" she smiled, and her smile made the Inquisitor's face brighten. "The boy was sick. We met the day before. I gave him a cough potion. Herbs like that are sold in any drugstore. Then he left."

	"There! Hear that! She confessed!" exclaimed Inquisitor Alonso, pointing with his finger to the vault of the dome. "He's gone mad! It's obvious. Witchcraft is evident. So write it down, he turned to the monks."

	"Wait!" raised his hand up, the chief inquisitor glanced irritably at his assistant. "You, Alonso, don't pounce on the girl! You always have any decision ahead of you obvious!" he went on to address the defendant. "Go on, Merinda."

	"He began to declare his love for me and pursue me. But, but, I'm a mere girl, and he's an earl!" she lowered her eyes.

	"What about the others? Speak up, don't be shy."

	"Others?" she raised her face and looked at the judges. "The others, they argued with him and laughed. But I don't know what they were laughing at," Merinda lowered her gaze again, losing the thread.

	"Those others!" with a sneer and a wry smirk on his face, Alonso began to explain. "These others, formerly faithful sons of the church, children of noble parents, can't say anything intelligible now!" and he jabbed his finger at the witch. "Bewitched them all and killed one! And yet the relatives are saddened by the grief and rightly cry out to us. Dare I remind you that the dead man was of royal blood, a nephew of Admiral Esteban himself. The poor man took one look at her and lost his mind!"

	After these words Fernando became uncomfortable.  The notary took out a brightly monogrammed silk handkerchief and began carefully wiping his face and forehead.  The examiners, tearing their quills from the paper, looked at each other. The pair of monks stared at Merinda with undisguised interest. She was dazzlingly beautiful. Half-opened lips calling for a kiss, eyes as bottomless as the sea itself, a pretty face radiating kindness.

	Fernando witnessed an extraordinary scene: Alonso's saliva flowed from his open mouth and dripped from his chin onto his polished boots. The notary's hands released the handkerchief, and it slid swiftly, from side to side, through the air until it touched the floor. The judge stood up and leaned forward, his wig slipping off, exposing his bald head.

	"Merinda evidently has a divine essence that instills angels in human souls!" declared Fernando's consciousness. "If I had been younger, I would have readily fulfilled her every whim myself, or jumped off a cliff after receiving her rejection."

	The monks were the first to emerge from their stupor and began to baptize assiduously. The judge coughed and began to adjust his wig.

	 "Merinda, you had better tell everything and trust in God's mercy."

	Fernando uttered the usual phrase for such occasions, as suddenly, he felt that he did not wish her death. And yet yesterday, when he sent a man to the stake, he regretted only the wood he had burned. Now, somewhere there, in the depths of his soul, hardened by the years of inquiries and executions, he clearly felt the danger not for himself, he had a fear for the life of this little girl. He vividly imagined the fire, her body writhing in the flames, and her imminent death. The vision sent a shiver through his body, a distinct tingle through his heart, a shiver running down his fingertips. Send her to the fire and something irreparable would happen.

	"Come on, come on! Confess and get on with it!" Alonso wiped away his drool and, glaring with his eyes, warned. "Or else you, heretic, will be put in the witches' chair, and then the executioner will start tearing pieces of flesh from your pretty breasts with tongs!"

	These words made the girl shake.

	"Stop it!" shouted Fernando, and as if putting a shield between the executioner and the victim, struck the table hard with his palm. "Take the prisoner away. I must deal with this case very carefully!"

	The inquisitor's order did not faze Alonso at all, but rather emboldened him and he stared at his superior with evident surprise. The guards, clanking on the stones with their forged boots, led the girl away, followed by the rest.

	 

	All for life

	Left alone, Fernando sank into an armchair and pondered. Before his eyes as if from a fog floated out and again were lost in him, then the image of the girl with eyes full of despair and entreaty, then of Admiral Esteban, then of the bishop.

	"She is doomed!" cried reality, and as if in agreement with it, silently, only moving his mute lips, the inquisitor began to ponder:

	"Admiral Esteban of magnitude, only the king is higher than him.  The admiral's desire is an impenetrable shield!"  Fernando shakes his gray-haired head back and forth, as if he were testing the invisible shield for strength. Boom! Boom! Boom!" echoed his heartbeat in his ears.

	"No!" his voice wheezed faintly.  "This cannot be allowed to happen!" 

	Images of the admiral's girlfriend faded, and his eyes grew watery as if sand had gotten into them. If he tried to go against Admiral Esteban's wishes, he was surely doomed to be dismissed from the service, and that was at best. And if he didn't take action to rescue the prisoner, he would disgust himself. A wave of self-pity swept over him for the first time in years.

	He consciously thought about his life: 

	"What kind of life do I have? The dull, monotonous and miserable life of a lonely man. There is no beauty in my life, no inspiration. I rushed to this castle early this morning, and only the estranged couple standing in my way made me put down my horses. Their eyes lit up and their faces exuded happy smiles. The two of them, he and she, were admiring the rising sun. I didn't even notice that it was morning. I don't think I can remember when I haven't slept properly? A week, a month? When was the last time I just wandered around town, listening to the birds?  My whole life, all of me was consumed by denunciations, inquests, verdicts, and these faces," again the succession of judges, monks, confessed, convicted, sentenced, flaming at the stake swirled before his eyes...

	"What if I was wrong?" squeaked in his head, a newly born, unsteady thought, and the kaleidoscope of faces stopped for a moment.

	"No, no! I have nothing to repent of!" the old conviction rambled on in a nasty voice. "Everything I have done has served the true faith, and God is a witness to that! Never, not a ministry, not even tight purses have changed my mind!" 

	"But I am only human, after all, and can be wrong!" exclaimed the young thought.

	"No!" the past consciousness waved it away unapologetically. "I was doing everything right."

	"But then where did this clinging terror come from? Fear for her?" questioned the hardened consciousness. 

	"You'll be lost!" the old consciousness whispered in convulsions.

	He roused himself, stood up, straightened his clothes, and headed resolutely for the exit of the hall. At the door, leaning against a column, Deputy Alonzo was waiting for him.      

	"She'll confess anyway!" he said with a haughty smirk.

	"Of what?" asked Fernando with a look of childish naivety.

	"Of what?" shrieked the assistant in bewilderment. "She simply has nowhere to go, you see? If this case is under the control of the bishop himself, there is nowhere to go."

	"That doesn't change the case for me!" retorted the head man.

	"Don't be naive, Admiral Esteban himself gave the bishop his assignment. And he won't back down from his own. What am I to tell you, you know better than I do."

	"Where is the accused?" the chief inquisitor, not really planning his actions, began to act, "Take me to her, I want to talk!" a tone that could not tolerate objection struck out Fernando.

	"Follow me!" as if reluctantly agreeing, muttered Alonso, and turned and went in the direction of the dungeon. 

	A smoking torch highlighted the entrance to the light interrogation chamber with a dim glow. The heavy door, of high mountain cedar, was upholstered with iron. Alonso obligingly began to open it. The door, as if reluctantly, with a low creak, slid inward. In the bright light of the fresh torches, Merinda, naked and crucified like Jesus, stood against the wall. Her arms and legs were strapped to the wall with steel pads. The executioner, a short, big man, flung the flaming torch from hand to hand in front of the naked girl. The girl wanted with all her body, with all her consciousness to push herself, or rather to squeeze through the stone wall. Gradually the executioner thrust himself forward and brought the torch closer to the prisoner's body until the flames burned her skin. Merinda screamed, and her high, high-pitched, shrill sound stabbed Fernando's ears.  He clenched his teeth, took a few quick steps forward, and pushed the vile executioner, with dried blood stains on his clothes, away with force.

	"Stop it!" shouted the inquisitor. "It's a long way to the bonfire! It wouldn't hurt to roast you yourself!"

	"What's the matter with you, Father Fernando?" Alonso grinned, glaring at the warden with a sneering glance.

	"Leave us alone!" ordered Fernando, in a voice that could not be objected to. "I will personally conduct an inquiry and make a decision tomorrow!" in a burst of emotion Fernando failed to notice the abrupt change in Alonso's treatment of him.

	"Is that witch special? She's cast her spell on you, too.  All right, your will. But remember, the bishop is waiting!"

	Alonso went out and led the filthy executioner away with him.

	The girl recoiled from the wall and hung from her fetters. Tears streamed down her frightened face. She, quickly spoke:

	"I am not the one, not a witch! I am not bewitched, I am not a witch! I am not," and the prisoner's voice broke into a cry.

	A bitter, lonely tear rolled down her eyelid and ran down Fernando's wrinkled cheek. He walked confidently to the wall and removed the pins from the shackles, preventing the fetters from opening. As soon as her arms and legs were free, she pushed back from the stones and stepped toward him. His arms wrapped around the girl without command.

	 Her body felt as if it had been pierced by a stroke of lightning. Fernando glared and immediately drowned in the lake of the girl's eyes. A long-forgotten feeling of desire for a woman, an uncontrollable desire spread through every cell of the man. The inquisitor had no fear, clearly imagined that at that moment he himself was ready to step into the fire instead of her. They stood embraced for a long time.

	Somewhere out there, far, far away, as if in a dream, he heard her voice:

	"Save me! I know you can!"

	He didn't answer anything, just nodded his head, and that wave was transmitted to her body. She clung even harder to him.

	"You won't leave me?" her baby face, with eyes damp with tears, sought protection and stared pleadingly into his eyes.

	"What really happened there at her house to see this child as a witch?" he thought to himself, and said aloud. "Of course, Merinda, of course."

	 

	Orphan

	That fragrant, colorful, warm May night Fernando could not sleep for a long time. He lay with his hands under his head and thought. Thinking about the events of the day gradually turned to memories, and they brought him back to his childhood.

	... It was winter then, the month of January. And even if for plain Spain it was fifteen degrees in the sun, but in the mountains, at an altitude of more than two thousand meters at night there were strong frosts. Here he was, a seven-year-old boy, in tattered clothes, walking up a mountain path to the pass. The prickly wind rushed over his meager clothes, tugged up the hem and got under his shirt. He was sad and lonely, he stayed alive! Every now and then he sobbed and wiped his tears on his scruffy face with his little hands.  Half an hour before, the old monk had said to him, "The Lord is gracious. He has had mercy on you Fernando! You are lucky!  Luckier than yours: your grandmother, your father, your mother, your younger brothers and sisters. The Lord rewarded them for their sins, the plague! And she, the wicked old woman of death, has mowed them down and brought them to their graves!"

	Then the men, who had come with the monk, put brushwood around the poor, but good-quality house and set it on fire. All the dead and all his possessions were burned on the fire, even his warm shirt was burned, leaving Fernando standing naked at the blazing house. 

	"Such, Fernando, is the bishop's decree: To give cleansing fire to all those afflicted by the plague!" the monk pronounced and rubbed the boy's hair. "Do you have any relatives?"

	"Yes. An uncle. My father's brother. He lives beyond those mountains over there," and Fernando pointed

	his hand to the snow-capped peaks.

	"Do you know the way there?"

	"I know, I went to see him with my father in the fall."

	"Good," said the monk, and went over to the wagon.

	 There he rummaged among his belongings and handed Fernando a shabby shirt that reached to his feet, an old cloak with sleeves down to his knees, and shabby shoes with holes in the soles.

	Then he picked up his food bag and took out goat's cheese, bread, and onions. Divided everything in half, wrapped one part in a cloth and put it on the wagon, put the other part in a sack and handed it to the boy.

	"God bless you!" the monk said and crossed Fernando three times…

	He kept climbing higher and higher, to where the clouds cover the sky. Where frosty winds blow and it snows even in the summer. It was easy at first, for the path was familiar to him. Here he and his brothers herded goats and sheep, his sisters gathered berries and herbs, only it was in warm weather. The goat trail meandered among thorny thorns and juniper bushes. The old cloak clung to the branches and crackled, leaving old patches on the bushes. Fernando stopped, took a rag and put it to the cloak, as if to put it over the hole in the cloak. And the farther he walked, the harder it got. The bushy roots pawed at his feet and pulled out the straw that was tucked into his holey shoes.  No matter how hard he tried to bend his toes, they stuck out into the street.  The soles of his shoes were beaten. The boy was jumping on the rocks, clinging to the ledges with his frozen hands, going higher and higher. It's getting damp and cold under the clouds. Now the snow is falling. It falls on the rocks and melts. The old shoes are soft and the soles are torn off. Fernando treads on the cold stones with his bare heels, and they greedily dig into his body. He tore off the hem of his canvas coat and wrapped the rags around his legs. He staggered and hopped a little, climbing up the mountain, and only the rags were left as sponges. And again he tore off the edge of the hem. 

	But it's getting harder to walk and the snow is no longer melting, it's flat. And the boy's breasts are furry, and he wants to survive. So one by one, and in the evening his shirt was above his knees. He was hungry and cold in the passage. He went behind a stone, hid from the wind. He took the bag off his back, untied the knot, took out the supplies. He put a piece of cheese on the bread, and his saliva kept flowing in his mouth. He looked closely, tried on which edge he would start the feast, but he remembered that it was wrong for a Christian to put a piece in his mouth without a prayer. Fernando turned away from the table, knelt down, looked at the majesty of the mountains and began to praise the Lord for life and for bread. Then he heard the stones rustling, as if someone was treading on them; Fernando turned around and saw a stray dog grabbing a piece of cheese and bread and running away. He rushed after it, but it was no use. He with two battered feet on the rocks, and she ran away on four strong legs a bit higher. Sits on her hind legs, holds his lunch in her mouth and looks at Fernando. The boy became a little more subdued, started beckoning the dog to go quietly. The dog, sensing human affection, got up on four paws and wagged its tail. Fernando became bolder and increased his pace. And the dog laid the food at his feet and swallowed the cheese in one go, followed by the bread in the second. 

	The saddened Fernando returned to the table, where only half of the onion lay. He chewed it, and tears streamed from his eyes. In the cold, the onions will give him very little strength. The boy was exhausted by the crossing, exhausted by the death of his family, left without supper. What should he do now? He took a handful of snow, put it in his mouth, and ate bitterness in his mouth and in his soul. He felt very sad. Then, as if on the evil side, a prickly wind blew in his back.  He felt very cold and hunched over. Life was no fun anymore, no food, no warmth.  He sat down behind a rock, wrapped his arms around himself, freezing, shaking with all his body, gritting his teeth and not knowing how he could live till morning. Fernando was crying his eyes out, and his throat was howling or moaning. The dog, having taken a bite, became kind. He came up to the boy and licked his ear with his muzzle. The boy opened his eyes and saw the dog through his tears. He was crying, but he had no anger toward the thief. The dog licks Fernando's face, talks to him doggishly. And the little man, though he is crying, is happy with the dog. And now the boy felt a little better in his soul and he stroked the back of the owner of the pass. The dog wiggled with joy and put his paws on the child's lap, and then put his chest on them. Warmth went up the teenager's legs from the dog. Fernando scratched the dog behind the ears, and the dog first shrieked and then barked kindly, sort of saying: 

	"I'm ready to serve you now, boy!" and licked the boy's lips and nose to prove that he had found his master.  The wind blew harder and whirled, sprinkling snow.  It became quite dark. Here on the ridge, no villages, no shepherds. It is very dangerous to walk in the dark, bare feet do not walk well in the snow in the bitter cold. It is very easy to stumble and fall on the rocks. Fall and you're crippled. And before dawn, the frost will make a man a frozen icicle. The dog, as if he understood the boy's thoughts, jumped down from the boy's legs, barked and went along the trail. The boy was afraid that he would be alone, got up and waddled on his naughty legs toward the dog. But the dog moved a few meters away, stopped and barked again, as if inviting him to follow. Fernando became bold, put his arms around himself, bowed his head in the wind and followed the dog. And the dog soon led him to a fallen tree and, with a cheerful bark, ducked into a hole, and after a few seconds stuck out his head and invited him into his dwelling. Fernando climbed in. The hole was narrow at first, but widened later, and it was quite spacious inside. Fernando lay down on some pelts, evidently the dog, hunting for small rodents, had stocked up for the winter. The landlord licked Fernando's cheek and lay down next to him. Putting his back against the boy's legs and belly. 

	The dog woke Fernando up. The entrance to the burrow was blocked with fallen snow. They crawled out together. The dog barked and ran toward the pass. And Fernando, shivering from the fresh frost, ran after him. The dog barked loudly, and at that moment a man's head in a sheepskin hat appeared from behind the hump of the pass. After it appeared shoulders in a sheepskin coat, a staff, legs in warm pants and high boots.

	Seeing the dog and the boy, the man stopped, and recognizing him as his nephew exclaimed: "Fernando, is that you?"

	The boy recognized his uncle's voice and shouted back joyfully:

	"Yes, Uncle Jose, I am your nephew!" and with all his battered feet rushed toward him. And the dog, happily wagging his tail, ran beside him.

	Uncle Jose's tears flowed for a long time as he listened to the tragedy that had happened in his family and how his nephew had miraculously survived and how he had not frozen that night on the mountain pass. First, Uncle Jose took off his shirt and put it on his nephew's back and put mittens on his battered feet. Then he fed the boy and the dog. The pair were so hungry that they ate most of the food the uncle took on the hike. When the nephew warmed up a bit, the uncle hoisted the boy on his shoulders and strode down the slope to his home. Uncle walked confidently down the path that led to the valley, with the dog running joyfully ahead on the old trail. Fernando felt good in his soul, he rubbed his cheek on the collar of his uncle's shirt, lifted his face to the sky and a drop ran down his cheek, a snowflake melted or a tear came out of his eye...

	The inquisitor fell asleep only in the morning, and dreamt of her.

	...Merinda, tiptoeing and spreading her arms out to her sides, twirled through the grass. The sun was streaming its golden rays from the stream, reflecting off the waves and playing with the dancing girl in bright flames.  Somewhere on the edge of consciousness, like the touch of a light feather, he felt reality.  As he walked closer to her, he began to admire her. Like a moth creating a breeze with its wings, his gaze touched her arms, her shoulders, her face. He could smell her body, it was like a blooming honeysuckle. She, catching his intense attention, stopped for a moment, smiled at Fernando, and spun even faster. A daisy of her wheat hair touched his face, he reached out to her, and she broke free of them and ran toward the creek. An anxious feeling made the man's heart beat faster!

	"Stop!" he shouted in her wake, but she had already stepped into the black maelstrom and began to sink slowly into it. Her eyes rounded, exuding terror. He rushed toward her and, grasping her dress, pulled her toward him. The fabric burst like dried leaves, and Merinda plunged headlong into the whirlpool. Fernando didn't hesitate to rush after ...

	He woke up, but continued lying there with his eyes closed, pondering the vision: "Dreams visit us from early childhood, surround us with their mystery and often take us to other worlds. Sometimes dreams are so realistic that you begin to doubt the reality of the day. Dreams can never be predicted or prevented. Dreams in no way fit into metaphysical canons, are not subject to measurements or logical explanations. They are a fantasy of the soul, in most cases inspired by excess or lack of emotion. A kind of play on the imagination that does not bring clarity to their purpose. I remember this dream clearly. It would be interesting to overlay the events of my dream with the reality that lies ahead of me.

	 

	Temptation of Merinda

	The sun was awake and, stretching, golden on the tops of the mountains. And in the dark dungeon, the door to the witch's cell rattled open, and the executioner let Fernando through. Alonso entered next. The heavy door closed and, over Merinda, huddled in a corner of the cell, Father Alonso hovered, exuding terror.

	"Do you want to live?" asked the girl, the second inquisitor, and Merinda gritted her teeth.

	 The holy man leaned even lower over the girl. She seemed about to burst into hysterics. The executioner's frozen face, like Alonso's, was as impartial and noncriminal as the scratchy walls of the cell surrounding Merinda. Alonso tore his gaze away from his victim and turned to Fernando:

	"So what's with the denunciation? The bishop is waiting!"

	"I should roast you on the rack myself!" thought the chief inquisitor frankly, and uttered:

	"I think this will be the last interrogation."

	"Of course, of course," said the assistant, smilingly, "you, Chief Inquisitor, know best."

	"And you, I see, want to take my place yourself? With such zeal, you'll soon succeed."

	"You imagined it!" the aide hastened to retreat and took the executioner out of the cell.

	"You came!" exclaimed Merinda, her face flashing with joy. "You came!"

	The man drowned in the blue eyes again, as he had yesterday, oblivious of why he had come. There was only her and him, and there were no walls, no difference of almost thirty endless years. He shuffled awkwardly from foot to foot. Clumsy and embarrassed, Fernando could not take his eyes off her. 

	"Danger!" instinctively tingled in his brain, but immediately a warm wave echoed through his consciousness. "Ah! It doesn't matter now!"

	She rose from the floor, her torn dress covering her body slipping and falling to her feet. In the barely lit oil-lamp, musty dungeon, her body glowed brightly. The girl clung to it with all her might.

	"What are you doing, child?"

	"Seeking salvation, and it looks like I'm already saved," she said dryly, he thought with mockery.

	The greased door swung silently open.

	"What are you doing?" the examining couple pronounced the entering prosecutor Miguel.

	The maiden rebounded and, picking up her rags, covered her nakedness.

	"What have you done?" uttered the prosecutor again.

	Alonso, obsequiously bowed his head and uttered: "Mr. Prosecutor, you see for yourself, all as set forth in the denunciation!"

	"I can see it without you!" cut off Miguel and measured Alonso with a contemptuous glance.

	"What's going on?" hurriedly clarified Fernando, not hiding his surprise.

	"You ask what's going on?" the prosecutor interrogated with pain in his eyes. "A denunciation has come in," and the caustic chuckle that appeared on the speaker's face made Alonso turn away.  "There has been a denunciation that heresy has crept into the heart of the church. Not only that, the very minister of the church, the chief inquisitor, Father Fernando, is covering up the witch and trying to keep her from justice!"

	Miguel's words weighed heavily on Fernando's shoulders, making him hunched over.

	"Your kindness and incorruptibility have played a bad joke on you yourself. Kindness, my old friend, never goes unpunished! Take an example from this one," and the prosecutor sarcastically, pointing to Alonso, continued. "You're going to trial. I hope," he looked at Alonso, and the prosecutor's gaze made Alonso shrink, "no one will mind if the trial is closed. Even given your spotless service, I can't turn a blind eye to what happened."

	"Prosecutor!" Alonso's voice became ingratiating. "The Church, in my person, would not object if the chief inquisitor quietly and peacefully retired."

	"I think so, too. No need to take the rubbish out of the house, the crowd won't understand it, much less!" the prosecutor raised a finger upward.  "The news of heresy within the church could be detrimental to the common people. His Majesty Ferdinand and her Highness Isabella would not be pleased, would they?"

	"Of course not!" at the mention of the august persons, Alonso bent.

	"And I, in turn, will recommend you to the bishop for the position of chief inquisitor. You have a gift for the craft!"

	The flattered Alonso nodded his eyes.

	Fernando bowed his head, but he was not at all afraid for himself; he was concerned with a single thought that materialized in a question:

	"What will happen to her?"

	"What do you care about her now, you think about yourself!" said the prosecutor, and gestured to the door.

	The church attendants went out, and the executioner locked the deadbolt on the door, leaving the girl alone in the cell.

	"And with her? What will happen to her?" questioned Fernando again, and looked at the prosecutor.

	He flinched, as if he had tripped over the witch's unseeing gaze. His face wrinkled and he breathed deeply. Drops of coarse sweat studded his sloping forehead.

	"With her? What will happen to her? Ha! You naive fool... And you, I see, don't get it, do you?"

	Fernando looked around lostly, "So she's guilty after all?

	The chief inquisitor waited and dreaded to hear the answer. For a moment, the floor went under his weakened feet, and he leaned against the wall.

	"Both yes and no. Alonso had a long conversation with her last night. He quickly got her talking. There was no potion!"

	"So!" glowered Fernando, and grasping the thread of hope, recoiled from the wall. Can we let her go?"

	"But! But! That girl is nothing but trouble. If she's managed to throw you, the chief inquisitor himself, off the hook, what's next. And anyway, it's not that simple. Where's the nephew of the royal blood, eh? Yes, and you were played, just played," Miguel patted Fernando on the back. "Nothing, old boy, nothing! She'll answer for everything. The executioner will do things to her that will make death seem like a sweet dream. And Admiral Esteban will be pleased!"

	"Wait, wait!" Fernando grabbed Miguel by the sleeve. "Will she be executed afterwards?"

	"No! I keep my word!" said Miguel calmly. "Don't worry, you won't see her again. And even if you do, you won't know! Hot tweezers don't add to beauty.

	 "No! Not again!" exclaimed Fernando and stopped. "God doesn't need such a sacrifice! It's not right! It's not her fault!"

	Alonso and Miguel shrugged their shoulders and Miguel hissed:

	 "Old fool, don't you realize at all that you're walking on a knife edge? What-o-o-o, what's the matter with you? Think of yourself!" Miguel dug into Fernando's haggard face and squeezed his shoulder hard. "Well?... Keep quiet, keep quiet! It's better for all of us, everybody!" The longer Miguel stared into Fernando's face, the less he liked the fire in his eyes. The gaze of the chief inquisitor was like that of a madman. With the same gleam in his eyes the crowd rioted, with the same eyes the witches wriggled in the torture chair."

	 "I'm sorry, I'm sorry, my old friend!" said Fernando calmly, and Miguel saw his clear and meek eyes again. "I'm sorry, everything that's happening has broken me so much!" clinging to the wall the inquisitor began to fall to his feet.

	Alonso and Miguel rushed to support him.

	"Holy Church, help us!" exclaimed Miguel and crossed himself. "For I was beginning to think that this witch had really driven you mad. The prosecutor became stern again, and, turning around, dryly cut off. "Go, go to your room, my old friend. You need your rest!"

	The prosecutor and Alonso waited a while while Fernando's slouching back disappeared into the underground labyrinth, and continued their conversation:

	"No wonder it all shook him so!" said Miguel thoughtfully. "He's too kind and naive for this dirty world. I want another look at the one that drives men crazy!"

	They returned to the cell, where Merinda, dressed in rags, stood confidently and clearly pleased with the entrants.  The prosecutor approached the maiden and threw her dress off her shoulders. Slowly, probing the feet with his gaze, he moved to the ankles. He had a distinct, aching desire for intimacy with this cutie. His heart pounded harder, the contemplation of her rounded knees driving him into a state of intense arousal.

	"Hmm, unusually attractive indeed!" the prosecutor kept his lustful gaze on the girl. "Maybe I should try this witch before her release.  That would be the price of her freedom," the prosecutor mumbled as if jokingly.

	Alonso smiled understandingly and quietly staggered to the door and disappeared behind it. The prosecutor reached forward and touched Merinda's firm breasts, then placed his palm on the triangle of blond hair between her thighs and her belly, the blood hammering in his temples. The prosecutor gasped and twitched unnaturally, pouring out his seed...

	Alonso was in no hurry to close the door tightly behind him. He watched what was going on ...

	After half a minute, Miguel came to his senses and pushed Merinda away and spoke loudly:

	"Yes, this wench has a corrosive effect on everything around her, even me! Alonso! Get rid of this filth tonight!" he finished his speech loudly for all to hear.

	"How! You promised me life! You promised to let me go!" cried Merinda hysterically, and her face began to look like the face of a hunted animal. "You promised me life and freedom!" tears gushed from her eyes, and she fell to her knees and crouched at the prosecutor's feet, staring into his eyes from under her forehead.

	 "You're right, I promised you life. And I will keep my word. Stand up!"

	The girl jumped to her feet like a released spring and, with a bow, began to kiss her right hand.  Miguel yanked back his palm and, with his eagle-eyed nose turned up, cynically said:

	"You will get life and freedom, but what kind! Executioner!" barked Miguel, and into the cell, panting, the freak climbed. "Make even a pig puke at the sight of her face!"

	Merinda turned white, recoiled against the wall, consciousness began to fade in her eyes as a lonely coal, and she fell slowly, sliding her hands on the stones, to the floor.

	"Don't forget about the tongue, she knows too much!" finished the prosecutor - "virtue."

	The executioner smiled with his bristling mouth and, like a fluffy thing, threw Merinda on his shoulder and carried her to the torture chamber.

	"You realize we almost lost a brother!" the prosecutor philosophized.

	"I will personally see to it that her tongue is torn out!" muttered Alonso, and echoed grimly through the dungeon.

	"Undoubtedly!" summed up the Prosecutor in an approving tone, and added. "Well, and with you, Alonso," he took the newly minted inquisitor by the hand, looked him sternly in the face and added. "There is much to discuss. I see that in your person, the holy church will gain a fierce fighter against heresy!"

	"Come," Alonso smiled agreeably, "these damp walls are very bad for your health."

	"But they are good for something else," the prosecutor ran his finger over the drops of moisture on the stone wall and grinned, "for confession, penance, and also for generous offerings to the holy church, for example..."

	Alonso nodded his head in agreement and added:

	"What to do about Fernando, today he was like a madman?"

	"I think rest, fresh air will put him back on his feet quickly. And we should pray for him! "The prosecutor cast a meaningful glance at Alonso. "And punish, punish, and punish again in the name of God! Though who am I to teach!"

	 

	Merinda's Penance

	The girl woke up, propped herself up on an elbow, and looked around. There were horrifying-looking objects all around: tables with nails sticking out, machines tearing people's joints, steel cages with sharp spikes, chains of suspension devices, and countless torture tools. Merinda was once again terrified. Scared to death, she sat against the wall and wrapped her arms around her knees. Rocking from side to side, she dreamed of one thing, to forget.

	The freak, very thoroughly prepared for the torture. It was a familiar affair, he had nowhere to hurry. First, he poured coals from the basket into the hearth. Then he picked some hemp and lit it with an oil lamp. He shoved the smoldering fiber into the coals, took the hand furs, and began to fan the coals. The hemp burst into flames, casting the hangman's hypertrophied shadow on the wall. The embers crackled, emitting sparks from the sides. The girl seeing this picture vividly imagined Hell!

	"Lord!" she cried out! "Why have you forsaken me? I've never hurt anyone in my life!"

	After these words, her mind burned with the thought of how she had just betrayed Fernando!

	"Oh! No!" she screamed! "But it's not my fault, is it? I just want to live! I want to live! What are you putting betrayal and humiliation on me for, you Lord know! I'm an orphan from birth! Is it my fault? Here I am today, betrayed and made a mess of, and they who did it can get away with it! For what!"

	She clasped her ears with her palms. Tears ran down her cheeks in two rivulets. She was suffering. She was furious with this world. A world of lies and betrayal! When most of the coal had turned into scarlet stones with blue tongues of flame on top, the executioner laid out steel tongs, seals, and rods on them. Once more he cast a professional glance over the torture instrument and approached the girl. The beast's strong arms lifted the girl and shook her to her feet. 
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