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Synopsis:
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The enemy has infiltrated the empire and gained enough political and military influence to subvert it from within. The venom of darkness spills from the heart of the kingdom. Politicians and civilians alike have been tamed and subdued, rendered incapable of recognizing right from wrong, good from evil. Evil spreads like a terminal disease—unchallenged, unhindered, and unrestrained. 

In a small village on the outskirts of the kingdom, an innocent young shepherd tends to his sheep and helps on the family farm. His family’s estate is hastening toward economic ruin due to the untimely death of his grandfather. It all falls on him to honor his family’s legacy.

When the young shepherd sets off on a seemingly dull journey to a nearby village, he encounters a terrible darkness. His quest will become an epic battle of survival, love, and ultimate sacrifice. As he accepts the call to arms, his innocence will be lost. He must save his country and awaken his people from slumber. Will he be in time to save them all? 

© 2021 Pablo Andrés Wunderlich Padilla . All rights reserved.

It is absolutely forbidden to reproduce this text without the explicit permission of the author. 

All the characters in this work are products of the imagination.
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This work was born more than a decade and half ago, when I was just a schoolboy, thinking about the uplands of my native land: Guatemala. There, the beautiful landscapes, with their broken volcanic geography and picturesque skies, stirred me to create a colorful work. With my love for other works of fantasy-literature, both European and American, I quickly began a story that mixed all those ingredients together, and at last emerged the first book of the saga. The effort that I have devoted to it up to now is monumental.

So many years have passed that sometimes I find it hard to accept that I have been writing the series for nearly half of my life (I was born in 1984). Finally, and I say it in all seriousness, I have reached the end. The saga is finished in its original language: Spanish. Now, after another monumental effort, I can present you its version in English.

I have no intention of delaying your reading. I hope the work will please you. With all the sincerity I can find within me, I wish to thank you from the bottom of my heart for reading this work. I am an independent author, and without your support none of my books will ever see the light of success. Without further ado, welcome to the series: Fallen Gods.

Pablo Andrés Wunderlich Padilla​
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Chapter I – An Epic Dawn
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He woke up suffocating in anxiety and terror. His forehead was pearled with perspiration and his back was drenched in cold sweat.

The lanky boy sighed with relief as he found himself in the safety of his home. He relaxed as the noises of the animals of the farm assured him he was safe in his bedroom away from harm. He ran a hand through his hair, wicking away the beads of sweat from his forehead.

Once again he had dreamt about strange lights exploding in a desolate and miserable place. It was a... void... a strange place where there was nothing, not even sound. And yet, within the confines of this dream he observed chaotic explosions ripping through the fabric of whatever reality he was dreaming of. Why? Why did he dream so? Why the terror and the panic?

In those dreams he became anxious, feeling that his friends and brothers were dying at the hands of a merciless terror. The strange thing was that the boy had neither brothers nor friends. The truth was few people were fond of him. 

He remained lying in bed, staring at nothing, thinking about the complicated life which he had been dealt. His dog woke up upon listening to his master sigh and whimpered at the sight of his master suffering. To frighten away his sorrow, the old white and grey herding dog climbed up onto the bed, put his forepaws on the boy’s chest, and began to lick his face.

“I’m coming, buddy! I’m coming! Okay...okay...That’s enough of your licking!” cried the boy as he hugged the dog. The dog jumped off the bed and began circling around, at times staring at the closed door of the bedroom.

The boy wiped his face with his sheep-pajama sleeve. The happiness infused by the dog faded into a silent sadness he was not even aware of. The boy sat on the edge of the bed for a long moment, considering how many enigmas there were complicating his life. He was barely thirteen winters old! He could not even imagine how complex things would get when he turned thirty winters.

Those dreams...Why did they repeat themselves? Ever since he could remember, he had dreamt of those strange lights he could find no explanation for. He felt uneasy, worried by the fact that perhaps they meant he was sick in his mind. At least that was what his grandmother Lulita had suggested when he had confided his worries to her, and for that reason, and to avoid being frowned on by others, he now kept them secret.

A beam of light came in through the window, falling on the thoughtful boy’s face. Suddenly all his worries evaporated; he cheered up and began to stretch his arms. “All days are beautiful, as long as we have the will to recognize the fact,” he said to himself as he got up, feeling under his feet the old wooden floor of the Ranch which had built by his ancestors several generations before.

“Work is the way to happiness,” he said, echoing his grandmother’s words. Rufus watched him curiously, tilting his head and moving his ears, as his master followed his daily ritual. After so many years, the dog knew the boy well. He whined, urging him to hurry; soon the liquid fire of sunrise would bathe the earth.

The young shepherd understood the message and dressed quickly, for it would be unacceptable to miss the sunrise. Besides, it would put him in a bad mood for the rest of the day. But first he had to go to the stable, to gather together the sheep which would be waiting for him so that they could go out to graze.

Rufus ran out after his master, barking and leaping with happiness, herding the four sheep to follow along the sacred path towards the Observatory. The young shepherd felt the morning cool envelop his light brown skin, the sweet dew suspended in the air. From the branches of the trees there fell great drops, the zephyr filtering through the leaves. The little birds tuned their throats, uttering joyful melodies.

Panting after the long walk, he reached the summit of the highest knoll in his grandmother’s land. This place he had baptized the Observatory many years ago. 

The lanky boy stared at the horizon when he reached the summit. A timid smile crept its way out of his soul and sketched itself on his saddened face. Dawn was rising over the farm before his eyes, in a spectacle directed by the baton of a natural, invisible magic, thanks to the radiant energy of the sun. The four sheep scattered as soon as they arrived. The Observatory, that landscape which seemed surrounded by a spiritual aura, was his favorite place, the best one for watching sunrise and sunset. He could see a long stretch of the farm as the land sloped gently downhill.

A tree they called the Great Pine crowned the hill, standing proudly on the summit. The sun emerged in the distance, on the horizon of a vast plain which was taking on a radiance in the magical moment of dawn. The boy sat down with his back against the trunk of the great tree. A few moments later, enthralled by the picture, it seemed to him that the soul of the tree was swaying with the wind. He breathed in deeply, filling his chest, feeling in harmony with life, with the flow of nature which was awakening for another day.

“You’re the heir of the Ranch, there’s nobody else. If you don’t work...we’ll lose it all,” came the voice of his grandmother, as intrusive as always, echoing in his head. But it was the truth. The property had fallen into decay since his grandfather’s tragic death thirteen years before. Unfortunately, he had never known his grandfather Eromes, the great rancher. 

He only knew about him through his grandmother’s stories, which told of his connection with the landscape which surrounded them. It troubled the boy to feel those thoughts intrude upon his contemplation of the dawn. It was the only moment of the day when he could feel really free. Apart from the time when he was with Luchy.

He closed his eyes and let himself drift. He pushed away those dark feelings and the memories of his grandfather. It was never easy to cast away such images. At times it seemed thinking and feeling sad about his grandfather actually brought him closer to the boy. But he knew if he continued to feel this way, it would eventually erode his soul. He emptied his mind to the best of his abilities.

The wind caressed his soul, which swayed like an ear of wheat. Nothing made him fly like the dawn.

Ounces, the name one of the three rams had earned by eating non-stop, was chewing the grass frantically. The other rams were Bruno and Lump; Grandma had given them those names. The only ewe in the flock, Pancha, was very old and only wanted to be by herself and enjoy grazing without interruption. Once they had had a much bigger flock, but the decline of the Ranch had forced them to sell most of the stock.

The economic disaster of his land reminded him of the political chaos of the Empire. The village people gossiped about it every day. For the young shepherd, the equation was simple: Politicians would always be corrupt, and the corrupt would always be politicians.

A detonation startled the boy. The sky shot a luminous arrow, which the boy felt like the breaking of a wave on the beach. Dazzled by the grace of the sun, he raised his hand to cover his eyes. The sun’s radiance poured over his soul, which took off and flew through the sky for a while. He felt like he had neither body nor limits. And suddenly, it was over. He blinked, noticing how much time had passed him by. It must have been a handful of minutes in a trance. That trance-state he achieved only during dawn never lasted long enough. It was the most amazing sensation, and yet, like time, it would simply shy away, unable to be held for long enough. Annoyed at himself for being bothered by silly things like not having enough of dawn, he grabbed a small rock and threw it downhill.

As he sat there, the lanky boy found it hard to believe the rumors. He head was once again peppered by the mundane problems of the village. People were saying that Alac Arc Ángelo, God of Light, was dead. But how? The days were beautiful, he could not be dead. If he were dead, then how come he had just witnessed such an amazing dawn? How could the arrows of light have pierced his soul like they just did if the God of Light was dead?

One thing was for sure: Violence was worsening, and with it the political crisis. Perhaps those rumors were true. Perhaps Alac Arc Ángelo was dead...murdered. Perhaps the God of Light was gone.

The young shepherd lowered his head and sighed when the sun rose high enough to begin a new day, ordinary and like any other. Another day of work, another day without going to school, another day without seeing other kids of his own age.

“There’s only one way to success, and that’s hard work. There are no shortcuts, there are no secrets: It’s a matter of being persistent,” as his grandmother Lulita insisted. 

“Manchego! Breakfast is ready!” he heard from afar, and at the same time the bell began to toll.

The lad took his staff and began to call the small flock together. Ruphus did not lose a beat and began barking at the sheep, herding them at his whim.

Bruno and Lump obeyed at once, Ounces soon took up his position at the head of the group, but Pancha did not move, subjugated by the vision of the dawn. It took a nip in the rump from the old dog for the ewe to follow along with the herd.

***
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THE SMELL OF SCRAMBLED eggs invaded the room. Lulita shook the frying pan, scraping the metal bottom with the wooden spoon to get every last crumb. The boy sat down and picked up the wooden utensils, waiting for his breakfast with the hunger of a puppy.

When she had served him, Lulita too sat down. She bit into an apple and went back to the usual story:

“Hello, my beautiful Manchego. I love your name so much. Reminds me of that cheese we love but can’t afford. You know, you’re the heir of the Ranch... oh yes, Sunshine! It’s all up to you now! Better eat up and get to work or nothing will get done. I have my own errands to run and things to knit. This old woman can’t work as she did before. Look at me, I’m all bones!” said the granny with a twisted sense of humor. Her golden skin shone with the patters of sunlight piercing the window.

“Grandma, why Sunshine? Can’t you call me something like... I don’t know, Tough Guy or Bull or anything but Sunshine! People make fun of me for it!” said Manchego with his mouth full of bread and egg yolk. A few crumbs went flying from his mouth, which annoyed his grandmother because of his lack of manners.

“Oh, you shouldn’t worry about what people say, Sunshine. Don’t you understand? You’re my only grandson. You are MY SUNSHINE. Without you... there is the opposite,” said Lulita, suddenly very grim. The pendulum of her mood swung wildly. She was suddenly mourning, again.

Manchego felt guilty for bringing up the subject, again. But he had to find a way to stop her from calling him Sunshine. Or maybe it wasn’t that bad? Remembering how the bullies at school would make fun of him brought him bitter images to his mind, and once again he was convinced he had to get rid of the nickname. It was too girly! 

Lulita’s mood got better after a few moments and a swig of her freshly ground coffee. She shrugged and went on chewing the piece of fruit while she watched her grandson gulp down his breakfast. Manchego had the fierce appetite of a boy with a bottomless stomach.

“The harvest is coming, Sunshine,” his grandmother went on, full of hope. “That’ll let us make a few coins, and with luck they’ll last us a few more months. Manchego, you know you must pay attention to what Tomasa has to teach you. I know it’s not easy to work under her tutelage, because that woman is as hard as iron. But your grandfather did well when he hired her. She’s a Wild Woman, strong as an ox, smart as a fox. I tell you: Tomasa is someone to admire.”

The sunlight reflected on his grandmother’s skin. It was golden, like Tomasa’s. Lulita was a Wild Woman too and as tall as the men and women of that land: harsh in character, with caramel-colored eyes. She was set apart from the other natives by her accent, perhaps because she had been born in the Empire and not in the Wild Lands. Manchego lowered his gaze to his own hands, which were tan, not golden. He looked at his arms and found light brown skin. Either his father or his mother, or both, must have been dark-skinned, but he could not know, as he had never met them. 

Lulita took a sip out of the clay mug of coffee before she went on. “The village is out of control; violence is rampant. In my days, you could go out shopping without any qualms, you know? But nowadays if you’re not careful they’ll take anything you’re carrying with you. And all these rapes and crimes...and the kidnappings. It didn’t use to be like that. It’s all the Mayor’s fault. Ever since he took power, almost four years ago, peace vanished from the village...” Lulita trailed off, as if losing herself in a distant memory.

Manchego crossed his wooden implements on the empty plate. He finished the coffee in his clay mug, as old as the Ranch.

“Anything else, Sunshine?”

“No thank you, Grandma,” the boy said with a sad smile.

“Don’t come complaining that you’re hungry later.”

Lulita stared into her grandson’s eyes. That deep gaze in a lad was something very unusual. Besides, there was that sad smile. Could it be because of those strange dreams he had? 

The young shepherd left the room, followed by Rufus barking happily. The grandmother followed them with her gaze, sad at the memory of her dead husband and of what that had meant in her life.

“Oh... my little Sunshine,” she muttered as the memory faded.
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Chapter II – Working the Land
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Tomasa wielded the shovel as a knight wields his sword. From behind, anybody would have thought this was a powerfully built man, with that wide back and the folds of fat which hung to either side. Her golden skin, that of a native of the Wild Lands of Devnóngaron, shone in the sun. As soon as she had started working at the Ranch she had earned her nickname: the Bear. She was one of the few people who had known Eromes, the famous rancher. Had it not been for that, she would certainly have stopped working at the Ranch by now.

When Manchego arrived to begin his chores in the fields, the woman welcomed him by telling him off at length, the words underlined by the heavy Devnóngaron accent.

“And why is it you’re so late, eh? For goodness’ sake, lad! You don’t seem to see that discipline’s what this world needs! For goodness sake! To work, because the afternoon’s on its feet already and you’re not, lad!”

Manchego was paralyzed.

“To work, then!” Tomasa shouted again, her round face filled with rage, her golden skin reddening. Manchego never felt like working in the fields as this meant giving up school. He hated it, because he did not see Luchy as often as before. Besides, he never made many friends, so the mere fact of attending school made him feel he was part of something. But now, far from the other boys of his own age, he felt isolated and forgotten.

By noon they had covered quite a lot of land, mostly thanks to Tomasa. The servant worked fast at the expense of quality. It was not hard to see that the land lacked the hand of an experienced farmer. The shepherd snorted as he raised his eyes and realized how much they still had left to do.

“Keep working!” Tomasa shouted.

The boy wished he was fifteen and could enlist as a soldier in the small village militia. The drawback was that he wouldn’t see Luchy, Lulita, and Rufus anymore. That made him sad. But he had to get used to the idea, because that moment would come, and he would have to enroll to fight against deserters and other bands of bandits and scoundrels. 

Manchego stopped. He put his hands to his lower back with a grimace of pain and breathed deeply. It seemed that he had been slaving for hours with his back bent over the ground, and it was not even lunchtime.

“Hello!”

Manchego straightened. He blinked, unable to believe what he saw. He was so tired he had not seen her coming. He rubbed his eyes so as to better appreciate the princess dressed in purple tulle...No, it was Luchy in her cotton clothes, like any other villager, but for a moment he dreamt of that lovely face: the eyes, two emeralds, large and almond-shaped; her chestnut hair, long and straight.

“Silly, it’s me. Your grandmother’s sent you this,” the girl said with a smile that melted the shepherd. It was lemonade with honey and cookies with caramel pudding. Manchego was already savoring these delicacies, not to mention the palpitations caused by the sight of his best friend glowing in the sunshine. Luchy laughed at her friend’s dirty, downcast face.

Tomasa interrupted the meeting.

“What on earth’s going on here? There’s a pile of work to do yet.”

“Hello, Tomasa!” Luchy said in her crystal-clear voice. She had the gift of mellowing anybody with her voice and her charm. She offered lemonade with a friendly gesture. “I thought you’d be thirsty too.” 

Tomasa allowed herself to be seduced. “Hey...hey...” she stammered. The big woman was not used to courtesy. Perhaps because of her animal appearance she was not often treated like a person, with needs and weaknesses of her own. “Thank you, missy. Gods bless you!” she said, and was quick to drink her share. 

Manchego did the same. At the end he burped. 

“You pig!” Luchy reproached him, laughing.

The servant could not help laughing too.

Manchego blushed. “Oops, excuse me,” he muttered. 

Tomasa could not help a feeling of tenderness toward the two children. She knew how unfair it was that Manchego had to work so much in his youth.

“You’re done for the day, my little Manchego. But mark my words, be careful about coming late. I need you to go on working the land, because just look at how many things there are still left to do. Bye then!”

Manchego was surprised. It was rare to see Tomasa so amiable. He guessed that even she must have a soft heart under all those folds of muscle and fat. Luchy and Manchego raced away amid laughter, with Rufus barking behind them.

***
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“HOW MANY TIMES HAVE we talked about the importance of being on time, Sunshine?” Lulita began as soon as the boy came in through the door. “I don’t want to forbid you to see Luchy, it’s something I’d be very sorry to do, but it’ll have to be done if you go on failing the Ranch. I’m very sorry that at your age your duties are so burdensome and full of responsibilities, but that’s something we’ve discussed too. Now sit down and eat your dinner. They’re Doña Paca’s tamalitos.” 

Manchego was contrite. “I’m sorry, Grandma. I’m going to do everything I can to stop it happening again.” He was lying. He was convinced he deserved a break, and the only way to get it was by pulling the wool over his grandmother’s eyes. Besides, his best friend deserved the time he spent with her, listening to her chatter, to her words filled with charisma. His mind wandered and he lost himself in the girl’s green eyes.

“You’d better, Sunshine,” the old woman said. “There’s plenty of work to be done, and nobody else to do it. Remember, it’s your future as well.”

The boy’s only reply was a sigh. He felt the weight of work on his shoulders.

Manchego cut the string that enveloped the tamal in a banana leaf. A cloud of steam came from the dough and invaded his nose with the scents of olives, chili, peppers, and pork. The dough was typical of the South, very different from the cured meats and cheeses of the North. Manchego devoured his dinner like a hungry puppy under Lulita’s proud gaze. When he had finished, his grandmother took away the dishes and wrapped her beloved heir between the sheets. While the lad slept, the old woman noticed that once again a frown appeared on the boy’s forehead: a look of effort, the tightened muscles, and then the release, but always with that frown.
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Chapter III – The Village
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Manchego went as a passenger in the cart, sitting on the sacks filled with the products of the Ranch. With his face resting on his hands, he watched the passing of the day with boredom. What he wanted to do was play with Luchy and Rufus, but today his duty to the Ranch was leading him to learn how to sell the farm products at the market.

The cart, pulled by Sureña the ranch mare, went down the Avenue of the Ranchers, where all the roads that led to the other farms came together. They were all part of a complex which many generations back had been called The Farmer, The QuepeK’Baj, which in the original language of Devnóngaron meant “fertile land”.

The complex consisted of twenty farms, all of them belonging to families who knew each other, many of them related. In order to supply the population a market had started nearby, which had grown into what was now known to all as San-San Tera.

Rattling along the Avenue of the Ranchers, Manchego was thinking about Luchy and the other kids at school. None of them had to negotiate with traders, they were not of age. The injustice of his situation made him want to cry, but he needed to be firm, because without him the farm would collapse completely.

They reached the entrance booth, guarded by two watch-towers whose watchmen were taking their mid-morning nap. In the booth the guards were chatting with a couple of women of loose morals and low price. They were letting the people in after a casual inspection. 

“What’s your business in the village, sir?” asked a soldier with a paunch while he pulled out a large green snot from his nose. Manchego observed the exchange with caution. The farmer who was in front of them waiting for entry pulled a small pouch from his satchel and handed it over to the guard. The man hid it quickly and squinted, smiled, and yelled, “Let ‘em in! They have a permit.”

Money granted easy passage, a thing Manchego was well aware of. It bothered him this was a reality. It was unfair to ranchers like Tomasa and himself who didn’t have a single crown to spare in order to gain easy entry.

It was their turn to go through the inspection. The large Wild Woman glared at the guard defiantly. “We’ve come to sell from the Holy Comment Ranch.”

“You’ve got a permit, lady?” asked the large soldier still picking his nose. 

The Wild Woman glared at him.

“Easy there. There’s no quarrel between me and the wildborn from Devnóngaron. Go ahead, m’lady,” said the guard, changing his stance and suddenly becoming quite interested in Tomasa. The large Wild Woman usually attracted large dirty men who were very upfront with their desires. “I like them large like you,” said the guard as the cart moved forward.

Tomasa boiled in anger. She reached down to her hilt dagger but remained calm. As a Wild Woman, she knew she had to be careful while in the Mandrake Empire. Even though most people would say there was no lost love between the wildborn and the Empire, wildborn were always seen as potential slaves and lesser men or women.

As soon as they passed the gate and were inside, Manchego noticed the stench of filth, manure, and other putrid smells he did not want to identify. In the last few years what had grown most was poverty, and with it, sorrow. The village was going from bad to worse.

Poverty spread at the edge of the village, on the border between the Mid Sector and the Noble one, and it soon came to be called The Pigsty. The area had the highest rate of violence and misfortune.

Poor children ran behind the carts as they came in. “Give me a coin for my bread!” 

“A coin for my bread!” 

“Just one!” 

“May the Gods bless you!”

All Manchego wanted was to leave them behind and not hear their crying voices. He was not sure whether to feel disgust or pity for them. What bothered him the most was realizing those poor children were also light brown of skin... like he was.

The houses of the Pigsty were huts, wooden cubicles with earthen floors. The streets, also dirt, were formless. Naked children stood at the doors of their huts with bellies swollen by ferocious malnutrition.

The canteens overflowed with drunkards at only eleven in the morning, while the cheap prostitutes offered their services to anyone who passed. Gangs of mercenaries took advantage of the weak or exchanged a few coins with the whores for their favors. Manchego turned his face away in disgust.

The change when they reached the Mid Sector was so radical that Manchego felt he was breathing a different air. The sound of the hooves on the cobbled streets was like celestial music. At the same time security measures were doubled. The guards, protected by polished armor, did their rounds with swords in their belts, watching so that the poor were kept under control. Manchego could make out the badge of the House of Thorén, a noble family who had donated the armor. In the Mandrake Empire, every house had its own fortress and militia.

In addition the Empire led its own Imperial Army, made up of legendary guerrilla warriors, soldiers, archers, and magicians who manipulated the elements. Manchego knew that if one day he enrolled in the militia, he was sure to end up under the House of Thorén’s orders, even though he had never met the family and never would. A young boy from the village was rarely invited to a castle, except to work in exchange for a small wage.

When they went into the Noble Sector, the atmosphere changed again. Manchego, unused to luxury, was dazzled by the elegance. The women were lovely, with billowing dresses in yellow and purple tulle. This was like a dream, the kind of stories he had heard throughout his childhood. As a rancher he was unused to such extravagance.

At last they entered the Central Park, a square space, spacious and vast, in whose center stood a tall, heroic statue in honor of Alac Arc Ángelo, God of Light, despite his being dead, or missing, as the faithful of the polytheist religion preferred to believe. The statue held a spear in its hands which was aimed at an imaginary enemy. Its angel’s wings were spread like two masts with billowing sails.

The market was spread out around the statue, crowded with vendors, suppliers, and customers, all absorbed in their exchanges. The noise was deafening. The drizzle which had been falling since morning was no obstacle to business. Buyers bargained, went in and out, and bought.

Tomasa dismounted and tied the reins to a post. The big woman arranged her cotton dress and adjusted the sharp dagger in her hilt. She was nervous. Manchego knew inside her leather boots she had a knife. She had come prepared for anything as she usually was. His grandmother had once told him the wildborn were used to warring most of the time. Working the fields was difficult for most Wild Men and Women, mostly because they were unused to peace and quiet. Tomasa’s demeanor was proof of that.

Manchego got down from the cart, overwhelmed by the variety of stimuli the market offered: the smells of meat both fresh and past its prime, dead and rotten fish, vegetables fresh and cooked, the poor hygiene of vendors and customers; the colors of the goods; the noise of voices, the barking and braying.

Tomasa glimpsed two men who were getting off their cart at that moment. The boy shuddered when he saw the icy coldness of their faces. The exchange promised to be anything but pleasant.

One of the traders looked like a scarecrow. The other proudly displayed a belly the width of a stride; his eyes cried defiance.

Tomasa made the introductions: “This is Manchego, the heir of the Ranch, from my landlord Eromes, may he rest in peace.”

The buyers, Marcus and Feloziano, replied with looks of disapproval. Marcus, the big one with the enormous belly, grimaced in disgust. He crouched in front of Manchego until his face was just a few inches away. The shepherd could smell the buyer’s putrid breath. Whether from fear or from the stench, he sank his head between his shoulders.

The fat trader raised his chin: “This pitiful vermin is the heir to the Holy Comment Ranch?” He laughed vindictively. “This bait is what’s going to take the place of the great Eromes the Perpetuator? How pathetic! Ha, ha, ha!”

Feloziano had also been studying the boy. “It’s quite clear that your village is going downhill at amazing speed. I don’t understand why, because the settlements and villages nearby aren’t suffering the same decline.”

Tomasa held back her anger so as not to lose the farm’s only customers.

“Manchego is the sole heir to the Ranch.” Her foreign accent became stronger as her nervousness increased.

“Well then, lad,” said Marcus, “what do you have to offer us? Are you going to show us your goods laid out decently, or are you planning on letting Tomasa do the work? What d’you say? Maybe you’ve got no balls between your legs, or maybe you’re too green for your manhood to have ripened? Ha, ha, ha!”

All Manchego could do was turn red. Tomasa stepped in. “Now look, things are hard these days, you’ve got to understand. The fields are suffering! Drought and lack of coin! The situation is difficult, for goodness’ sake!” Tomasa was losing control.

The traders were adamant. They shook their heads. 

“I expected more of you and your beloved ranch, Tomasa,” said Marcus. His double chin quivered. “By the Gods, how do you expect me to buy this crap? Tell Doña Lula she’d better lower the price of her crops, so it matches their poor quality. How much do you want for this disgrace?” He threw aside a handful of the harvested grain, attracting the ravens, who were anxious to peck at the unexpected treasure. Tomasa was on the verge of tears.

“Thirty crowns. And no less!”

“I’ll give you twenty,” the big man said. Manchego could not help but notice that both men carried sharp swords sheathed at their belts. He guessed they would have little mercy and did not want to think about how many people must have tried the edge of their weapons.

“But...” the servant began to protest. She was interrupted by the glutton:

“Twenty or nothing.”

Tomasa lowered her gaze. At this rate, the farm would succumb to the crisis.

“Well then, all right,” the woman said, left with no other choice. Her face was distorted by humiliation and sadness.

Marcus took out a satchel from his smock and let it fall disdainfully into Tomasa’s hand. At his whistle, two boys unloaded the sacks from the cart.

“A displeasure doing business with you,” Marcus said, getting himself ready to go. “Pray to the God of the Earth so that he grants you the favor of blessing your fields. It’s painful to watch your decline. And you, lad, put on a few pounds at least. Don’t they feed you properly? Skinny, dark skin, black eyes...what are you, a raven? You don’t look in the least like your dead grandfather. Ha, ha, ha!”

“Have a very happy evening, my friends,” Feloziano said. “Be seeing you.”

Tomasa waited until the traders were at a safe distance before she broke down. All she wanted to do was take revenge against those ingrates, for being insolent, for humiliating her for the umpteenth time in the exchange. “Oh, no, Mancheguito, what are we going to do? I can’t go on like this! The farm will perish, and your granddad will turn over in his grave! If you only knew how I’ve prayed to the God of Earth, but Gordbaklala doesn’t seem to hear my prayers.” The serving woman collapsed into desolate weeping.

The boy felt terrible. To be with Luchy he had neglected his duties, but now he understood that his presence was crucial for the future of the Ranch. Sooner or later he would have to face those traders again, or others with a similar attitude. He needed to learn fast to avoid something like this happening again, and he would only manage that by throwing himself wholly into working the fields and learning. He knew all this would keep him away from his friend, and from his yearning to appreciate nature, but it was necessary.

The boy stretched his skinny arms around her. “Don’t cry, Tomasa. Those men will have to deal with me one day, you’ll see. When I’m the owner of the Ranch, they’ll have to pay double the number of crowns for our products. That’s my promise!”

“Oh, laddie,” Tomasa lamented, wiping her face as she did so. “You’re very special, yes. Everything will be alright, I know. But I need you to be more diligent with your work.”

“Are we going back home?

“Heavens! Not yet. I almost forgot. Your grandma needs you to go to Ramancia’s shop for a magic potion for the hen. It seems she’s not laying eggs anymore, and if she doesn’t lay, then you’ll have no breakfast. Oh no, all the animals are dying...”

Manchego’s heart sank. They had sold many animals: pigs, oxen, bulls, and several hens. They only had one hen left, and now she was sick. They could not lose this hen, since with the few coins they had gained they could not pay for another one.

Manchego put the eight crowns Tomasa gave him into a small satchel.

“Don’t take too long, Manchego. We need to get back to the farm, to go on working. Off you go!”

Manchego trembled at the thought of the witch’s name: Ramancia. He hated going to her shop. He always ended up with the threat of being turned into some kind of disgusting vermin.
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Chapter IV – Innominatus
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The bloody scenes of a painful past stabbed him, and in his solitude he was carried back to that moment. Tzargorg...Innominatus...Mérdmerén...Irijada...

The wild winds beat at his face and long, shining black hair. The cold penetrated into his bones. On his muscular chest, uncovered, was revealed a black tattoo which spread over half his torso and which he had etched with forest dyes. On his forehead was a mark made with the fresh blood of an animal he had killed to feed the clan. His name, Tzargorg, had ruled for three generations. He had inherited it after overthrowing and beheading his own father; his father had done the same to his own. Such was the wild law of Mother: The strong young man takes over from the old. Only a few chosen ones survived the fury of Mother.

His eyes swept the tranquility of the plain where his clan was settled. The grazing land was moist from the tears of the night, the sun barely a shy gesture on the horizon. From atop a titanic boulder he watched nature unfold, breathing every cell of Mother...

A voice brought him out of his trance. A lanky boy with brown skin and dark eyes and hair was talking to him.

“How much are these shepherd’s crooks?” Manchego asked, rather unsurely. It seemed that this vendor was sick in the head, with those unfocussed eyes and confused expression. 

The boy had gone to his shop, The Shepherd of Shepherds, because of its fame. It was said that it had the best and most varied goods, like shepherd’s crooks, jackets, robes, boots, or shearing-knives. But the vendor did not seem ready to attend to his customers. The lad studied the stranger’s face with its golden skin and sky-blue eyes, the typical features of a Wild Man. Nothing disturbed him. It was as if half his body were in another dimension.

The wildborn appeared to be in his fifth decade. He might have been younger, but the marks of pain on his brow added winters to his age. His skin was wrinkled, perhaps because of the weather’s rage, perhaps for some other reason. Something in his look screamed for help. His gaze was of a sadness in search of redemption. The man had long gray hair hanging over his muscular shoulders. His hair was ill-kept and oily.

The vendor shook his head a couple of times. His eyes opened wildly but then he seemed to restrain himself. What was candid surprise became suspicion. 

“Who gave you that vest?” asked the Wild Man with a leering gaze.

Manchego was puzzled and immediately became nervous. Nobody had ever asked him that. Behind the wrinkles, the fatigued expression, was a man who reacted nimbly.

“Um... my grandmother gave it to me. She says it belonged to my grandfather, but she cut it down to my size. It looks as though I’m a lot skinnier than he was.” The boy shrugged. “I wear it every day. It’s the only souvenir I have of my grandfather.” The boy bent his head, embarrassed by the vendor’s deep blue-eyed gaze, which seemed capable of cracking rocks. The man did not take his eyes off the vest, as if he were analyzing each one of its fibers with his fingertips.

The boy became irritated and took a step back. He did not understand the reason for so much interest. 

“It’s llama fur, ruminants that live in the wild Devnóngaron,” said the Wild Man. “It’s very well-preserved.”

“It’s thanks to my grandmother... Well, I take good care of it too. It’s in memory of my grandfather, and I respect him, even though I never knew him.”

“Memories...” the man seemed to savor the word, scratching his square jaw. His dark hair was thinly streaked with white. He wore a simple tunic which revealed much of his tall, muscular body. His forearms looked like pincers; his calloused hands were a testament to dangerous moments. He seemed proud of his skin and marks.

“Memories can be painful and hurt when one least expects it,” the man said. “But they also fill us with joy... or sadness. That vest,” he said, pointing at it, “has witnessed unique experiences.” 

Manchego put his arms around his vest, as if he feared to lose it.

“What’s your name, shepherd?” the vendor asked with a serene look on his face. He sat down on a sun-worn bench. His deep sky-blue eyes were now on the same level as Manchego’s. 

The boy could not shake off the discomfort the man’s scrutiny stirred in him. “How do you know I’m a shepherd?” he asked in alarm.

“That vest, shepherd, is a vest for shepherds. It’s designed for lovers of life. And here you are, asking about a crook’s price. Your grandfather must have been a great character. Do you know any other boy like you with a vest like that? I don’t think so. What’s your name?”

“Manchego,” the boy said shyly.

“Manchego, the shepherd,” murmured the vendor. “That name doesn’t belong to you. Have they told you? Whoever called you that for the first time surely wasn’t your mother.”

Manchego felt assaulted by those eyes, which seemed to penetrate his deepest memories. He had always been teased at school. The other schoolboys told him he had the name of a sheep’s cheese, an idea he had never liked. They also called him Sunshine, making fun of how his grandmother nicknamed him. “My grandmother gave me that name,” he replied almost breathlessly. “My real mother abandoned me... I never knew her.” Talking about his origins at his thirteen years of age put him in a bad mood.

The vendor winked at him. “In our land, we believe the name comes with the wind that condensed and gave you birth. The name isn’t something imposed on you. You earn your name through honor and glory, finding it as you tread your path in this world. If you don’t live up to the qualities of your wind-given name, you betray yourself. You, young shepherd, have to find your true name. That rubbishy little name doesn’t fit you. In your eyes there’s more than that silliness of a goat’s cheese. In you there’s fire, light, a force which is... strange. You’re unique, shepherd. Don’t betray yourself. Never betray yourself.”

The vendor’s gaze lost itself in the sea of his soul, a castaway of his own existence.

“And you, what’s your name?”

The vendor reacted in a strange way. He seemed to want to run away. “My name is Balthazar,” he said with difficulty. “My true name died when I...” Once again he sank back into a world which he alone might enter. Something from his past was pursuing him. Manchego had the feeling that he had caused the vendor an immeasurable pain. He decided to turn his attention back to the crooks.

“They’re priceless,” the vendor burst out suddenly. “Nothing I make can be bought with metal coins. You’ll only be able to get hold of any of these objects if you live with the intensity of your true name. If you manage to find your true name, I might be prepared to give you one of these,” he said, holding a crook. “Well, Manchego, it’s time for you to leave. There’s something inside you that hasn’t found how to mature. I know you’re looking for something, that the past pursues you. You’re like me: a soul lost in a sea of its own solitude. You’ll come back, and that day you’ll ask for my help in finding your way. I know.”

Manchego was left speechless. “Thank you!” was the only thing he could manage, and he ran off to Ramancia’s shop to get the potion for the hen.

Balthazar’s eyes followed the boy until he was lost among the crowd.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter V – Shadows and Souls
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He went into the neighborhood of the Sixth Avenue, where the houses greeted him dispiritedly on a leaden day. Unfortunately, he knew the place; the two-story building that housed the school was there. “It looks different,” the boy thought. “Or perhaps it’s me who’s different?” A few months had gone by, but he had the impression that he was another person. “I’ll only live this life, only this one...” he thought disconsolately. Even his mother had abandoned him. How was he supposed to know his real name if the wind never spoke? Or did it? So how were Wild Men called until they found their name? They had to be called something. Right?

He heard the noon bell ring, announcing that classes had ended. His heart quaked at the realization that he would meet his friends... and enemies. A horde of children spilled out onto the streets amid shrieks of joy. Some came out carrying a leather ball to have a game of football; the fact that the street was wet was no problem for them. They probably played tournaments and bet small amounts of money. There would certainly be brawls, as usual. A tooth would be knocked out, and an eye would end up blackened. Manchego remembered these games well, although he had never been particularly good at them. He was no sporting ace, nor would he gain applause like others who had been born to be soldiers, knights, or simply popular.

A group of girls started skipping rope. Others played football too on their own. Manchego had never spoken to them, had not even been interested in being friends with them. He regretted it, but he knew it was best to go on with his grandmother’s errand. 

A pinch. Burning. He was getting dizzy and lost his balance. Blood.

A few seconds later he realized he was on the ground and that there was blood on his ear. Violence had found him without his being able to say how or when, although a hypothesis was already passing through his mind. With difficulty he got to his feet, almost fainting in the process. Instinctively he put his fists in front of his face, ready to fight, just as Grandma had taught him.

“Manchego! The boy with the name of a cheese! Hello, Sunshine! How long has it been since I last saw you? You don’t even deign to say hello, you little bastard. Haven’t you realized we’re your only friends, you bloody scarecrow? Wretch. Pauper. Son of a bitch. We’ll have to do something about your manners. Maybe we should give you a lesson in how to treat your elders, you little raven. D’you understand, Halfblood?” 

It was Mowriz, alias Malabrad, the one who had tormented him with insults and aggressions for years. The young man, of middle height and with hair black as night, emanated a malice which Manchego would never understand.

The two boys beside Mowriz seconded his teasing. “It’s been six months since the last beating!” cried Hogue, a red-haired, stocky boy with a rash of freckles on his face and fleshy lips. The red-headed boy was completely lacking in intelligence but compensated for this lack with powerful fists. 

“The bastard keeps Luchy all to himself! I think it’s time he learned to share!” added Findus, a tall blond youth, tremendously fast, the typical athlete who always set the records. Besides, half the school had fallen in love with his delicate features. 

“This time you won’t get away,” Mowriz warned, raising his fists. 

Manchego felt terror. He took a step back and tripped. 

“You’re an imbecile, Manchego. Sometimes I feel you oughtn’t to go on existing,” Mowriz said viciously.

Manchego was no more than two blocks away from his destination, but even that was too far given the situation he was in. He needed Findus to be distracted for a few seconds so as to gain advantage.

“Hey, Findus, Luchy says she likes you, that she loves your blond hair, so long and straight. And... and... and she says you’re very intelligent.”

The Adonis puffed himself up like a peacock. “Is that true? She’s the prettiest girl in school...”

In a fit of rage Mowriz pushed the blond boy, who fell on his back, winded. It was the moment to escape. Manchego ran like prey chased by a predator, with the spurt of fear flowing through his veins. He turned a corner, past the crossroads where Ramancia’s shop stood. The cobbled ground almost tripped him. He went on running, with the aim of getting into the shop through the back door... If there was one. He was on tenterhooks as he heard his pursuers’ footsteps coming closer and closer. Next would come the punches in his face and the kicks to his chest.

Just as he had feared, there was no back door. He had no time left to think. Then he saw that in the wooden wall there was a board with a hole big enough to let him through. A sign in red letters warned of the presence of a guard dog. Manchego decided he would rather face the fierce dog than his enemies from school.

His skinny body slipped like a snake through the hole. Some splinters caught in his clothes and scratched his skin. He moved vigorously, kicked, until he managed to slip through completely. Inside, the blackness was complete. Trembling from the scare, he waited for the guard dog’s bite, or at least his growl of welcome, but there was only silence. Outside, the footsteps stopped at the hole. Manchego clenched his fists; he was ready to defend himself to the death. 

“Where did he go! I swear I had him!” Findus sounded frustrated.

Mowriz did not look happy either. “He’s over there! Let’s go!”

They left at a run. Hogue went by seconds after, complaining. “Don’t go so fast! I can’t breathe! Wait for me!”

“Will it turn out to be a trick? Where am I?” the poor boy wondered. His ear was still bleeding. He could see nothing around him, but he could sense sadness, as if the place were crying.

He let a few anxious minutes go by, motionless, as his racing heart calmed down. He had never imagined that being alone and in complete darkness, he could feel so much at peace... so much at home. Solitude and darkness were the best companions he could have at that moment. He held his breath so as to feel the silence enveloping him in its expansive embrace. With each heartbeat the beauty of the silence gathered closer to him. Wait a moment... there it was, shy as a flower. It was a presence within him, like a silent flame... a fragile breath... Hello.

There was a divine presence he could not explain. What was it? He’d noticed how inside him something like a cloud was constantly changing. Sometimes it was somber, at others it was a figure made up of feelings. Sometimes it was nothing but an echo of an eternal swaying to and fro. He wondered at that essence, pleasing and wild at the same time.

“Is this where my true name is hidden?” he thought, intrigued by the conversation with the man at the shepherds’ shop, but then he remembered Tomasa and the fact that she had asked him to get back right away. The memory of her reminded him that he needed to get back to the Park at once. He resented the fact that he had to leave such magnificence, since he did not know whether he would be able to find it again.

Annoyed at having to leave that subtlety, he decided to get to his feet and noticed the burning discomfort of the grazes he had received when he had come in through the hole. He heard something calling him in silence. He turned in the darkness, in that inscrutable density. He took one step, then another. He went deeper into the blackness uncertainly, his arms stretched out in front of him. Anxiety and fear gripped him. He needed to know what lay beyond the shadows. 

Yes, something was calling him. And what if he was walking the wrong path?

He turned his head towards the direction he had come in by; the hole was still in the same place, under the board, very far away. He could retrace his steps, go out into the real world. But he did not. He went on. He lost count of time and at moments felt he was losing his sense of direction, as if he were turning round in circles, until he saw a wooden door, not with his eyes but with his mind, and it took shape in front of him. 

He opened it without hesitation, as if he had done this infinite times. He closed it and went into a house. He found himself in a long passage decorated with a multitude of paintings, at least six on each wall. The walls were made of smooth stone and the floor was covered by an old grayish carpet. The light was something between red and brown. The paintings caught his attention by their brutality.

One of them recreated a horrifying abyss, full of phantasmagorical elements, such as dead beings going to a moat which gave out an infernal green light. At the foot of the abyss a being of sublime beauty and infinite malice held the neck of an angel with drooping wings. Manchego thought he could hear a cry for mercy from the defeated angel. He felt hatred toward the demonic figure.

He went on contemplating the pictures, one by one, in fascination. They were wild, unpleasant, with living corpses, dismembered bodies. The angels were being exterminated under the black sword of a being with equally dark armor. A dragon made of smoke spewed liquid fire over a defeated army. The most perverse painting showed a being both beautiful and evil raping an angel while at the same time breaking its wings. Manchego was dumbstruck.

He heard voices. He came out of his absorption, worried about what he might find. He looked into the distance, searching for the origin of the voices. It was a woman suffering, pleading, before an aggressive man with a cavernous voice who was oppressing her. What was happening?

Curious and wary, the boy reached the end of the passage without realizing he was trembling all over. In a hall, seated on a black bench, the man with the cavernous voice was talking about an immeasurable glory. 

By his clothing—the cloak covered most of his face—he appeared to be a priest of the Décamon. Manchego could see his mouth, illuminated by a candle. The woman looked beaten. It was the witch, Ramancia! “It can’t be,” the boy said to himself. “Ramancia is the most powerful witch, so that means that... the hooded man is more powerful.”

Manchego paid attention to the words, but at that moment something happened. The man’s hand was raised, and a bony finger pointed straight at him. He had been discovered, even though he had hidden behind a corner.

Ramancia looked at him with her eyes full of tears. The man melted into the shadows and disappeared. The witch ran to Manchego with a knife in her hand and a look of intense worry.

Manchego was spellbound, unable to move or think. 

“What the devil are you doing here? Come on, follow me. We can’t let them stop you,” the witch said.

Manchego obeyed without hesitation. They went into a hall with stone walls, one of them with runes on it. The witch traced a few apparently systematic movements in the air, and a purple light began to issue from her hands. As if obeying an order, a panel rose and gave way to a long, vast passage lit by the light of several candles, which danced on rustic candelabras. The boy’s eyes strayed to a mirror. His soul yearned to study its reflection in it. The mirror seemed to speak to him. Ramancia stopped him with her long, bony hands, whose nails were black and dangerous.

“Not yet... Your reflection in the mirror of the Black Queen of the Morelia Abyss will tell you truths you mustn’t know.... Truth has a price, little one. The day you know all your truths... will be the day of greatest suffering.”

They walked towards a brilliant white light which lit up the wall like a sun, turning like an endless spiral. Ramancia stopped beside the whirlpool and made sure the boy crossed, to disappear into it, as if he were going into another dimension. Ramancia did not hesitate to follow him.

When he came to, it was like waking from a nightmare. His ears were buzzing, and he could barely understand what the woman in the shop was saying.

“Good afternoon! How can I help you, young man?... Hello? Young man!” The woman was desperate; she was waving her hands in front of his face to call his attention.

Manchego came out of his trance. Was he spellbound? Had he been bewitched? He felt strange. He knew the place well, and also the woman who was waving her arms—it was the witch’s shop and Ramancia herself—but he did not remember having entered it. The witch was looking at him with irritation.

On one wall were three shelves filled with colorful jars which glowed with secret, mystical powers. The air, acid and sulfurous, smelt charred. Killer spiders filled each corner, awaiting the flight of some unfortunate insect.

He also became aware of a smell of death, perhaps coming from one of those jars with their dark, viscous contents, with worms that moved in an endless spiral. Another held the head of a beast with three eyes and two long horns. Another jar held the claws of a wyvern in an opaque liquid.

A cupboard with glass doors showed weapons, such as daggers and blades, tiny shields and long glass brushes. A Morningstar caught the boy’s attention, with its characteristic ball of points joined to a long chain. Another cupboard was full of stuffed animals. In front of it the old woman with curly black hair, wearing a tall, pointed hat, was waiting for the boy’s reply with increasing irritation.

“What do you need?” she repeated for the umpteenth time.

“Umm... I need a potion for a sick hen,” said the lanky boy, still feeling strange.

“Ah, so you’ve woken up at last! And you can talk, too,” Ramancia said sarcastically. “You’re very reckless. The next time you make me waste my time I’ll turn you into a horrible little animal, d’you understand? So, a potion for a sick hen, you said... Is she depressed and doesn’t lay eggs anymore?”

“Yes, yes. That’s just what’s happening,” he said. His ear hurt and he did not know why. He remembered running from Mowriz and his friends, but not arriving at the witch’s shop.

“Here it is!” the witch cried from among the shelves.

From the uppermost she took a flask with a wide base and narrow beak, stopped with a dilapidated cork. It held a fluorescent blue liquid. “This potion is the solution. Five crowns, please,” the old woman said with her palm held out. Manchego took out his pouch, counted the money and gave it to the witch. “Anything else, young man?”

“No, thank you very much. I must get back to the Central Park.”

When Manchego was turning to go, Ramancia stopped him.

“For three crowns more I’ll give you this totem. It’s a Teitú nut.”

Manchego took the nut and felt it, surprised that such an ordinary object could be sold as something precious. Three crowns would buy three weeks’ worth of bread.

“Don’t underestimate a Teitú nut,” the witch said as if she had read his thoughts. “It’s a magical nut, an indispensable totem.”

“And what does it do?” Manchego asked, stirred by curiosity. He was still holding it in his hand, fascinated without knowing why.

“You’ll know when you’re in trouble,” the witch replied. “When you have need, bury the Teitú nut a foot underground, water it three times a day and, curled over it, give it your heat during five successive nights.” Manchego hesitated. If he spent three crowns on this, his grandmother would hang him up by his ears.

Ramancia went pale, as if the boy’s indecision entailed some grave danger. “Don’t waste this offer! Take it!”

Manchego, startled, began to tremble.

“All right, all right... I don’t want any trouble, Ramancia. Here are the three crowns.” He put the nut in his pocket and turned to leave as fast as he could.

The witch collapsed onto a stool when the boy closed the door behind him. She exhaled.

“He’s growing up too fast... he got too close this time... too risky,” the witch said and wiped cold sweat from her nose.
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Chapter VI – Secrets and Mysteries
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It took Lula a while to calm her anger. A nut? For three crowns? It was unheard-of. An utter swindle! She considered going to take it back herself, but she knew it would be a terrible idea and dismissed it out of hand. It was not unusual to hear that Ramancia had turned customers she had fallen out with into vermin.

Meanwhile Manchego was holding onto the blessed nut as if it were a treasure. Her grandchild was certainly peculiar, and she found it difficult to know what was going on in his mind at any given moment. Always in love with the dawn... always in love with the sunset... Frankly, he was a special young man.

Manchego put his hand in his pants pocket and took the Teitú nut out. He liked to play with it, throw it in the air, catch it and then throw it again. It had been a long time since Lulita had seen his grandson play like he used to when he was a little boy. At times she had feared that little boy had vanished, pushed away by having to work so hard at such a young age. Seeing him play like a little boy again made her feel warm inside. 

“You’re a very strange nut...” muttered the boy and put it away again.

“Ok, you can keep it,” said Lulita with a grin. “But please promise me you’ll try and avoid being swindled by that old hag! She is a good village witch, providing what is needed, when needed. But sometimes she sells naive children the oddest of things. Now please, get back to work.”

Manchego smiled back at her and said, “I promise I’ll be more careful.”

“You covered it up quite well. But I can tell you’re hurt. Let me see.” Lulita pulled Manchego over and examined his ear.

“It was them, wasn’t it?”

“No! Not at all! I tripped... that’s all!”

“Tripped, huh? Well, you aren’t all beat up and have no broken ribs. So I guess you must be right. All right then, be more careful, please. The world is dangerous... there are perils which you have no idea of...” said Lulita.

“Oh... ok. Umm... I’d better go and work the field,” said Manchego, leaving his grieving grandmother be.

***
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HE WAS SITTING ON THE grass. At a safe distance, the donkey was grazing.

“We have to go back for a spade and a pick, Donks.”

He had left the tools in the field, perhaps on purpose; now he was only thinking that a new sunset awaited him.

The donkey remained unperturbed while Manchego saddled him.

It remained a leaden day after his encounter with Ramancia earlier in the morning, with a covering of clouds that threatened to break. They had been praying to the Goddess of Water, Mythlium, so that she would end the drought, and apparently the deity had listened to the pleading. The rain began to fall in heavy drops.

“By the Gods... May Mythlium be merciful...” Manchego sighed, looking up at the sky, where the clouds were swelling and whirling. In a single instant the drizzle turned into a storm, with the water falling furiously.

“By the Gods! Too much rain, Mythlium! Too much!” cried the boy, pleading with the deity as he scurried about to gather his belongings. Unfortunately, many times before the elements behaved in such a way he was sure the Gods were not listening to him only. With so many requests coming from so many people in need, a deity could not please all its followers. If it rained as it did now, you had to make the best of it. Manchego was not ready for this, however!

A flash of lightning crossed the sky like an elk’s horn. Manchego shivered; cold crept up his back. Soon the water soaked his clothes. He had to find shelter. The nearest place was the one he avoided most: the graveyard. He hated that place because it always seemed haunted. It was that one isolated area in the farm where nobody went, save Granny once in a while, and she always cried when she visited this place.

Strange noises came from inside the small house at times. He avoided it as much as he could, and if he had to go near the graveyard’s small and forgotten house, it was at high noon and only when there was plenty of sun. Otherwise he would never approach the area. Today, however, he was in need of a roof, and fast. And that was the closest roof he could find.

He set off at a run, pulling Donks by the rein, and reached a field surrounded by a worn-out wooden fence: the graveyard. Inside the fence he made out the eleven headstones of his deceased relatives. To one side was the little white house with a red roof blanched by the sun.

A black owl with very yellow eyes was perched on one of the headstones. The bird studied Manchego with its intense, strangely intelligent gaze, unperturbed by the beating of the rain.

Manchego walked quickly, trying to ignore the bird and feeling tempted at the same time. The entrance to the graveyard was a gate held by a hinge so rusty it might give way at any moment.

The black owl followed him with those intense yellow eyes. It was barely a couple of yards away from the boy. Suddenly it flew away and disappeared amid the dense foliage, ignoring the rain. Manchego went up to an old portico with three feeding troughs under the roof. Several farming tools hung from a cobwebbed wall.

The boy tethered the donkey to the column of the portico, then without paying attention to any other detail turned to the forgotten little house. The lock hung askew, so he slipped inside, making as little noise as possible. He feared waking up a ghost.

The atmosphere changed radically, as if he had stepped into a bubble with a different temperature and pressure. Once inside, the silence was welcoming. He did not expect this at all. He was in fear of finding a place that would put him on edge. To the contrary, he found a strange solace. He had been dead scared of this place for so long he hadn’t had the courage to step inside and actually explore its confines. This was a hidden treasure. He made a mental note about how his fears had made him create a monster of a place. What other things in his life was he avoiding because he feared them?

Manchego dried himself up as best as he could. But his cotton clothes were drenched and muddied. He would have to wait for them to dry up.

The rain sounded like a distant echo, transmitting serenity. Particles of dust floated in the air. It was a moment of sublime beauty. Manchego took a deep breath of the air, which smelt damp and forgotten. The house was a cube with two small windows and a door, divided into two rooms, separated by a plain wooden wall. On the right-hand wall, where one of the windows opened, was a wooden chair, and beside it a bedside table on which lay the remains of a red candle. A small painting of a sunflower decorated the wall above the bedside table. 

The door to the other room was ajar. It seemed to move from inside, but it was only the wind, edging through the cracks of the house. He felt an irresistible impulse to find out what was behind that door.

Curiosity got the best of him. It was irresistible not to investigate a little further. It was still pouring outside, so he might as well make the best of it. He pushed the door open gently and went inside.

Lightning lit up the room. At the entrance was a desk with a candle on it. In the darkness once again, Manchego felt along the table for something to light it with. He found flint and tinder. Striking the black stone as he had done many times, he ignited the tinder and then transferred the small flaming tinder to the candle. The lamp gave off a wavering orange light as the flame danced with the boy’s breath.

Besides the desk there were a chair and a bed, covered with a blue comforter with tiny sunflowers. On the desk was a red candle, almost used up, and beside it an open book with a charcoal-stick in the middle used to write with.

The pages were dusty and moth-eaten. From where he was he could not read it, so he went closer and picked it up. He sneezed as he disturbed the dust. He examined the volume. The cover had an engraved emblem, with words underneath it: “Holy Comment Ranch. Crops between the years 421–431 p.k.” He turned to the open page. The writing was almost illegible. He read in a whisper:

Holy Comment Ranch

431 p.k.

Crops

Day one:

The tunnels are as wide as three tall trees like the Great Pine. The tunnels are dark and desolate, and I have found no life in them.

I must admit I am scared. This place oozes death. I feel surrounded by it at every moment. I swear by the Goddess of Night that it is deeply strange. I never imagined there could be such a desolate place in our Empire, much less underneath my land, the land where my family has lived for three generations. And yet I must accept that the structure of this place is very special, too perfect.

After going deeply into it for a good while, I decided to go back to the Ranch, as I knew that Lulita would be very worried about me. She does not suspect anything, and I must not tell her, at least not yet. I do not want her to panic. I shall tell her as soon as I can make any sense of this evil place.

Day two:

I had to come back to the tunnels. I dreamt about the shadow and its flame, which devoured me. My adventure did not last long, as I was poorly prepared. I shall come back tomorrow. Today I prayed to the Goddess of the Night, D’Santhes Nathor. I asked her to protect me with her shadow.

Day three:

Today I found light, but it was green, ghostly. I chased it and realized that it came from the rocks. What is this? Can it be a blasphemy against the God of Light?

I heard voices, whispers, without being able to discern any words. Or perhaps my mind played a trick on me after so many days in this hell.

Tomorrow I shall go in again and take a path with a low ceiling, which obliges me to crouch as I walk. I had better arm myself. I am not a man of arms, nor do I care for violence, but I feel the need to protect myself. There is something which lurks in the shadow.

Day four:

I have arranged everything with Tomasa so as to be away for the whole day, if not more. I am carrying three torches, flint and tinder, and a rope in case I lose my way. I must find out what mystery these tunnels hide, and where they lead to. The impulse to explore them is too strong.

Balthazar is already preparing the goods we are to transport across the Tempranero Sea, from the port of Merromer, to the north—bordering Háztatlon—towards Grizna, for some new customers. Can I believe that Princess Sokomonoko herself has asked for my produce? It is incredible. I shall pray to the Goddess of Water that she may protect our goods.

Tomorrow I shall ask my colleague if he knows anything more about the black owl on the headstone of my ancestors.

I hope to come back to these pages to write about a “day five” in the tunnels.

Eromes

Breathless, Manchego closed the book. He felt a sudden flash of emotions, for he felt both happy and frustrated on reading these notes. There was no day five. 

“This book belonged to my grandfather! It’s impossible! It’s the second thing I have of his, beside this vest,” the boy thought, moved. “My grandfather... tunnels... Balthazar?” His surprised face was illuminated by the strength of the candle which continued to dance calmly.

Everything was very strange, too somber even. He found it hard to imagine his grandfather, a rancher, engaged in an adventure like this, much less that there were tunnels underneath his lands. His grandfather had also spoken of a black owl. Could it be the same one which had been watching him a moment before? Could it be that a family of owls had lived there since remote times? What startled him most, though, was the mention of Balthazar. Was this the same one he had met a few weeks before in the Central Market?

When he left the room he realized that the storm had died off into a drizzle. He considered taking his grandfather’s book with him, but he knew that in this place it would be safe from his grandmother’s questions, and it would surely get all wet if he took it outside. He could not think how to explain this discovery to her. She probably already knew about it. Didn’t she? The book was right there, open for anyone to look at it. Had it been there all along? Or had somebody planted it for him to read it? The lock was forced... and the door was ajar. Manchego shook the eerie feeling of someone toying with him and continued on his path to return home.

Outside he was greeted by a gust of cold air; his feet sank in the mud. In the treetops, drops of water sparkled like tiny jewels as scattered rays of sunlight came through the ebbing clouds. From one of the headstones in the graveyard the same black owl he had seen before watched him with an unfathomable gaze. Manchego went closer, watched by the bird’s penetrating yellow eyes.

“What!? What do you want!” yelled Manchego. He was frustrated, and taking it all out on a dumb owl seemed appropriate. The bird flew off and lost itself in the thickness of the forest beyond the farm.

The graveyard was silent. The place had lost much of its monstrosity since he had been forced to enter the small house. It was just... another part of the farm now. He was glad to have lost his fear towards the place. 

For the first time in his life, the boy passed among the graves and read various headstones. Why hadn’t he done this before? It seemed this was the place to learn more about his heritage. 

One which looked quite ancient read: “Ermeos, who traveled leagues until he found his home and there sowed the fields with his gift, and they returned their fruits with generosity. May his name shine forever in the sky and his family prosper in the opulent Holy Comment which he founded.” 

The next headstone read: “Esomer, son of the founder of the Holy Comment, may he rest in peace. May his buried body serve as fertilizer to these blessed lands, may his nobility cause the fruits to blossom and feed his sons and daughters, and the sons and daughters of the QuepeK’Baj.”

The next headstone was closer to him. “Eromes the Perpetuator, highest and most excellent farmer, proper, elegant, humble, attractive, kind, austere, and passionate. We lament his passing to eternal life, to the Deep Azure of the Skies, for his harvest, although good, did not turn out as it should have. Even so, we still enjoy his natural gift for the moving of nature. May the God of Light always light his way.”

“My grandpa...” the boy had told himself sadly. He vowed to visit the grave more often.

Beside it were two nameless headstones, but bearing a message which left him thoughtful: “For those unfortunate ones whose names cannot be said aloud, for those who did not manage to open their eyes and breathe, for those sad souls who died without mercy, for those souls the Gods claim for themselves. For them we pray. They watch all night over us.”

“What do these words mean?” Manchego had asked himself, deeply intrigued.

Behind these headstones were five others of the same size, perhaps those of the wives and companions of the great ranchers. They were decorated with creepers engraved on the stone. Their names and epitaphs had been erased by the rain. Manchego took the donkey’s reins and set off back home before his grandmother got impatient and started looking for him. He had not realized it, but he was holding the Teitú nut tightly in his hand. 
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Chapter VII – Natura Naturata
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A raging bout of flu tormented the little shepherd. The strange thing was the period of sleep it brought on, which lasted three days. Luchy visited him several times, stroked his tightly clenched fist, tried to open it with all her strength, even with Lulita’s help. It was impossible. They had to give up when they noticed that it seemed to be causing the boy pain. Neither of them could imagine that in that tight fist he was holding the Teitú nut Ramancia had sold him. 

The last evening of that long sleep, the Ranch had an unexpected visitor. Lulita had not noticed him come in, and neither had Rufus. He was like that: fleeting as smoke. Lula went to him when she saw him, too close to her grandson’s bed.

“We thought you were dead,” she said in a cold metallic voice.

“Obviously, you’re mistaken.”

“We believed you’d killed yourself after his death,” the woman said, remembering the moment when her beloved had died in her arms.

“It was very hard to heal the wounds his death caused me, but time heals all.”

“Why now?”

“Because he needs me,” said the visitor, and pointed at the boy. “Here. Take this. I’ve prepared this medicine with leaves I gathered in the woods myself. It’s ready to be applied.” He handed her a stone mortar with a green paste that smelt strongly. “He went looking for me, did you know? He needs me, I know. Mother told me.”

“I thought you didn’t care, either about him or the Ranch or the animals or anything at all. You’re bloody selfish! You left just like that!”

“I couldn’t imagine he’d turn into such a... special boy. There’s something in those eyes, curiosity maybe. His soul... has something.” The man paused and then changed the subject. “In those days, my loyalty was to your husband. You have to understand the reason I left. I couldn’t go on here, in the place where... it happened...”

“Hush. Don’t talk about that.” Lulita was holding the mortar with the green paste. She knew this Wild Man’s ointments and had no doubt that they would do the boy good. 

“Let me stay a while,” the man begged.

“Absolutely not. You are not welcome here!”

The visitor raised his hands and said, “You have to apply the ointment today.” He turned around and walked away. Lulita stared as the Wild Man walked off into the night.

The old woman went inside her home and sat down on the edge of her grandson’s bed. With great delicacy she began to spread the green paste on the boy’s lips and chest.

***
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HE WOKE UP SUDDENLY and blinked several times until his sight cleared. He saw a field of grass. It was tall and swayed elegantly to the rhythm of the breeze. He was lying on the ground, looking up at a blue sky which distilled a clear warm light. He got up and realized he was not far from the Observatory, where the Great Pine waited for him to come and sit comfortably against its bark.

As he walked he noticed something around him, an entity which was alien to the idyllic landscape but which at the same time seemed very much a part of the soul of nature. He felt something hard in his clenched fist. He stretched out his hand: It was empty. Rufus was already waiting for him by the Great Pine, sitting on his haunches. Manchego sat down beside him, and together they gazed upon the beauty which spread before them.

The sky was turning different shades over the Devónica del Simrar range. The mountains were a deep purple. 

Manchego and the dog looked at one another for a long moment. “A being reaches his maximum potential when he admits himself in his totality,” Rufus said serenely. “Establishing an intimate relationship with your inner flame allows it to come forth completely. It’s essential to know oneself, my dear. The time has come to look inwards, not outwards.”

“Why go deep into myself?”

“To reach your essence, to be complete. Nobody is complete without his essence.”

The dog’s gaze was lost in the horizon. “We are all made of the same thing. We are everything and we are nothing. We have been and we will be. You must search for the truth that dwells deep in you and fuse yourself with it. What is dynamic lives, what is static dies.”

The dog’s voice faded into echoes.

***

[image: ]


“AN ADVENTURE?” LUCHY scolded. “You’ve just been terribly ill, you silly thing!” The pretty girl’s eyes shone like emeralds. They had just been admiring the sunrise. Today Luchy had woken with the idea of skipping school so as to share the sunrise with her best friend, who was still recovering from that dreadful cold.

“Aren’t you gonna get in trouble for missing school?” asked Manchego.

“You know me, I can get away with anything,” said the lovely girl. And it was true.

Manchego laughed mirthfully and said, “That is very true.”

“So, why do you like sunrises so much?” Luchy wanted to know when they were back at the Ranch.

“Hmm... well now...” Manchego scratched his head. He was nervous; he had never known how to answer that. “I just like them... that’s all.”

“Don’t be silly and tell me the truth. Is it something to do with those strange dreams of yours? You were sick for three long days; we could tell you were having very strange dreams. Tell me!” pressed Luchy. She got closer to him and then stabbed him with a pointy finger on the ribs.

Manchego laughed, and Luchy continued to press him.

“Ok! Ok! I’ll tell you.”

“That’s more like it,” said Luchy, backing off.

Manchego remembered the dream in which Rufus appeared and the dog spoke deeply inspiring words. “I dreamt I was at the Observatory and that Rufus spoke to me.”

“There you go again, avoiding the subject. Oh well. Rufus? Now that is strange! What did he say?”

“Something about finding my inner essence.”

“What does that mean?” asked Luchy.

“I think it has something to do with finding my real name,” replied Manchego.

“Your what? You have a real name, even though it’s after a goat cheese,” said the girl and burst out laughing. 

“Now that we’ve established that you’re going to avoid the question I’ve asked you so many times, we should move on to what we’re going to do for fun. What’s this adventure you’ve got in mind? You just want me to get involved in your tangles so we both pay the price if we’re caught. You’re a naughty boy,” she said teasingly.

“Not in the least!” The lanky boy blushed.

“I just like to tease you,” replied Luchy with a giggle.

“I met this vendor at the Central Market. He’s a funny sort of guy, with golden skin. He’s a Wild Man.”

“What? You met a Wild Man? There aren’t many in this village, and not many in the Empire for that matter. You didn’t tell me about that. You don’t tell me anything anymore,” said Luchy, crossing her arms on her chest.

Manchego lowered his gaze. “Oh... sorry. It’s not that I don’t want to, it’s just that we don’t see each other every day, like before, you know, the good days. I’ve... I’ve been so busy I just forget to tell you things. I mean... you must also admit you haven’t told me anything either.”

Luchy dropped her jaw, taking offense. “I’ve been busy at school and helping my parents with chores!”

“You’re full of excuses,” teased Manchego.

“Wait... you’re right. We have been growing distant. I mean... growing up is horrible. So many things to do now. I can’t even imagine how it will be when we’re adults like our parents... your grandmother I mean. Sorry, didn’t mean to bring up the issue with your missing parents.”

Manchego brushed it off and said, “You’re right. We have been growing distant. I already feel I’m working as hard as an ass.” 

“You are an ass!” giggled Luchy.

“No! Wait! That’s not what I meant!”

“Oh, silly. I just love giving you a hard time. You work as hard as most farmers do. Farming is difficult. Working the land must be one of the hardest things to do. Ever. I can’t even keep a tomato vine alive. Let alone a whole farm!”

Manchego felt downcast by being reminded about his work and about how far behind he was. He took a deep breath and decided not to think about work anymore. Instead, he brought Luchy up to date about his encounter with the Wild Man at Central Park. “... And then I found out that my grandfather had a companion in the farming business called Balthazar. He’s the one we have to go and look for in the village,” he said with enthusiasm.

“How did you find out?”

“My grandmother told me,” he lied. He did not want to mention the strange book and its mysterious contents. Luchy eyed him suspiciously.

“Hey, come on!” Manchego cried. “How long is it since we went to the village like we used to? Steal some tortillas... throw rocks at horses or steal some fresh milk.” 

The girl smiled. She was already imagining herself sharing another adventure with her best friend.

“Do you remember the day we stole corn patties from Doña Pamala?” Manchego asked.

“Yes! That was funny! And the day we threw eggs at the carrot vendor?”

“That’s right! We were a couple of real bandits!” the boy said, and they both laughed.

“Come on, Luchy! It’ll be a grand adventure, I swear. Besides, we might learn a lot from this Balthazar. And you know how much everything to do with my grandfather means to me.”

***
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GETTING TO THE CENTRAL Park was not easy, but it made an exciting start for the adventure. They had climbed as stowaways onto the cart of a rancher called Lombardo. Riding his horse Marlo, he was singing a song the two kids thought pretty corny.

The coffee-brown horse of the stable,

whose name’s always on my lips,

he’s always so strong and so able,

as down the street he trips.

The coffee-brown horse of the stable,

He’s Marlo, they say as I ride, 

he gallops, so gallant and able,

carrying seed in the bags by his side.

Coffee-brown horse of the Zapotillo,

you were born a foal fair and fine.

Now you reach your destination with brio,

my little horse, you’re divine.

“He always sings his little song,” said Luchy, giggling as she spoke in hushed tones.

“I know. It’s always the same song! So corny,” said Manchego with a smile. As he lay there hiding in Lombardo’s cart, he could not help but stare at the bright blue sky and wonder at how life was giving him a breath of fresh air. 

Luchy’s eyes darted to his ear. “What happened?” she asked with worried glare. “They did it again, didn’t they?”

Manchego told her about his unfortunate encounter with Mowriz, Hogue, and Findus.

“How did you escape? I mean... you didn’t get beat up all the way. They just left you alone?”

“I... I don’t know,” answered Manchego.

“C’mon, you can tell me.”

“I promise I don’t know. It just seems like they... like they stopped chasing me,” he answered. 

“I don’t know why you hide things from me. It’s not like I’m gonna tell on you,” she said.

“I swear I don’t know,” said Manchego, feeling like he did know but somehow the memories were not accessible at this time. They both shrugged.

The cart passed through the gate after a short exchange with the guard. Lombardo was from a famous farm, and most people, including the guards, knew him well. He had no trouble passing through.

As they crossed the Poor Sector and reached the Middle Sector, the cart stopped suddenly. Manchego and Luchy looked at each other, surprised.

Lombardo’s face appeared. “Why hello, friends! We are here. You may come down from your hiding place.”

“What! You always knew we were in there!” yelled a confused Luchy as she fixed up her cotton clothing. 

“Why of course. It’s been a while since I’ve seen you kids sneaking up on me like that. I must admit I missed it,” said Lombardo, a handsome young man likely five or six years older than Manchego. He was of fair skin and dark eyes. Manchego felt a flair of jealousy upon seeing Lombardo notice Luchy’s beauty. But most did anyways. It was difficult to miss a beauty like Luchy and not stare at her for at least a moment.

“Why thanks, Lombardo,” interrupted Manchego, trying to call off the attention from Luchy. 

Lombardo looked at him and said, “Manchego, right? I really like your grandmother. Send her my regards. Next time, just ask. I’ll be more than glad to give you a ride into town. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve some delicious coffee cherries I have to sell. Bu-bye!”

The two friends jumped off the cart onto the cobblestone street. Lombardo boarded the cart and went on his way.

“I wish our farm was doing as well as his,” said Manchego, staring after Lombardo.

“You will, silly. He’s much older than you. Once you reach his age, you’ll be more successful and stronger. Plus... he’s got his parents and many workers doing much of the labor. You have... Tomasa. So I think you’re being unfair to yourself and your farm. Don’t compare yourself, silly. Now stop whining and let’s meet this wildborn!”

Manchego smiled and darted off after Luchy.

When they reached the Central Park, the first thing Manchego did was to kneel before the deity of light, Alac Arc Ángelo. Luchy followed his example. And like them, others began to pray to the God. In spite of the rumors, many still showed respect for him and offered prayers to the Goddess of Night, D’Santhes Nathor, so that Alac Arc might be safe. “It’s so strange, praying to a dead God,” Luchy said.

“Don’t say that. You know it’s a sin to speak like that,” Manchego shot back.

“It’s not a sin to say your thoughts, silly. And if that’s a sin, ever, then I won’t believe in the Gods who think saying your mind is wrong.”

Manchego shut his mouth and said no more. Arguing with Luchy was difficult. She had a way with words. Her words could be heartfelt and warming, but also terrifying and hurtful.

“But you can’t deny the fact that it’s weird to pray to a God when nobody knows where he is, or even if he’s still alive,” insisted Luchy after a long period of silence.

“Don’t be so literal-minded. The important thing is to pray to him. We pray to the Gods of Earth, Water, Night, and Fire, too.”

The conversation ended abruptly. Several deputies of Mayor Feliel’s government were handing out leaflets. Manchego took one angrily, and the deputy glared at him. It was to publicize the social reform the mayor was planning. “Always promising everything,” said Luchy. “Only so as to stay in power and manage politics the way he wants. I’ve never quite trusted Feliel.”

“I agree. My grandmother says the monarchy of the Empire is good for nothing, that it’s all for show.” He tore up the leaflet and dropped the pieces on the ground.

The smells of the market invaded the children’s senses. Fresh and rotten meat, fish past its prime, mint, cumin, a range of spices. The variety of goods, including swords, shields, axes, and coats of mail, caught Manchego’s gaze, and once again he felt the temptation to enlist in the militia and get away from the village. For a moment he dreamt he was welcome in the House of Thorén and that he met the nobleman’s beautiful daughters. But Manchego was aware it was just a dream.

“It could be that there are more Gods, but we don’t believe in them,” he said, touching a dead octopus’s tentacle.

“You gonna buy the octopus!?” yelled a pig-nosed vendor.

“No...”

“Then don’t touch it! Scram!”

Manchego ducked as a broom almost hit him in the head. “Pigface!” yelled the young man and continued on his way.

“You know very well that in the Empire we believe in the five deities, and they’re the most important ones. Or at least that’s what my grandmother says. She goes to the Décamon for mass. She knows about deities more than anybody I’ve met.”

“Yeah... but I like to think there are other Gods. Only five is so little. There are more than just five things. How about the Goddess of Beauty!” Luchy snatched and wrapped a fine silk magenta scarf around her head. 

“Five crowns or nothing!” the vendor shouted at her. “Little rascal! Give it back!” 

Luchy tossed it back at the vendor, hitting him on the face. The children ran away giggling, happy to be together the way they had been before. Soon they reached Balthazar’s shop. Inside was the old man with golden skin and sky-blue eyes, sitting on a wooden stool, his gaze distant.

“Hello!” Luchy greeted him.

The Wild Man started and pulled an axe with a gleaming blade out of his waistband. He opened his eyes wide and clenched his jaw. Luchy hid behind Manchego, who raised his arms in front of him protectively. “No! No! We’re sorry! We didn’t mean to drag you out of your... thoughts.”

The Wild Man relaxed and returned his weapon to his waist. “That was reckless of you. I’ve killed deserters and thieves who were trying to catch me unawares. Don’t be stupid,” he snorted. His sky-blue eyes studied Manchego; he seemed to be able to read him to perfection. “What do you want?” 

The young shepherd began to be nervous. “I want you to show me how to be a great farmer,” he stammered.

“Farmer?”

“Yes! Lulita said you were a farmer and that you worked with Eromes!” Luchy shouted, and took shelter once again behind Manchego. The Wild Man started again, this time with sadness. “Then Doña Lulita has mentioned my name again, after so many years of hatred...”

“So it’s true?” Manchego said, not understanding the reply. “You worked for my grandfather?”

“Your grandfather... he was a great person. Maybe the best I’ve ever known. Thanks to him I’m still alive. I was banished, nobody gave me shelter or hope... until I met him.” He bowed his head. The children looked at the man, his sculpted torso with its well-defined muscles, the tattoo across his chest like the scratch of a beast. He seemed someone broken by life, for all his physical strength.

Manchego broke the silence. “So... can you teach me?” He bit his tongue as if he had uttered words of fire.

“You should do it! To honor Eromes’ memory!” yelled Luchy from behind Manchego.

The Wild Man seemed to ponder this for a moment which to Manchego seemed eternal.

“Young girl, you are impudent... and you are also right. Of course I will,” he replied at last. “If I owe your grandfather anything, it’s to train his heir: you. That will be my task. That will be my promise. I’ve lost everything, I own nothing in this life, but now I’ve found a purpose. I’m at your service.”

“That’s wonderful!” cried the boy. The people around turned to look at him scornfully. Luchy kissed him on the cheek. Manchego blushed, still ignorant of the rigors that awaited him.

“But wait... did you know me when I came here? You recognized this vest,” said Manchego.

“I did, I do. I know who you are, boy. I was waiting for this day for so long, for the day you would grow enough to start asking things around to eventually bring you here, to me. Yes, I will be your teacher.”

“But why wait for so long? You could have spared him much pain by coming to him much earlier,” said Luchy with her hands of her hips.

“A man values what he feels he has earned, girl. If I would have approached Manchego and offered my services to him, what worth would that have been? Of little value I assure you. But instead, after much digging, this young man has decided to come and request my services. He has earned them. He will value my input much more like this I assure you,” said the wildborn.

“You have a strange way of being, wildborn,” said Luchy.

“Don’t be offensive! It’s a derogatory term when anybody but them says it,” said Manchego. “Call him by his name. Call him Balthazar.”

“Very well, my apologies, Balthazar.”

The Wild Man whipped out his axe like lightning and aimed its edge at Manchego. The lanky boy took a step back too late and tripped on Luchy and fell. He stood up quickly and faced the Wild Man. “You’ll suffer, you’ll sweat as you never have before, but you’ll grow and then you’ll be the best rancher of all times. To work!” yelled the wildborn.

Manchego paled. The edge of the axe was so close to his face that he could see himself reflected in the blade. “I’ll do my best to be the best pupil,” stammered Manchego.

“So be it. You, girl, you’re witness to the pact we’re going to seal with blood.”

The Wild Man cut the palm of his hand with the weapon. Drops of bright red fell heavily onto the floor. Then he handed the axe to the young man, who took it apprehensively. The weapon was so heavy he could barely hold it with both arms. He looked at Balthazar, who nodded his approval, and it was then that the boy understood that he too had to cut his hand to seal the pact.

He had never cut himself deliberately before, and to him it seemed a rather stupid thing to do. He put his right hand to the axe and made a tiny groove. “Ouch! It’s sharp!” cried the boy. He had barely touched the edge, and it had cut him. Hopefully Lulita would not find out.

The Wild Man offered him his own bloodied hand, and Manchego took it. The blood pact was sealed.

“It’s done. Mother and the girl are witnesses. From now on you’re my pupil. If you break this pact, the consequences will be paid with blood. What is signed with blood, can be broken only with blood,” said the Wild Man.

Manchego swallowed hard. What have I done? he thought to himself.
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Chapter VIII – Natura Naturans
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The hours went by. The days went by. The weeks. The months. Manchego was getting a training worthy of a son of the Mother of the Wild Lands, suffering the worst rigors he had ever imagined. Balthazar made a point of hammering into his skull the need to be trained like a wildborn, of how weak and lazy Empire citizens were in comparison to the natural born of Devnóngaron.

Manchego had once or twice in his life thought about how it would be interesting to experience what the wildborn did in the wild lands, but now he was convinced it was a very bad idea. If just training to work the land under the tutelage of a Wild Man was proving the most arduous task of his existence, training in anything other than working the land would be terrible! How Wild Men ended up as slaves or captives in the Empire was beyond Manchego’s comprehension. They seemed wiser, stronger... and yet were governed by the Empire’s Law. How? Why didn’t the Wild Men rule the world? 

Lula did not know of the pact, nor was she aware of the training, as it was carried out in the furthest area of the Ranch, where the obstacles were great and the hours of labor intense. Lulita could NOT find out. The Gods forbid, she would go crazy over it. There were unresolved issues between Lulita and Balthazar, a problem Manchego intuitively figured out by how Balthazar was extremely strict about keeping the training a secrecy, and how the Wild Man did everything in his power to avoid Lulita.

Because of said training, Manchego and Luchy saw each other less and less; there were just not enough hours. But they made the effort to meet once a week, mostly at night, when the boy was exhausted by the day’s exercise.

“What is it you’re doing to end up this way, Sunshine?” Lula would ask. The friends kept silent, taking advantage of the fact that their mouths were full of dinner. Luchy was eating with them that night, one of the few times when they shared a meal.

“I have to be the best, Grandma, and I’ll only manage that by working hard,” Manchego said. “I’m the heir to this Ranch, and I won’t rest until I’m as good as my grandfather.”

Luchy smiled silently, her mischievous gaze unable to hide the fact that they were hiding the truth about Manchego’s training from the grandmother.

The old woman smiled, although inwardly she was worried about the boy. At the tender age of thirteen, the lad already showed the marks of a whole life burdened with suffering.

***
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IN THIS WAY THREE MONTHS went by, which seemed an eternity to Manchego. He got up at dawn, watched the sunrise, then devoted the rest of the day to tilling the land. He barely had time for lunch. He barely managed to greet Luchy when she came to meet him.

At dinner-time he went over Balthazar’s teachings, in silence, worn out by the effort, and when he had finished his meal he went straight to sleep.

Soon the boy showed a great physical change, especially in his arms and chest, which were beginning to take on shape under the cotton shirts. He himself noticed the difference when he undressed and also in the looks he got from other people, not only his grandmother and his master. One day, when the sweat was annoying him and he changed his shirt, Luchy was caught spellbound, admiring his muscles.

In this new routine, though, what did not change were his dreams. He saw himself dragged by giant spirals with thousands of dots, sometimes huge red orbs which gave out a radiant energy. Sometimes he witnessed the punishment a shadowy being inflicted upon an angel; at other times, five dragons rose at the call of an all-powerful being.

One evening, at dusk, the master decided to intervene. For some time he had noticed that the boy looked dazed. “Is there anything wrong, my dear pupil?” After so much time together Balthazar had grown fond of him.

“It’s this thing I can’t manage to pin down,” the boy said in a dark voice. “No... I don’t know! And it’s so frustrating, not knowing!” he roared. “It’s as if I want to run away and forget everything, or go to the House of Thorén and become a soldier.”

The boy rammed the spade into the earth. His face was a mask of contained fury, as if a dam were holding him back.

Balthazar recognized what Manchego was going through, because it had happened to him too when the Mother was training him to become the future alpha male of the clan. “Don’t give up, Manchego, be patient. We’re on the brink of getting our first harvest. You’ll soon see the fruits of your labours.”

Manchego remained thoughtful. He wiped the sweat off his forehead with his sleeve. “Yeah, yeah, I know, but... I just don’t know what’s wrong with me!”

Balthazar put his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Easy, easy. Ask your essence what’s going on.”

Manchego took a few moments to meditate, and knew what was happening to him.

“It’s just... just that I feel lonely,” he said, and sighed in frustration. “I’ve never felt so abandoned. I’ve barely begun to train to be a great rancher and already I feel so isolated, so remote from the world. I think I’m no longer the boy I was, that I’m going through my adolescence without noticing, busy with so much work. The others, Findus or Dario, they don’t seem to suffer this way. Why did this have to happen to me?”

“Stay calm,” his master said. “Let me tell you something.”

The apricot light of the evening fell on the chest and square face of the Wild Man, who was observing Manchego with his sky-blue eyes. “You aren’t the first who’s had to sacrifice himself for his craft, or his duty. When you work, you learn that everything has a price, and that sometimes that price is not to be paid in money. In exchange for becoming a rancher, you have to pay the price of spending less time with your friends and family. Life teaches you that you can’t do everything, that at times you have to choose, and that’s why you must stay alert. You’ll learn from your mistakes and your virtues when you have to make decisions, and in time you’ll find out whether they were right or not. Life is like that, my dear pupil.”

The Wild Man went back in time to his past, when he made the decision to betray Mother. I chose my way, and now I learn from my mistakes.

“It’s important that you should learn to let go of everything that is outside you,” Balthazar went on.

Manchego was confused. “What do you mean?” he asked.

“I mean everything which is not you: your grandmother, the Ranch, Rufus, Ounces, Luchy. One day you might find yourself in complete solitude. Then you must remember who you are, not identify yourself with other beings or other things which are outside you. You must search for the strength within you.” 

Manchego remained thoughtful for a moment. “So do I have to let go of everything external, even if it makes me happy?”

“That’s so.”

“With the aim of being independent...” Manchego understood. “So that if one day I find myself alone, I won’t be dependent on anybody but myself.”

“Exactly,” Balthazar said. “Only in solitude can you come to find yourself. In solitude you learn to let go of all that is not you, so that you may be your own companion, someone who will never abandon you. To sum up: You must become the best friend you ever wished for.”

Manchego felt a tremendous chill at imagining himself alone. An icy wind blew. The moon rose, and with her the entourage of stars which scintillated in their eternal disintegration.

***
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THAT NIGHT HE DREAMT again, but not about lights and battles. Strangely, Balthazar was in his dream, watching him with a calculating gaze. The master snapped his fingers, and at once they were transported to a range of high mountains, Balthazar atop the tip of one rock, Manchego sitting on another.

The wind whipped at them, threatening to hurl them into the abyss of rocks sharp as swords. Manchego did not want to stand up; he felt he would lose his balance. He looked out at the abyss. The bottom was invisible, hidden beneath a thick mist. Balthazar on the other hand remained unruffled, motionless on his rocky summit, which was the width of his shoes. “Try to stand up. Look me in the eye as you try.”

The pupil tried to get to his feet several times. As soon as he saw the precipice and anticipated the fall, he sat down again.

“What’s the problem?” Balthazar asked him serenely.

“I can’t! I lose my balance!”

“Who can’t?”

“Me!” Manchego cried, filled with terror. 

“Who loses his balance?”

“I do! I can’t control myself!”

“Who can’t control himself?”

“Me! I can’t manage to control myself!”

“Isn’t it obvious, what you have to do?”

“No! I don’t know what I have to do!”

“To gain freedom means freeing yourself from your own self.”

Manchego was left stunned, as if he had been turned into a wooden doll. He did not think, did not feel, was not aware of himself. He only flowed, and without being aware of it got to his feet, looked into Balthazar’s eyes.

“That’s my pupil. Awareness of the self is an obstacle when it comes to taking action. Eliminate the self from your mind and you will attain complete enlightenment. Oneself is the greatest limitation to one’s self. Never forget that. You are your greatest friend. You are your greatest enemy.”

Balthazar raised his eyes to the sky, spread his arms like wings, and let himself fall backwards. In a blink of an eye, he disappeared in the mist. Manchego understood that he must follow him. He looked up at the sky, spread his arms, then when he was about to let himself fall, something held him back. “Don’t do it,” his mind told him. “You’ll hurt yourself.” He had to free himself from his own self, the master had told him. He quieted his mind and let himself fall.

He appeared on a beach where the sea broke against a cliff. Balthazar was gazing at the horizon with his hands behind his back, silently contemplating the explosion of water, salt, and wind. “The seas flow harmoniously. The winds over the seas also flow, but with a different rhythm. The clouds, rocked by the wind, flow above the sea. They all have something in common: They flow, because they are made of the same substance. In nature all is dynamic and nothing is static. What is static soon perishes, so any static thought will also perish.

“Man in solitude finds himself in a serious conflict. We realize that our minds do not flow like the rest of the natural world. You must long to flow in that way, and then everything will unify itself harmoniously. This is the most valuable lesson of our Mother, our creator, the Goddess of the Wild Men. Mother is everything. And you must make yourself into a part of everything in order to be nothing... to be everything... eternity.”

The young shepherd understood. He no longer felt fear, nor was he threatened by the violence of the waves. He admired the landscape of gray clouds which blotched the sky. 

“Come. There is something I must show you,” Balthazar said.

The master turned round. In one hand he now held a brush made from a horse’s tail. He looked at the horizon and began to paint a new landscape. Hundreds of colors burst out like lava from a volcano.

When the painting was done, master and pupil took a few steps back to get a better view. It was a scene whose light was the color of wheat; the field of spikes swayed in the wind.

“Art is the highest form of expression of the soul, which offers its produce. Never forget this: An artist’s expression is his soul made manifest, confronting both his learning and his self. In each brushstroke, each stanza, each note, each bodily movement, the music of the soul is made tangible to the world.”

***

[image: ]


HOURS LATER, MANCHEGO woke up with a prolonged yawn. Outside the window everything was dark; there was still at least an hour left till dawn. He stayed in bed, with his hands beneath the back of his neck, his eyes fixed on the ceiling, thinking. After fifteen minutes he got up, dressed and went out toward the Observatory, where he knew someone was calling him. Rufus followed him.

Balthazar was sitting against the Great Pine, contemplating the horizon. It was not often that he had seen his master smile so freely.

“You’re early, pupil.”

“I know. I had a really strange dream. You were in it... you were telling me about the importance of sharing with our own essence...” The boy scratched his head.

“Art is the highest expression of the soul. The knot of life is more complex than you think, and it’s easier than you’d be prepared to bet. Let your soul unravel.”

Manchego wondered whether Balthazar was playing with him or teasing him. He said nothing and considered that the universe was both more complex and simpler than it seemed. He concentrated on the horizon.

One, two, three beams of light appeared between the mountains. Manchego smiled and let himself be borne by that radiance. He closed his eyes. A pleasant thought invaded his mind: The meaning of being is to be. How can one be without being oneself? You must fight to integrate yourself with your essence. You must manifest it in each heartbeat, in each breath, in each word, in each glance.

“Who are you?” Manchego asked that presence which was growing within him.

I am that which nestles in your heart and will guide you to the eternal.

“Who are you?” he insisted.

I am. You are. We are.

“Who are you?”

I am Manchego.

***
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ONE AFTERNOON MANCHEGO and Luchy were sitting at the Observatory. The boy was absently playing with the Teitú nut. He threw it in the air and caught it, over and over again. The object had become a part of himself, just like Balthazar. He would not let another night pass without telling his grandmother about the agreement they had reached a few months back. Luchy had promised to go with him to give him support. She was hugging her friend, leaning against his body, her head on his shoulder.

“I’ve missed you,” Luchy murmured, so low that Manchego almost failed to hear her.

“Me too... I’ve been so busy...”

“You needn’t explain, I know.”

The bell rang. Lulita’s voice followed the peal; dinner was ready. The two friends set off back, Manchego with the firm idea of coming clean to his grandmother. “That’s why I’ve advanced so much,” he explained when he had finished telling everything to Lula, except the story of how they had met.

“And do you think I didn’t know?” the grandmother asked.

“What? Do you mean...?” the boy said, eyes wide.

“Oh, Sunshine. I’m a Wild Woman, I have the perception of a cat. Besides, Balthazar himself asked my permission to teach you, and he owes a lot to this family. It looks like a healthy exchange to me,” the woman said as she picked up the dishes. “Finally the coward had the guts to come back,” she muttered to herself. Luchy and Manchego turned to look. Lulita was different, so it was not strange that she should know about everything.

“Now the harvest will be plentiful. I’ve prayed ceaselessly to the God of Earth, and also to the Goddess of Water that she may water the fields with rain. Everything will come out well... let’s hope...”

Manchego wanted to ask how a Wild Woman came to believe in the Gods of the Empire. If she was a Wild Woman like Balthazar, she should believe in Mother, right? But then again Lulita had been born in the Empire, and therefore, was culturally a Mandrakian. 
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Chapter IX – Prodrome
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Many avoided the shadow. Inside lived something shapeless and ruthless, not a person, nor a body either—if only it had been, because then it might be defeated. It was a black, filthy mass, perhaps of a gelatinous consistency, with an enormous mouth ready to devour. It might have been a spirit doomed for eternity, stalking pure souls.

Mothers walked fast, holding their children tight, heads bent under their scarves. The traders spoke little and in low voices. The shops of the Central Market closed early. All fled from the darkness. At the same time, life went on in accordance with Mayor Feliel’s campaign and his much-trumpeted Social Reform. Working for your future, the bulletins read. The alderman’s image was impeccable, although in his face there were hints of something devious.

Rumors spread; the bars grew heated with talk about the dishonor which ruled everything. Strange things happened, such as mysterious murders which were not investigated; it was said that human sacrifices were practiced in seedy, down-on-their-luck taverns. The desolate scream of a victim was never lacking during the night. 

One evening a messenger was carrying a leather portfolio of business documents. The poor man had ventured out about six in the evening, when the sun was beginning to retreat before the dark. The messenger heard the fateful march of a six-soldier patrol, in lines of two by three, equipped with shields and long sharp spears; they were called the Death Squadron ever since the patrolling squads had been deployed to temper the violent deeds that had been happening in the village. It was the soldiers, however, who tormented the villagers the most, and would punish petty crimes with death. At times, soldiers would beat up and rape women; other times it would require as little as an odd stare for a man or a boy to be beat to a pulp. Death was common under the soldiers’ rule. These soldiers were not from the House of Thorén. They were from the village’s own militia, controlled by Feliel himself. What he was protecting himself from, no one knew. 

Everybody slipped away at the sound of the soldiers’ tread on the cobbles, fearful of arousing their rage and of interrupting their “funeral march.” The messenger did no less. He flattened himself against the wall and, trembling with panic, started to pray to the God of Light. But the God was dead.

He glanced in the direction the patrol had taken. Five of the soldiers were surrounding a grocer, picking carrots and tomatoes and then throwing them on the ground and at the vendor’s face, amid great guffaws of laughter. 

“Halt! In the name of Mayor Feliel!”

The messenger was paralyzed. The sixth guard was pressing the tip of his spear into his side. 

“What’s that portfolio...?”

“It’s a business letter, nothing more than that, sir, I promise you!” the messenger said, confusedly, and wet himself.

His fear seemed to feed the rage of the soldier, who started to breathe heavily and whose eyes had become those of a rabid dog. “The sending of letters is suspect of espionage against the government of His Excellency Feliel!”

The messenger sank to his knees. “I swear it, sir, it’s a business letter, and it’s private! It’s nothing important.”

The guard slapped him with his gauntlet, leaving his lip broken and bleeding. “You’re a spy! You’re carrying incriminating information about the Mayor in this portfolio!”

He blew a whistle and the other soldiers came to join him, delighted to start another fight. They started to hit the messenger. “Spy! Rat!”

They held him on the ground, ready to take him away to prison, but they still had not had enough, had not quenched their blood-thirst. The tip of a blade pierced flesh, and soon thick red drops flowed. Their victim’s moans fed the yearnings of these barbarians. Another blade went in and out, and the messenger howled, begging for mercy. They did not grant it to him. Six spears riddled that defenseless body on the ground, until viscera spread over the cobbles, oozing stickiness. What had once been a man was soon merely a sack of burst organs.

One soldier picked up the portfolio and broke it into pieces. The message was not important. The only message that mattered was the one being conveyed to the people: The government of terror.

***
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THE ANIMAL-HEALER INSISTED, “The only solution is to leave the hen in peace. She’s incredibly old and going to die soon. I understand you can’t buy a younger hen, but if you go on giving the poor thing any more potions, you’ll soon have a monster and not a hen. It hasn’t happened very often, but I can assure you that sometimes these potions, when they’re administered continuously and without restraint, have very severe secondary effects.”

“Oh, for the Gods’ sake. Everything’s going to ruin. But I’m afraid that for the moment there’s not enough coin to buy another hen; another potion will have to do,” the woman said, her eyes on the bird, which only wanted to die in peace. The old bird was clearly worn out and kept alive by arcane mechanisms.

“Manchego! Manchego! Come here, Sunshine, we need a favor!”

In two seconds the boy’s face peered out between the stable doors. “Yes, Grandma? Did you call me?”

“I need you to do me a favor: Go to Ramancia’s and buy another potion for the hen. It needs to be double strength this time. Here’s a couple of crowns.” She handed him a small leather pouch. These were the last crowns she had left from her savings. 

Manchego quickly stored the pouch in his trousers side-pocket. “Very well. May I...?”

“Yes, yes, you may. Tell Luchy to go with you. Tell Balthazar you have to go out.”

“Wait!” yelled the animal-healer.

Lulita and Manchego both were taken aback by the sudden outburst from the animal-healer.

“Yes, Ruan?” Lulita grimaced with anger.

Ruan swallowed. “Children like them should not go alone into the village. It’s been very violent as of late,” he said with a worried stare.

“I’m not a child anymore,” said Manchego. “I’m coming of age. I’m already thirteen winters old.”

“A child for the things going on in the village,” said Ruan.

“Speak your mind, man. What is going on there?” asked Lulita.

“The soldiers are running amok. They are wild and one too many beatings have been seen in the streets. Rapes... murders... I don’t think Manchego and Luchy should go at all. It’s not safe anymore!”

“Ruan, I have a sick hen who will soon die if I don’t intervene. Who will feed us, then? Crops aren’t good for consuming yet, we’ve barely got coin to buy the basics. Will you go with them?” asked Lulita.

“No, not a chance! I would not put a foot inside that village for anything. May the God of Light save those poor souls.”

“I’ve heard none of this nonsense,” said Lulita. “Go get Luchy. She must be back from school now. Off you go!”

Manchego smiled at Ruan and said, “Don’t worry, Mr. Ruan. All will be well. Besides, I’m riding Sureña. She’s trained as a war horse, you know?”

Lulita smiled back at Manchego and said, “True enough. Now go before it’s too late. The Gods forbid the poor old hen dies before she lays another egg.”

Ruan said, “You should not dismiss the warning, please.”

Lulita stared at the man’s eyes. He was scared, that was for sure. But how bad could it be? Rapes and murders were commonplace anywhere in the Empire. 

“I’d best be going, Lulita. I’ve warned you as I warn everybody else not used to visiting the village often enough to know what’s going on in there. Got other farms to attend to before night falls. You should be safe these days. Strange things are happening.”

“Strange things have always happened to me, Ruan. Nothing different now. Be gone. I will see you later,” said Lulita, dismissing the animal-healer and walking back into the house. 

The animal-healer left the Holy Comment Ranch as fast as he could, heading to his next destination to avoid being out in the outskirts of the village after sundown.

***
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LUCHY AND MANCHEGO could not stop laughing as Sureña, the mare, carried them to the village. They felt happy to be together on a day that promised nothing less than an exquisite adventure. But they had no idea of the surprise that awaited them. Perhaps Ruan was not wrong in his warning. Not listening to him was foolish, realized Manchego. Something was definitely off. But it was too late now to run away. They were already at the gate!

The guards were not at their posts like obedient soldiers; they were behaving like feral dogs. Manchego and Luchy stared in disgust. Soldiers fondled the women and took the traders’ goods for themselves. 

“Turn around! We must go!” urged Luchy.

Manchego was about to turn around but found himself surrounded by drunken guards. Sureña was on edge. Manchego looked around him anxiously. Too many guards with a nasty look on their face were either regarding him as morsel or looking at Luchy with an unpleasant gaze. Luchy had the urge to cover herself up, even though she was fully dressed in cotton clothing.

A drunken soldier walked up to the mare and spoke first. Manchego guessed it had to be the leader or high-ranking officer of the guards keeping the gate.

“And what does such a remarkable gentleman like you intend to do in these parts,” started the soldier, “if you’d be so good as to let me know, young master? How did you come by such a fine mount and such a beautiful little whore who must fuck deliciously? She ought to belong to me or to one of these finest of soldiers, not to an underfed guttersnipe like you, my lord, oh my very fine master.”

Manchego thought about Lulita, of how angry and scared she would be right now if she knew what Luchy and he were going through. But there was no way to alerting her, of letting her know that they were in harm’s way. He cursed himself for not listening to Ruan’s warning. He knew things were bad in the village, but not like this! And where was Balthazar when he needed him! He could’ve used the Wild Man’s axe! Tears of frustration and anger welled up in Manchego’s eyes.

The group of soldiers burst out laughing scornfully and passed around a bottle of spirits. The high-ranking soldier, with arrogant disdain, came closer to the mare and said with ever growing insolence: “My pretty little horse, you might have been a great white stallion and look how well I’d treat you, but you’re just a mare, so we’re going to cut you up to feed the barracks. And as for your rider, we’ll tie him to a post and skin him with a whip. And meanwhile, as for your pretty lady, we’ll give her a good shake, me and my friends, so she can know the true definition of a man and his glorious rod. Come to Papa, ‘cause Papa’s going to give you what’s coming to you.”

Manchego could only fathom what the soldier meant by “glorious rod.” He was sure it wasn’t good at all. Would they rape a little girl? At that moment Manchego was sure they would do almost anything. Never had he felt so helpless and afraid for his life.

Thoughtlessly, the soldier pouted his lips to kiss Luchy, reaching ever closer.

The mare exploded in a surge of rage. Sureña rose to her hind legs, lifted her forelegs, and with a well-aimed kick struck the soldier’s chest. The soldier went down with an audible groan. Something cracked, and Manchego was sure it had been a good number of ribs. 

The soldiers surrounding the mare went into a frenzy upon seeing their leader down. Drunken archers were slow at nocking an arrow, while the other soldiers at the gate were too drunk to make a stand against the offender. Sureña gave them no time to react. The mare bit into a face and tore it off, then she charged the majority and trampled them. She proceeded to stamp on the fallen bodies which, under her hooves, broke like eggshells. Manchego and Luchy almost lost their seats as the mare kicked and bit into the soldiers. Manchego held onto the saddle as best as he could, while Luchy clung to Manchego’s waist. Both adolescents were in terrible fear and confusion.

Some of the soldiers managed to run and went to fetch spears and swords. An arrow struck the soil, inches away from the mare. Too late: Sureña was already entering the village, massive and white, like an avalanche riding away from harm’s way. Manchego cursed under his breath. If only the mare had charged in the other direction! Too late now. The soldiers were already giving chase.

In the Poor Sector, Manchego and Luchy witnessed a heart-rending landscape: naked children eating worms, feral dogs rounding on a beggar who would soon become their dinner, women being raped, children being kidnapped, corpses on the benches with the crows pecking at them. Manchego and Luchy were not prepared for this horror. What Ruan described was nothing in comparison to what Manchego was seeing.

The atmosphere had changed too much since the last time they had been to the village. Some houses were sealed, with wooden boards nailed across windows and doors. Others had been plundered. Others were obviously abandoned. Above a broken lamp post a black owl with intense yellow eyes uttered a lonely screech which spread among the carrion, the death, and the solitude. Without being aware of it, Manchego put his hand in his pants pocket and held the Teitú nut tight with all his might.

Like a flash of lightning, the war mare crossed streets without stopping until, like an arrow, she came to a stop in front of Ramancia’s house.

***
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ON THE DOOR THERE HUNG a publicity poster of Feliel’s. They opened the door with a bang and went in. Everything was just as it had been months back, except for the thick layer of dust which covered the shelves like a shroud. The cobwebs were thick in the corners of the ceiling; the spiders, large, with red eyes, awaited patiently for a victim to fall into their trap. A dark shadow loomed in the hall, and the noise from outside was dulled. It was as if they had been put inside a bubble of water. The shadow vanished. Luchy scrutinized the place with half-closed eyes.

“Where can Ramancia be?” the girl asked in fear. “Manchego... we need to get out of the village! Mom and Dad! I want to be with them! This is horrible!”

Manchego was about to answer but stopped, surprised by the sound of voices, barely whispers. A dark, cavernous voice was giving unintelligible orders. This voice was familiar to Manchego, but he could not manage to place it. Another voice, broken and fearful, was answering obediently. There was no doubt that it was the witch. Something was going on, and it was not good.

The voices fell silent and the door behind the counter opened. A human figure became visible. It was a woman far gone in years, doomed to oblivion. The witch, powerful and fearless before, now had eyes swollen from prolonged weeping. A deep sadness emanated from her.

Manchego and Ramancia looked at each other, and in that exchange it was as though they shared their thoughts. The silence broke when a terrible weight tore the ceiling, with a noise as of the underworld. Ramancia began to tremble, and her eyes moved frantically in search of the demon which was threatening them from above. The two young people were breathless, frozen by fear. The witch reacted.

“They’re watching us. There are... things happening that you wouldn’t understand right now, things you might understand when it’s too late,” the witch said.

The cracks in the ceiling were becoming more pronounced. The witch hugged herself, placed a hand on her chest. “I’m very... I can’t say anything, but you must know we’re being watched. There are spies everywhere. Even in places you’d never imagine. They’re coming!”

Suddenly the witch’s whole manner changed. “Tell me, Manchego, how can I help you?” she said with a feigned normality.

Manchego knew she was pretending and followed her lead. “Well... uh... I need another potion for my hen, uh... a little stronger,” the boy managed to say with his voice shaking, unable to hide his nervousness.

Luchy was clinging to his arm, glancing around fearfully.

From the shelf Ramancia took an orange potion in a goose-neck flask. “That’ll be five crowns, little one. Apply this potion the same way as the other one. You’ll soon find everything’s all right.”

But Ramancia’s eyes said that nothing would be all right, and they focused on the pupils of Manchego’s eyes. The boy felt a finger penetrating his mind. He heard Ramancia’s voice in his head, clear and unmistakable, despite the fact that the witch’s lips did not move. It was a riddle:

Those who sow with tears

the seeds which in black fire lie,

through blackened sunset creeping

on the alum, the darkening sky;

a sea with darkness weeping

summons Thórlimás from the land.

From the land of Tutonticám,

lost, lovely, remote Teitú,

there walks firmly over the veil

over ships of white bamboo, 

which on a purple sky sail,

a warrior of the Naevas Aedán.

Times spent in Chaos will pass by him

over the war of a sadness

between its mighty supports,

where his dwelling shone in gladness

days passed in a peace of sorts,

a place that remains destroyed.

The old Lyric of the Wind sings that he

who bears the sack of seed with care,

heavy and somber, bent double,

will soon shine with joy so fair, 

his night disappears from the rubble

and his discontent never return.

“That’s all, children, Goodbye!” Ramancia said desperately. “And never come back to this house. Never! It’s bedeviled! Flee! For the Gods’ sake, flee!”

A dark shadow enveloped Ramancia and devoured her in a single gulp. In the blackness they could hear the witch weeping. Manchego and Luchy did not delay a single second longer. They flew out of Ramancia’s shop, as if the hounds of hell were licking their footsteps.

***
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MANCHEGO SLAMMED THE door and hugged Luchy. “We’ve got to get back to the Ranch! It’s not safe in here at all! Ruan was right! This place is ruined! Come on!”

“Wait, you knew and still brought me here!” yelled Luchy in a mixture of anger and frustration.

Manchego dropped the flask and the glass shattered into a thousand pieces. The orange liquid soaked into the cobbles. He had not been careless; the flask had not slipped out of his hands because of nervousness. Manchego too fell, with a thread of blood running down his forehead. Luchy bent over him, and in the confusion heard laughter behind her. She turned round, on the brink of tears. There was Mowriz, with his friends, Findus and Hogue.

“Idiots! Why can’t you just leave him in peace? Don’t you see the village is a complete mess? Don’t you even have enough sense to realize there’s enough violence around us already?” Luchy spat out.

The girl stood up with her fists clenched. She wanted to give them a beating, but she was aware that she did not have the strength, and what was more, she was alone. She felt choked with frustration.

“It seems the little whore wants a fight,” Mowriz said with a wolfish smile. “You’d better control that mouth of yours, bitch, or I’ll make it hurt so much you won’t want to talk for the rest of your days. Now, get away from that scum!” he shouted, gesturing at Manchego. “We’re going to give him what’s good for him... That pretty boy doesn’t deserve life on this world! Get away from here!”

She did not. She held onto Manchego as hard as she could. She tried to put him over her shoulders and run away with him, but her arms would not respond. Mowriz and his lackeys approached. There was no time, there was no way out. But then a window of hope opened up.

She took three quick steps to the mare and untied her. She ran back to Manchego, hoping the mare would come to their aid.

The boys were coming. Luchy held onto Manchego.  She noticed his fist was tightly closed, just as it had been when he had had that illness. Was he holding that strange nut? A strange pulsation echoed around Luchy. It happened so quickly. It was there and gone in an instant.

Sureña clearly reacted to the pulse. Luchy also felt a change in her own emotions and felt as if she had to protect Manchego with her life. At that moment, she was convinced she would die for him, that she would give every single breath and devote it to saving this innocent boy, even if it meant her own destruction. The mare must have felt the same thing. It charged against the thugs with all her strength.

With her muscular chest she struck Hogue, and when she had him under her hooves she crushed his legs, his ribs, and his skull. The brains of the young redhead were left as a paste on the stone. She went after Findus, who was moving away from Manchego, shaking. With her teeth she bit off an ear and went on biting. He who had been the handsomest student was howling now with his face bitten, skinned, shapeless. He fell to the ground, maddened by pain.

Mowriz took a while to react. When he realized the danger he was in, it was too late. The mare let the full strength of her forelegs fall on the boy’s chest, so that he felt his lungs exploding in bubbles of blood escaping through his mouth in pink foam.

Manchego felt two warm arms holding him, felt a kiss on his cheek, feathers beneath his body. He felt love. He felt peace. Luchy...
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Chapter X – Miasma
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Balthazar kicked the door open and came into the Ranch with Manchego in his arms. Luchy ran behind, trying to help. The girl knew she had to go home and tell her parents how wild things were in the village, but she was still engrossed with the necessity to ensure the boy was brought to safety at any cost. The boy did not look his best; he was pale, and his breathing was shallow.

The wildborn laid him on his bed and made him comfortable with pillows and blankets so as to keep him warm. Luchy sat down on the edge of the bed and stroked his dark hair, weeping.

Balthazar picked up his satchel and took out different herbs. With a mortar and pestle, he began to mix and mash them together until what resulted was a thick but smooth paste, which he put into the boy’s mouth. He whispered a few unintelligible words, as if invoking the force of nature.

“I need you to bring some water, Luchy,” the Wild Man urged her. The girl did not think twice. She would do anything to help her friend. She flew to the kitchen.

Balthazar had great hopes for the efficacy of his herbs. All that remained was for water to spread those effects through the boy’s veins.

He began to despair as time went by and Luchy did not come back. He stood up, intending to look for her, but as he went into the kitchen he met something he was not expecting, which he could not even believe, knowing that this evil presence was as real as the one which had taken Eromes. The darkness was back!

The wood of the ceiling began to give way, pushed by a titanic weight. Balthazar and Lula looked at each other, and a look of understanding passed between them. Luchy shrank back in a corner.

The Wild Man took his axe in his hands.

With a kitchen knife in her hand, the grandmother started to move carefully around the room, her eyes staring wide. With her free hand she felt the air, in search of the evil presence.

Luchy felt the same terror she had felt at the witch’s house and ran back to Manchego’s side, fearing there was no one there to look over him.

The young shepherd was beginning to wake, and his face still showed the confused expression of someone waking from sleep. He was moving his mouth in puzzlement, becoming aware of an acrid taste. His puzzlement gave way to fear as soon as he saw his grandmother with a knife in her hand and... the weight of the same entity he had perceived in Ramancia’s house.

The old woman gestured Manchego to keep silent. Luchy was at the boy’s side, already succumbing to the terrible pressure imposed by the dark presence. The atmosphere became more oppressive. Light dimmed as if a shield was sucking the light from the house.

Lulita struck at the air but failed to find her target. The darkness seeped through the cracks on the roof. Images of death and decay came into Manchego’s mind. Worse was to see his grandmother cave in as the pressure amounted. “No more!” she cried in an insane fury. “Die once and for all and leave us in peace! No more! Why have you come back? What do you want? Aaaah, aaaah....! Noooo!”

The knife Lulita had in her hand fell to the floor and his grandmother collapsed.

“Grandma?” Manchego said faintly. He knelt beside this woman who was his grandmother, his mother, his father, his friend. He hugged her, moistened her face with his tears, stroked her with his hands. He found no solace.

“Grandma!” he yelled in a sudden fit of emotions.

The boy was clutching the Teitú nut so tightly his knuckles became all white. He bared his teeth and clenched his jaws so tightly he could barely breathe. As his vision clouded from the lack of oxygen, a strange energy pulsed from his very soul. The pulse was there and gone in an instant. A tidal wave of protection swept though Luchy once again. Balthazar was moved as well, again. He had been summoned by this strange energy when he rescued Manchego in the village, and once again the energy had summoned him to protect this young boy at all cost.

Light flushed the house. The full brilliance of the sun shone through the windows. The darkness vanished as if it were never there, and the enormous pressure that had threatened to devour the occupants within the house was gone as well.

Manchego looked around in surprise, unaware of what had just happened, and unaware he was the source of it. “It’s gone!” he yelled. He laughed and cried and then laughed again. “It’s gone! Grandma! It’s gone!” he continued yelling in a frenzy. “Grandma! Come back! Don’t die,” wept the boy.

“She’s not dead,” said the Wild Man.

“Blessed be the Gods!” said Luchy, slowly coming out of her own emotional trance. “What just happened... that darkness... I felt it in Ramancia’s house...” she wondered to herself.

“This isn’t the first time it’s happened to her,” the Wild Man said about Lula’s collapse, “but I have to see to her at once. Manchego, please listen, look into my eyes. You must leave here, now. Luchy! Take him away, it doesn’t matter where! Believe me, Manchego, for the sake of your Gods you must believe me: It’s the second time this has happened to your grandmother. I can only help her with mystical methods and... you two mustn’t be present when I summon the spirits of the forest...”

“What?” said Manchego. “But... it’s safe now!”

“No it isn’t!” yelled the Wild Man. “She’s been touched by the darkness...”

“But what is it? What is that darkness? Tell me!” the boy shouted.

“Do you wish your grandmother to live, yes or no?”

“Yes...” he said tearfully.

“Then shut your mouth and do as I say,” said Balthazar, turning to the old woman. She was already looking ashen.

Without delay, Luchy took Manchego by the arm and dragged him out of the house.
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Chapter XI – Revelations
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Lula woke up with the headache of a lifetime, perhaps because so many memories had come in a rush and threatened to break her fragile balance. How could she forget every detail of the day when the love of her life succumbed to the force of that blackness, of a darkness that throbbed with malice?

It had all started one afternoon when Eromes arrived home in a hurry, calling for a rope and a torch. He kissed her on both cheeks with the delicacy which announces a tragedy. 

Hours went by. Eromes returned that night with his face pale and dirty, covered in a black sweat, as if his skin had been that of a demon. He talked to Balthazar and then disappeared again. She waited for him for three whole days, missing him, feeling those tepid kisses with which he seemed to have said goodbye forever. She could stand it no longer and called Balthazar. The Wild Man evaded the questions, offered reasons with no basis which left the lady disconsolate and with a grudge towards this man that would last over a decade.

Why did she have no news from Eromes? Why had he not told her where he was going? There had never been any secrets between them. The woman went on being on edge, with her heart in her mouth all the time. She tended to the fields and the chores at the house, she helped Tomasa during her training at the Ranch. She was insistent with Balthazar. “I promised I wouldn’t tell you a word...” What little love Lula was able to feel for him vanished at once. Then she stopped sleeping in peace and shortly afterwards Eromes came back, but broken.

With these memories, Lula could not find the strength to get out of bed.

“Breakfast is ready,” Tomasa announced at noon.

The old woman made the effort, grateful to Tomasa, and sat down at the table. The food smelt delicious, but she had no appetite for any of it. She was feeling once again the effects of that terrible depression which had left her breathless for many long years. She had now been like this for three weeks, since the shadow that murdered her husband had returned. Rufus came to her side, wagging his tail, alert in case any food found its way to the floor. The woman petted him and let her hand drop for the dog to lick.

To make things worse, the property was in ruins. Manchego’s effort had been all for nothing, with the village sunk in chaos and trade suspended. The hen was still sick, on the verge of death, with no recovery possible. They couldn’t even eat the damn animal in fear it was poisoned.

To eat they only had vegetables and some fruits. The Ranch would soon go under and Lula would be forced to sell the land she loved so much. She sighed uneasily. As if he could understand her sorrow, Rufus put his head on Lula’s knees. He seemed to be giving her encouragement with his eyes. The woman smiled. She took his muzzle between her hands.

“I’m too old for this, boy. I fear my days are numbered. I may not reach next spring, or even next week. I’m a sack of organs that are worn out...” the grandmother said.

Rufus barked twice, showing his disagreement. He put his nose to the floor looking for crumbs and went outside in search of Manchego. Lulita broke into quiet weeping. Manchego at that moment was on his way in, hungry, and when he saw his grandmother bent over he ran to hug her. The old woman sobbed in the boy’s arms, though he did not understand the sadness into which the woman had sunk.

***
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“DO YOU KNOW ANYTHING new? Hasn’t your grandma told you anything?” Luchy asked. They were at the Observatory, watching the sunset.

“She doesn’t say a word about anything,” Manchego burst out, throwing an apple up into the ceiba tree. “I’m fed up with her keeping everything secret. And Balthazar’s the same: evasive. We’re not selling a single seed either. I haven’t even found out anything about what happened at the witch’s house or at mine, the same day. It seems obvious to me there’s some connection between the two. I mean... you felt it, right?”

“Yes... I did. It was so weird...” I also felt a pulsation as if it came from your soul, thought the girl. She wasn’t sure why she didn’t say it, though. She wasn’t someone who held back her thoughts, not usually. Maybe she felt saying to Manchego something pulsed within him would alarm him even more than he already was? Luchy wasn’t sure of anything anymore. Even her parents were confused by how drastically and horribly the village had gotten. Luckily, they were far away... for now.

Luchy said. “I’m having nightmares, you know? It was like being in the presence of something very bad... very dark. But I don’t know anything else.”

“And you don’t know what happened to Mowriz?”

“No.”

“Do you think he’ll have died?” ventured the boy.

“I don’t know... But he wanted to kill you, I’m positive about that. Sureña protected you. If you’d only seen her... it was amazing.”

“Oh no, Luciella...”

“You’ve never used my full name before,” the girl said in surprise. The sunset lent color to her face.

“What can be going on in the village? It’s got to be something really bad. Something terrible’s about to happen.”

“Don’t say that, you silly, don’t scare me.”

“I don’t mean to scare you. It’s what I feel in... in the air... in everything. The shadow we felt was an omen of what’s to come. I have a feeling everything’s going to get worse.”

“Don’t even say that! We’ll pray to the God of Light every day, we’ll go to the Décamon, and you’ll see, the Gods will listen to us,” Luchy said warmly.

“I hope so... I hope everything goes well,” muttered Manchego. The sun concealed itself on the horizon. Darkness covered them.

***
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“YOU KNIT LIKE URDELIA, Doña Lula. You were always a wonder with the needle.”

The old woman recognized the voice. “What do you want, Balthazar?” she said without turning around. “Drop the flattery, don’t take advantage of your friendship with my grandson, or that you saved my life. You already know what I want. Just because you had my tacit permission to train my grandson doesn’t mean we’re friends.”

Balthazar’s face twisted a thousand ways. All his attempts to regain ground with Lulita had failed. The light of the sunset shone on his golden skin, the same color as the grandmother’s. “You, as a Wild Woman, should understand what a blood pact means.”

“Blood pact?” The woman leapt to her feet, faster than her years might lead anyone to suppose. Her height was impressive, her shoulders broad, her body slender but athletic, typical of the Wild Women. Her white hair contrasted with her golden skin.

“You’re a conniver. I don’t exactly know what you did to make the dear Mother of the Wild Lands banish you, but it’s clear that you know very little about respecting a pact. My husband died protecting... Still, today, you’re hiding things I long to know.”

“Eromes and I made a promise, and I’m trying to keep it. Don’t give me all that...”

“I know what promise I made, and I don’t need you to remind me of it!” the woman shouted, throwing her knitting on the floor. She had lost control. “He was my husband! My beloved! Who are you to rob me of his last words? Tell me!”

“He made me keep silent, Lula. You have to see that it’s not my fault!” Balthazar answered passionately.

The woman let fall a tear. Not knowing exactly what had happened to Eromes before he died was something which frustrated her deeply. She asked herself every day, and she would not die in peace without knowing the truth. The only person who could tell her what had happened was Balthazar, this man she detested so much. 

“But it’s my right, Balthazar. It’s my right!”

“I didn’t come to argue, Lula. I need you to listen to me. I want to talk about what happened here three weeks ago, when that shadow... returned.”

The mention of the shadow stung her heart. The blood drained from her face. “Why have you come to torment me? Do you enjoy doing it?” she asked with a moan. The grandmother’s lower lip was trembling, her eyes were filled with tears.

“It’s not that, Lula,” Balthazar said impatiently. “I haven’t come to torment you. It’s important to understand what that shadow is, why it’s come a second time. Thirteen years ago Eromes died. Do you want another misfortune now?”

“Do you think I haven’t considered that?”

... That shadow came to kill someone, the man thought, pondering.

“The last time it came looking for Eromes... it killed him. So now what?”

“Perhaps it didn’t come looking for Eromes, Lula. I suspect it came for Manchego. Think about it: Eromes is no longer alive. But that day thirteen years ago and the one three weeks ago have one thing in common: three people are present once again. Those three people are you, Manchego, and me. Perhaps it wants me or you, but I think it’s unlikely. Remember Eromes’ words before he died...”

The old woman howled: “Ah, for the Gods’ sake... Manchego... Manchego! He’s in danger... Where’s my Manchego? Manchegoooooo!”

***
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MANCHEGO WAS FINISHING watering the plants, fed up with working and wanting to go swimming in the freezing waters of the Márgades River, when he heard shouts. Startled, he raised his head and saw Lulita running as fast as she could toward him.

She fell on him, and the force of the impact threw Manchego to the ground. The grandmother smothered him with kisses and hugs while the boy tried to wriggle out of her grasp so as to breathe, but the woman could not stop; she was like a mother who had just got back a lost son.

“I can’t breathe!” the boy managed to cry out.

The old woman let him go at once and Manchego straightened up, panting.

“Grandma... what’s up?”

“I don’t know, my pretty Sunshine... I don’t know. But I felt it was important to protect you, I felt something was happening to you. Are you all right?” The grandmother stroked his face and pushed the hair away from his eyes.

“Yes, Grandmother, I’m fine,” he replied, feeling his ribs. “I’d almost finished watering the plants. Then I have to see to the crops, because the second harvest is coming soon, and this time we can’t lose it. I know the village is a shambles and the violence is a disgrace, but we might find other buyers, or the village might have calmed down... That’s what I’m hoping for. I’d like to see Marcus and Feloziano again... show them how good I’ve become...” Manchego said with a mysterious smile.

“The harvest is very important, Sunshine, but the most important thing is you. Have you felt the presence of some other evil shadow... just now?” the grandmother asked.

Manchego looked around; Rufus was behind him. “No, Grandmother. Why?” he asked fearfully.

“Because... I’m worried about you.”

Manchego was surprised, but he had to do his chores. He took his leave from his grandmother and Balthazar.

The boy watched them as they walked away, the grandmother leaning on Balthazar, that man she had never trusted and still complained about. Now they looked like a pair of old colleagues reminiscing about times gone by. They were both Wild. Once again, Manchego thought about how little he resembled his grandmother. Who had his father and mother been? As usual, his life was surrounded by enigmas which nobody was going to solve now. He was beginning to get tired of this damned taboo subject; his soul yearned to find out about his origins.

***
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THAT SAME EVENING MANCHEGO went back to the Ranch full of questions. Doubts had been fermenting for too long and he had now gathered together enough determination. “Grandmother...”

“Yes, Sunshine?”

The boy sat down, very serious. “Um... no, nothing. It’s just that I was remembering.”

“What, my love?”

Manchego became nervous. “The day when that shadow came. What was it, Grandmother? I felt the same presence at Ramancia’s house when I went for the potion. And Ramancia... you should have seen her, Grandmother, she was consumed. I think the shadow ate her. Something had finished her off, and what little life she had left she used to tell me something. She said: They’re coming, they’re coming. I was really upset. Since then I’ve been convinced that something terrible’s going to happen, I don’t know what, but I’m really frightened. I don’t want to be alone, Grandma. Don’t you ever leave me! You won’t, will you? Do you promise?”

Lulita melted. “Oh, my Sunshine, don’t say things like that. I’ll never leave you, d’you hear me? You’ll never be alone. I’ll always be with you, by your side, watching over you, loving you.”

The old woman seemed to respond to an inner call. Her eyes lost their focus. “There are things in your past you don’t know about yet, but... it’s better this way, it’s for your own good.”

“But it’s my past, Grandmother, my life. Shouldn’t I be the one to judge what’s right for me?” the boy argued in a troubled voice.

Eromes’ red book came to his mind. He too had hidden something from his grandmother. Secrets... everybody seems to keep secrets, the boy said to himself.

Lula swallowed. Her mouth was dry. “Before your grandfather died, something happened, something like what happened three weeks ago. Days later, your grandfather came back home dying, to take his last breath in my arms. Oh, no... what a truly horrendous day...”

“You don’t need to go on if you don’t want to, Grandmother. I understand it’s painful for you,” Manchego said when he saw her pain.

The woman shook her head. She breathed deeply, as if preparing for a great effort. “I can guess what your questions are, my dear, but there are truths about your past that I can’t tell you... yet. They’ll come in their own time.”

Manchego knew that with these words his grandmother had shut the chest of her memories. Another day he would rummage again, but for now, all he could do was sit down and have dinner.
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Chapter XII – Spells
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They had to take him to the infirmary, where healers and witch-doctors took care of the wounded in the silent war. Silent because it was not a war that was open and declared, nor was it fought on a battlefield; the fighting used guerilla tactics, directed against a well-armed, sharp-witted beast, a beast motivated by an invisible hand which seemed to coordinate everything with maleficent perfection.

The Mayor’s soldiers acted against their own people, and nobody could explain why there was so much violence. Those soldiers fought with the burning embers of hell; they were too strong to be defeated by poorly trained country folk. Even the hooligans, who previously had made life impossible for everybody, now joined forces against the barbarians. It was the chief of the hooligans, one Buhrman, who ordered the healers to dedicate themselves exclusively to treating one of the injured.

He gave no reasons, nor were any needed; by now everybody understood that insubordination earned a punishment which was worse than death. Hence the whole team set out to save this boy who must be special. Some whispers said that a horseman from hell had taken his life, that the horse had given him such a kick in the chest that all his organs had burst inside him.

The villagers’ supplies were limited, and the few weapons they had they stole from the soldiers when they killed them—if they managed to, which was not easy. The Mayor’s army was gaining ground in the Poor Sector. The hooligans were in charge of stopping them, and they did it well. But evil was conquering the village, with nothing to hold it back. 

The wounded ended up dying from illnesses and plagues; some had to be sacrificed in fires to prevent contagion. Soon the graveyards were found to be insufficient, and they had to pile the corpses in great heaps which they then set fire to. Around the pyre many gathered in search of heat during the freezing and violent nights.

On the ground and the cobblestones there accumulated feces, dismembered bodies, viscera. The rain washed away the misery and bore it away on rivers of flesh and bone, until the wells of death were reached. Pregnant women gave birth in the mud and their babies fell into a pool of excrement. Not even the healers could stand such hardship.

Without reasons, without any declaration of war, the village was being massacred, at the mercy of the Mayor and his soldiers. The only certainty was that nobody could escape the terror. When anyone tried to flee, cross the borders, evil shadows swallowed them up.

In the hands of the healers, who were working tirelessly to save his life, Mowriz was regretting having been so cruel to Manchego and wished he had taken another course. He hoped he might be able to straighten himself out. He did not imagine his wishes would be granted. Every time he prayed to the God of Light a presence would manifest itself, with wisdom greater than that contained in a thousand ancient books, and two sky-blue eyes which penetrated his soul.

Mowriz had been in intensive care and under strict supervision for a month and a half. Among the healers there was one who stood out as especially talented. He selected herbs from his satchel, mixed them in a mortar and mashed them with the pestle. The resultant paste was the only thing that managed to help young Mowriz’s wounds. Nobody knew this healer, who came and went at his own whim. He wore a black hooded cloak which only partially revealed his lips and a strong chest, golden-skinned and with a large tattoo.

One evening during a heavy rain, amidst numerous deaths and cries for help, the healer arrived to go on with his treatment of the severely wounded boy. But this time his presence was not physical.

He appeared in his dreams. Or rather his nightmares. The healer entered his mind and spoke to him, but incomprehensibly. Then that ghostly voice began to make sense, the words turned clear. The healer was inviting him to go on a mysterious excursion.

They were walking through a dark forest, sunk in dense mist. It was night and the darkness was almost complete. Mowriz followed the healer, who turned from time to time to check whether he was still there. With one hand he urged him not to lag behind. In bed, unconscious still, the patient’s fever rose. They placed damp cloths on his forehead, but the dreams did not stop.

For days, the healer prowled through Malabrad’s mind, led him at a slow but sure pace through the dense, misty forest. At times, a black owl came to perch on the healer’s shoulder and fix its gaze on the boy who was obediently following the steps of the hooded man. The patient’s condition grew worse, and in his dreams things were turning stranger all the time.

The guide stopped on a level plain not wider than the height of a tree, where a fire burnt faintly with orange tongues of flame which made the wood crack. At opposite ends were two rotten trunks, and there they took their seats, the boy and the healer, who started to peel a branch, unhurriedly, without showing any emotion, simply watching the fire. The next morning the patient awoke from his unconscious state and saw the face of the healer close to his own, those so serene sky-blue eyes. He was swinging a mortar held by four threads made out of roots. In the bottom there burnt the ember of a piece of mashed eucalyptus, its smell an invitation to the trance. The hooded figure was chanting a song in a low voice, giving out deep and mystical powers.

Everything went black. He dreamed again. They were back on the plain, sitting in front of the fire. The healer did not raise his eyes, but this time something had changed. He was reciting a chant in a low voice, and although it was so quiet, he could clearly make out one word: sun. There passed what he felt to be hours, days, months, even though in the real world he had been in that forest only minutes, listening to the chanting. He slept, and dreamed that he was dreaming about a sun.

About a sun...

He awoke. The healer was still beside him, moving the mortar which smelt of eucalyptus, singing, and only one word was clear: sun. Sun, sun... There was a strange taste in his mouth which changed to one that was sweet and invigorating. He rolled his eyes and fell into the blackness once again. He saw himself on the plain once more, seated in front of the dance of the tongues of fire. The healer did not look up, but his chanting began to turn more comprehensible: “solemn sun,” “solace sun,” “sun solacium,” “sun solanum”... It sounded like the beginning of a verse or a refrain. What felt like months, eons, parallel universes passed, crashed, melted together.

He lost the concept of time and opened his eyes. Again the healer, the mortar and the chanting. “Solemn sun...” The hood no longer covered his face, but he could not see him. Everything was dark; it was a black moonless night. The embers in the mortar lit up only his silhouette. “Solemn sun.” “Sun solacium.” “Sun solanum.” The rhythm grew stronger. The smoke curled and twisted. The words were growing clearer all the time. He dreamt.

They were walking through the forest, dodging rotten wood and pools of mud. The healer guided him through the shadows, a bird with intense yellow eyes perching on his shoulder. They reached a mystical enclave, the plain with the campfire. The healer turned and pushed back his hood. For the first time, Mowriz saw his jaw, which was square, and his eyes, which were deep and sky-blue. He began to sing, looking at the boy, as if instructing him: “Solemn sun, calming fires... Solace sun, innocent forges... Sun solacium, beardless, allusive... Sun solanum, carry me in your hand.”

He clicked his fingers and the fire went out. Everything was now dark. Another click and the fire took hold again, but around it everything had changed.

Mowriz was floating in a perfect black emptiness. He headed towards a shining point on the horizon, set at a distance there was no way of calculating. As he floated, he sang:

“Solemn sun, calming fires... Solace sun, innocent forges... Sun solacium, beardless, allusive... Sun solanum, carry me in your hand.” He repeated this hymn, spellbound.

He felt happy, exalted to note that with every second that passed he was nearer to that light which by now was no longer a point but a perfect sphere of fire.

The sphere went on growing, giving forth a light so intense that it blinded him. It was a sun. It shone so beautifully, so powerfully, the giver of life. “Solemn sun, calming fires... Solace sun, innocent forges... Sun solacium, beardless, allusive... Sun solanum, carry me in your hand.”

Mowriz embraced the sun. He felt wellbeing, absolute happiness. He had never felt so whole. He could have stayed like that forever. He began to fuse with the orb of fire, until it had swallowed him completely. 

The healers and witch-doctors could not explain how the boy had recovered from his terrible injuries. He had been so close to death, and now he looked like new. What they did not know was that this criminal was doomed.

He had come back from death to be controlled like a mere puppet. His body succumbed, but not his soul. The spell activated itself, brought his body back to life and allowed the soul to rule it once again. A scream began to climb through his consciousness, emerging like a bubble from the deep. Soon it would burst.

Mowriz’s mouth opened like a cave, black and dead inside. He released an implacable fury. Suddenly he woke up and leapt to his feet. He cried out to the sky with a rage both happy and melancholy.

Mowriz had come back to life, alert and aware. He was dead, yet alive. He could see, but nothing of what he saw attracted him. He could hear, but nothing mattered to him.

His master. Where was his master? “Sun, little sun. Sun, little sun. Sun, little sun.” He closed his eyes and visualized his master: the sun, little sun. He ran out to look for him, blind and deaf to the rest of the world.
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Chapter XIII – A Ghostly Event
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It was a strange dream. Vaporous shapes mixed with lights and explosions; he heard spells directed to control his mind. A powerful sorcery had blocked some memories, and now another spell was to unravel them. Ramancia’s words echoed forcefully:

Those who sow with tears

the seeds which in black fire lie,

through blackened sunset creeping

on the alum, the darkening sky;

a sea with darkness weeping

summons Thórlimás from the land.

From the land of Tutonticám,

lost, lovely, remote Teitú,

there walks firmly over the veil

over ships of white bamboo, 

which on a purple sky sail,

a warrior of the Naevas Aedán.

Times spent in Chaos will pass by him

over the war of a sadness

between its mighty supports,

where his dwelling shone in gladness

days passed in a peace of sorts,

a place that remains destroyed.

The old Lyric of the Wind sings that he

who bears the sack of seed with care,

heavy and somber, bent double,

will soon shine with joy so fair, 

his night disappears from the rubble

and his discontent never returns.

And as a leaf falls from the tree, the lad’s conscious mind gave way to the unconscious, where the spell would reveal hidden truths to him.

Ten. Nine. Eight. Seven.

Six. Five. Four.

Three. Two.

One...

He was running. It was one of those memories which magic had hidden from him. He was fleeing from Findus, Mowriz, and Hogue. Looking back, he saw Findus’ image like a shadow which sometimes turned back into the handsome youth he had been. A multitude of emotions passed across his face: kindness, pain, revenge. He crossed several streets and ended up at Ramancia’s house, where he stopped.

The sky, the clouds, the wind, his breathing, everything was at peace, in suspense. He knew Findus was close, that Mowriz was following him with the worst of intentions. There was a wall made up of vertical wooden planks, and underneath one of them was a hole with enough room for him. He went in and gave his pursuers the slip.

The darkness was complete. Something was calling him in whispers. He groped blindly for a long while along a corridor. He could not see where it led, but he already knew. Without effort he turned the knob on the door in front of him and closed it behind him.

He was inside Ramancia’s shop. The house was dead. The walls were covered with cobwebs. Silence reigned, as though in mourning. He went out into the corridor again. Now it was not dark, with a faint light illuminating the walls, where several pictures were hanging. One of them caught his attention.

It showed a demon who was holding by the neck an angel with limp wings. They were floating over an abyss from which came a green infernal light, in which he could make out the hands of the dead, anxious to receive in the abyss, wishing to possess the body of the angel. But that was not what mattered at that moment, that was not what the memory wished to show him.

He went along that corridor and others without hesitation; he knew every nook and cranny. He could hear a voice calling him, faint, distant, and he made his way towards it. With each step, he felt more and more anxious to arrive. He saw himself reflected in a mirror. A youthful, frightened gaze returned his own. It was himself from some other time, calling him. His face was troubled, he wished to tell him something, yet the words were unintelligible.

He remembered everything at that moment. The spell which had spread a blanket over his memories died, and now his past belonged to him. He heard Ramancia. She was telling him that this was the mirror of the Black Queen of the Abyss of Morelia. He stared at his own reflection and the image said to him in anguish: “You must find the mirror...” The voice died away in echoes...

Boom, Boom...

There was the sound of something striking against wood.

Boom, Boom...

An echo as of war drums.

Boom, Boom...

Solemn sun, calming fires... Solace sun, innocent forges... Sun solacium, beardless and alluring... Sun solanum, carry me in your hand...

Manchego opened his eyes all of a sudden. The night was dark. He was afraid. His heart was galloping; he suddenly broke out in goose-bumps. Something or someone was there, with him! Maybe it was Rufus. No, Rufus would have already licked his face. He heard something. It was a voice, something between happy and frustrated, singing. He paid attention, filled with anxiety: Solemn sun, calming fires... Solace sun, innocent forges... Sun solacium, beardless and alluring... Sun solanum, carry me in your hand.

It was no more than a whisper. The voice spoke close to his bed. The presence emanated the vibration of a living being, and yet he could not hear its breathing. He was silent. The voice did not utter the chant again, as if it had realized that Manchego had noticed that presence. The boy was paralyzed.

He could not summon up the courage to ask who or what it was. Maybe it was just a dream. He had to find out, but he was growing more fearful all the time. That presence gave out a groan, something like two membranes brushing against each other. He could feel it three steps or so from the bed, drinking in his breath.

He held the Teitú nut tightly. It was time to act. That thing had not come with good intentions, and it had the advantage. Manchego could only defend himself or resort to an element of surprise. The options for defense were limited as he had no weapons nearby; he wished he had not left the machete in the stable, although in any case he would not know how to use it to attack. How could it have managed to get in without disturbing either Rufus or Grandmother? he thought. Then he considered one possible option. He lowered one hand until he found his boots.

He took hold of one of them with the utmost care and prepared to throw it. He knew that house like the back of his hand. Nervously he threw the boot toward a shelf of metal objects. The sudden jangle told him he had hit his target. Rufus started to bark.

Good!

He heard steps running toward the kitchen. Manchego shot out in blind pursuit. Like an arrow, he flew outside, so carried away he did not realize he was barefooted. Out there, in the middle of the night, he felt vulnerable and drowsy, but still he ran after his prey.

The lights went on in the Ranch; Lulita had woken up. The Wild Woman had already picked up a weapon.

Fear returned to give his brain a kick. He stopped suddenly, panting. The vapor of his breath and the sound of his breathing burst out like strange elements in the placid night. And suppose this was the assailant’s plan? To lead Manchego out of the Ranch, where Lulita could not defend him? At that very moment he would be able to cut his throat in a matter of seconds.

The silence was terrifying. There, among the wheat, suffocated by the height of the spikes, he had nowhere to hide. His attacker could be behind him and he would never know. He wished he had had the sense to wait till dawn, the patience to work out an intelligent plan. But no, he had to be impetuous, and now he found himself in a situation it would be hard to get out of.

He had no choice but to think fast. “I’m not going to die. I’m not going to die, I’m not going to die,” he repeated to himself. He could not even reach for a mace or a stick, nor did he know how to defend himself with his body alone. He could only go back or else go on, and he would have to do it trusting his instinct, as he had no torch. Far away he heard his grandmother and Rufus searching for him. But the voices and the barking were not strong enough to let him get his bearings and find his way to them. He took a deep breath and decided to run as never before, breathing out an unequaled fury, as if he were going to conquer lands or armies.

The spikes scratched his face and made tiny cuts, which smarted. The stinging added to his frustration, anxiety and fear, and he began to cry. He lacked air; he tried to breathe but he was drowning. He wanted to shout; that way Lulita would be able to find him more quickly, but it would also alert his attackers, so he kept quiet. Determined to go on fighting, he began to move through the plantation like a cat. He clutched his Teitú nut tightly. Everything was still peaceful. Perhaps the attacker had got lost amid the wheat. Hope that he would be able to escape grew within him.

At that same moment Manchego became aware of a round shape, no more than five strides in diameter. In the center a fire was burning. Two people were sitting around the fire, one of them wearing a hood that hid his face. He recognized the other at once. His heart galloped in rising panic.

It was Mowriz, and he was staring at him. He was saying something: “Solemn sun, calming fires... Solace sun, innocent forges... Sun solacium, beardless and incentive... Sun solanum, carry me in your hand...”

The distant screech of an owl echoed in the night. At that moment the hooded man stood up. He pushed back the hood, and the head of an owl was revealed. It had bright yellow eyes that hypnotized Manchego. Its beak reflected the light of the fire and stood out among the black feathers of its face. The boy could not stop admiring those eyes, could not stop feeling himself attracted by the mysterious strength they gave out.

Reality became distorted. A purple mist formed, then started to turn until it became something like a platform with a tunnel opening in front of it; at the end of it a white light could be seen. The owl-headed being pointed toward it with one finger. Manchego understood that he had to enter that landscape, transported by the mist, perhaps to melt into the light. He obeyed. It was as if his body acted of its own accord.

What was Mowriz doing there? He had survived Sureña’s attack, but he looked battered, dying. He went toward the mist. As he set one foot on that phenomenon, he felt that the coordinates of space and time shifted, that time was speeding up.

The platform was sucking Manchego, not violently but subtly, carrying him securely forward. He turned and saw that Mowriz was coming behind him. He was muttering under his breath and seemed gone, as though dead. His usual aggressiveness was not apparent; instead, he seemed to be... friendlier?

Manchego reached the end of the tunnel. Before him was what appeared to be a lagoon of white water positioned vertically, like a waterfall of milk. He reached out and touched the fountain. It vibrated and emitted a buzzing like a swarm of bees. He put his hand through and felt an atmosphere of cold on the other side. He drew it back, scared. Mowriz, as if following orders, came forward. Without hesitating, he plunged into the white fountain and disappeared. Manchego was left astonished, motionless. He only reacted when Mowriz’s dead hand reappeared, inviting him to cross the threshold. He accepted and crossed the portal.

***
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THE WIND WAS BLOWING in silence so as not to awake the dead who scattered their laments around in gushes of blood and misfortune. A sandstorm swallowed the blood and the whirlwinds prevented him from seeing further than two strides away.

The place was unknown to him; the stench of fear enveloped everything; the howl of a corpse rent the air. Mowriz took from his belt a metal sword, long and solid. The being with the head of an owl might have given it to him.

Mowriz beckoned Manchego to proceed, and so they did. The boy felt death all around him, keen to consume him. They moved warily. The shepherd, barefooted and in his pajamas, felt utterly out of place.

The corpse’s howling increased in intensity. The beast was close. In seconds, the ill-treated body showed itself to them, tall and eaten away, dressed in horrible bloody rags, its flesh in the process of rotting away. It had marks on its ribs. But most shocking of all was that it had three dying heads on its shoulders howling with pain, letting forth such a terrifying lament that Manchego could only think about fleeing. He had no time to think about this. Mowriz and the three-headed corpse became entangled in a fight which promised to shed a great deal of blood.

Mowriz defeated the corpse, and although he had been bitten badly in the neck and was bleeding profusely, this did not prevent him from going on with his mission of guiding Manchego through the sandstorm. They came to a door.

It was the entrance to Ramancia’s shop. Manchego felt a strange burning, a pinch of hatred and misfortune. He collapsed, with no control over his legs. His lip split when he fell against the cobbled floor. Manchego had an arrow buried in his abdomen. He was bleeding to death. He began to weep. Lulita! Luchy! Rufus!
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Chapter XIV – Unexpected Violence
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Luchy was shaking Manchego. The boy seemed a lifeless puppet. It occurred to her to try another method: She poured a glass of water over him.

Manchego opened his eyes abruptly. He touched his soaking face and hair, the rest of his body. Yes, he was alive, and safe. 

“It looked as if you were having a nightmare,” Luchy said, full of concern.

Manchego laughed with relief.

“It was terrible!” the girl said. “You were kicking, breathing quickly. What happened, you silly? Don’t scare me like that... What do you have there?” she asked, looking at her friend’s clenched fist.

“What a nightmare,” Manchego replied, squeezing the Teitú nut. He opened his hand and showed her the nut.

“That thing? Why is it so important to you? I mean... it was a totem from the witch after all... the one we saw being swallowed by the darkness. Maybe you shouldn’t be carrying it with you,” said Luchy.

“It’s ok. This nut is... it’s like a friend.”

“You are very strange. Those nightmares you had will be nothing in comparison to the way Balthazar’ll bend your ear if you keep being late, you silly,” she scolded him with folded arms.

Manchego looked through the window. It was true, it was getting late! Rufus came in and greeted him with several licks.

“And why didn’t you wake me up?” the boy asked the dog.

Rufus replied with a few barks and wags of his tail. It did not take long to gather together his clothes and get dressed. He was about to put his boots on when he saw that his feet were covered in mud. He had no time to think about it, or clean the mud off. He put one boot on. And the other? He searched all over the floor before it occurred to him to go to the shelf with the metal objects. There it was.

Fear came over him, then straight away an intense curiosity, above all when he found a note under an ornament the size of a thumb, with the body of a man and the head of an owl... “What in the God’s...” Manchego picked up the note and read carefully: “Ramancia’s shop. Six in the evening.”

He took the ornament. It was wooden, and very poorly crafted, as if were built in a hurry. But still... how ominous it was.

The note was written in charcoal on a thin piece of wood. The writing was that of a child. Manchego’s heart beat faster. Who could have put that note there? Could it be a joke? The dream... could it be possible?

***
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LUCHY AND MANCHEGO were sitting in the Observatory, under the Great Pine, side by side, almost touching, wishing some casual move would bring them closer still. Neither of them dared, for fear of rejection, for fear of losing everything.

“They’ve closed the school, Manchego,” Luchy began. “They say one of the teachers was murdered by the Mayor’s soldiers, and others were taken to the dungeons. It’s a disaster, something really terrible. At least I’m home, helping my parents make their caramel pudding...” Luchy shivered and lowered her voice: “I miss you.” And she leant her head on her friend’s shoulder.

Manchego blushed, and he noticed that his muscles had tensed. What should he do now? He stayed still. He wished he could find the courage to stroke her head or pet her. A little kiss on the face would be the best thing. But he could barely even breathe. They stayed like this without speaking, in pleasant, comfortable silence. Manchego enjoyed the feeling. Who knew when he would have Luchy like this again?

“What do you think we’ll be like in five years’ time?” the shepherd wondered aloud.

“What do you mean?” she asked nervously.

“Well... uh... you and me, our friendship, what’ll it be like in five years?”

“Well, the same, I should say. What d’you think?” Luchy said, blushing. Manchego did not notice. 

“I guess it’ll be the same, but... d’you think something might happen between you and me?” he said, a little more specifically. He hoped Luchy would not notice that his hands were shaking and that he had broken into a cold sweat.

Luchy moved a little away and looked at him more closely. Manchego returned her gaze.

“I don’t think so. We’re best friends, aren’t we? And between best friends it’s better if that kind of thing doesn’t happen. Friendship’s more important, don’t you think?”

Manchego did not seem too happy with this reply. He shrugged. “You never know...”

“What d’you mean?”

“We need to keep our eyes open and our hearts ready for anything.”

“Who told you that?”

“Lulita. I guess she doesn’t want us to go our separate ways.”

“I don’t want us to be parted either, not for anything in the world, Mancheguito.”

“Luchy... I’m very... I’m fond of you,” he began hesitantly. He wanted to use the word love, but he did not dare. It would have sounded too amorous and that was not what he wanted to convey. Or was it?

Their eyes met. “I’m very fond of you too, Mancheguito. You know I’ll always be here to give you support. In everything.”

Manchego went red. They both burst out laughing and their laughter infected Rufus, who started to bark. They stayed like this for some time. It was high noon, and time to get back to work.

***
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AT FOUR O’CLOCK THAT day, Manchego was finishing his work in the fields. During the day, after he had been with Luchy, he had pondered on the dream he had last night and had concluded that it had not really been a dream. There were the tracks of his bare feet all over the plantation, and most of all that round flat area, with the dead embers of a fire in the center. But he wasn’t dead! And in the dream he had died—so if the dream was somehow true, well, he should have an arrow sticking out of his belly! Further investigation about the dream yielded no more than frustration. He let the matter go, for now.

He went into the stable and started to comb the horses’ manes. Sureña and Granola looked him up and down, as if they were checking it was really him. Ever since that day Sureña had defended Manchego from Mowriz and his goons, there had been an intimate bond between them.

The lanky boy went on thinking about these latest events and their mysteries. There was a mirror that had belonged to a certain Black Queen. He was curious to know more, but the Queen’s name terrified him. At six this evening someone wants to meet with me at Ramancia’s house... but who? the shepherd recalled, lost in thought.

Six o’clock coincided with the curfew villagers and farmers both had spontaneously assigned. At night, violence broke loose. People quickly learned to avoid being out after dark.

He shook himself; he did not know what to do. The wise thing would be to warn Grandmother, Luchy, and Balthazar that he was going to set off for the village with the intention of solving various riddles. But he knew the reply would be a categorical no, and he needed to go to the village, whatever danger might be involved. There was an itch he could not explain, and he knew if he didn’t act on it now, something terrible could happen to all of them. He needed to do something about it. To avoid being called crazy by his loved ones, he did his best to hide his tracks and hid the small owl-headed ornament. 

He took his machete and tied it to Sureña’s saddle. The white mare accepted the responsibility gracefully. With his heart in flames, Manchego raced out towards the village.

***
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THE EVENING WAS DARKER than usual. A streak of lightning crossed the sky, followed by the echo of thunder in the distance. Manchego crossed Ranchers’ Avenue and went into The Encounters, the road which took him to the Salient Booth—the village’s gate. Wherever he looked there was nothing but horror. Chaos had spread; it would not take long to reach the ranches. What would they do then? Flee? Settle somewhere else? He went on, perhaps making the most reckless decision of his existence.

Hundreds of corpses were piled up in the area around the Salient Booth. They were not the bodies of soldiers but of village people, mingled with broken carts, mutilated horses, and the penetrating smell of putrefaction. This was the result of trying to escape. By the Gods... has all this happened in such a short space of time? the boy thought, shocked.

He should have turned back. He knew. But inside he was convinced he was making the right choice by being present at Ramancia’s at six. Time-telling relied on sundials. And every six hours the Décamon’s bell would toll. It hadn’t, not yet. He was still on time.

They cantered along the Poor Sector, among garbage and filth, and the noise of fighting. He passed a group a people who looked at him as though begging for help. He kept going. What could he do?

His white mare, elegant and beautiful, caught the attention of a group of soldiers. They began to whisper among themselves. Manchego went on, trying to look composed, but soon two soldiers left the group and came for him. His heart galloped at the same rhythm as Sureña’s progress; his arms, legs and hands were shaking. He should never have come, but he was already here and there was no turning back.

Several houses had resisted. Doors and windows were boarded up and many people were waiting outside in the hope of being offered shelter. The cold war had heated up and now it had been openly declared; the village had risen up in arms against its local government. In the streets there was no trace of the village’s previous bustling life.

There were fewer corpses than in the Poor Sector, but some showed a brutal cruelty: bodies hanging from nooses, heads stuck on pikes. Manchego felt sick. He soon forgot about them as the moment he realized it was not longer just two soldiers running after him but a group of twenty. They would make mincemeat of him and the mare. A spear whistled by awfully close to his ear. He turned in the saddle to look back. There were the soldiers running to catch him. Manchego spurred the mare and Sureña broke into a frantic gallop.

They reached the Central Park. Manchego was agitated, in a cold sweat, overcome by terror. He had to hurry and go on to Ramancia’s shop, but what he saw before him rent his heart: the statue of the God of Light was headless and covered in excrement and blood. Beggars lay sleeping at its feet.

The boy felt he would burst with rage. He tightened his grip on the Teitú nut and in that instant a pulse surged from his body. Sureña felt the fire take hold in her heart, and hot breath issued from her nostrils. The warrior mare was ready. The soldiers threw another spear, which tore Manchego’s clothes. The mare, catching sight of the soldiers, charged against them, neighing furiously.

The soldiers formed a sort of phalanx: twelve spears aiming at the chest of the charging horse. Manchego wanted to make her swerve, but the mare, intoxicated by the passionate desire to bring down her enemies, went faster. Not more than five strides from crashing into the phalanx, the animal swerved unexpectedly and rose on her hind legs.

There was an explosion. The phalanx was swept up in flames amid the agonized cries of the soldiers. A group of villagers had appeared by surprise, determined to finish off the Mayor’s bullies. The fire did not stop a pair of those soldiers, who hurled themselves on the group, perhaps hoping their flames would catch on their attackers’ clothes. 

Sureña was not content to remain a mere spectator. She went for one of the soldiers and thrust at him with her powerful chest, then crushed him on the ground with her hooves. The other was knocked down by the villagers, armed with spears: homemade, but with very sharp points.

The skirmish was soon over. The leader of the village group, a tall, dark man, with a badly-trimmed beard, came over to Manchego.

“It’s not advisable to be in the streets at this hour, my lord. Seeing we could, we helped with what we had. For days we’d been wanting to set a trap for these soldiers, so we had a bomb of fermented lard in store for them as a present. Maslon, Desmond, take the swords away from those bastards. The armor as well, we’ll use it to make arrows.”

The man turned, alerted by a moan. It was a soldier who was still in his death-agonies. He raised his sword and drove it into the man’s neck,

“Now we’re off, sir. I invite you to come to the Vengeful Arrow Fort, where a few of us have got together to organize the resistance. Out of the three groups we created, only ours is left. We’re short of food and water... I watched your skills as a rider and your horse’s spirit. You’d both bring a lot of courage to our group.”

“Captain!” cried a ragged man who was running toward them, breathless. “A group of soldiers on its way! They say there are a couple of hundred of them! We’ve never had to face that many! Something must’ve alerted them, and they’re on the move.”

“My lord,” the leader said to Manchego, “did you hear that? Maybe it’s the moment for you to join our side. Alone you will die. You must be desperate. Nobody leaves the warmth of safety after-hours! Death is all too common nowadays.”

Manchego swallowed hard. “I’m honored by your request, Captain, but... I have a mission to accomplish and I can’t delay it.”

“So that is why you are desperate. Where are you heading, my lord? Maybe we can escort you there? Have you lost a family member? Perhaps he or she is already dead. Maybe you should spare yourself the trouble. There are terrible things happening in this village.”

Manchego felt flattered that the man should address him as lord, but was also confused as he was not used to being addressed with so much respect. He was dressed in his cotton clothing, so it should be obvious to the Captain he was no lord. Manchego shook his head and said, “I’m on my way to the village’s witch, Ramancia.” 

The Captain eyed him curiously. He came closer. “My lord,” he whispered, “are you sure you want to go there? Nobody wants to set foot near that house...”

As the boy did not flinch, the Captain went on explaining: “Let’s see how I can put it... you see... they say that place is haunted; there are walking corpses and a fort full of soldiers that makes it impossible to go on. I don’t know what your mission might be, sir, but if you want to go on, I can only offer you my escort as far as Fifth Avenue and Sixth Street; after that you’re on your own. For a boy as young as you, you should desist from this mission and come with us immediately to safety.”

Manchego said, “I can’t go with you. I must get there at six by the sundial!” 

The Captain took off his helmet, revealing lank hair plastered to his head by sweat. “You are committed. I respect that. If you go alone, you will die. Please allow us to escort you as promised. My name is Savarb. When the chaos broke out I was a woodcutter, and before that I was a member of the militia. What’s your name, sir?”

“Manchego, son of...” The boy interrupted himself, he did not know who his parents were. “From the Holy Comment Ranch, grandson of Eromes the Perpetuator and of Lulita.”

Savarb’s eyes lit up. “What an honor to meet the grandson of the great Eromes. But there’s no time for compliments, my lord. This war is merciless, and just like us, you run the risk of losing your life. There’s only time for fleeing and fighting.”

Savarb began to give orders. “I need an escort to defend the young lord Manchego, fine warrior of the lineage of Eromes the Perpetuator! Any volunteers?”

Two men stepped forward. One of them came to Manchego’s side. “I was a client of your grandfather’s. Together we planted the fields and took care of the ranches. I’ll fight beside you, Lord Manchego.”

The other volunteer was a boy of no more than fifteen. “I know Doña Lulita of the Holy Comment Ranch. My name is Maslon. I’m at your service.”

One by one eleven men joined them, with dirty faces and badly trimmed beards. Except for one, hidden beneath a cloak that covered him from head to toe. “The rest of you, go back to the fort and spread the word that I’ll be back soon!” Savarb came closer to Manchego. “Are you sure you want to go with just a machete for a weapon?”

“I lost my sword when the fermented lard bomb went off,” Manchego lied.

“Take this sword.” The man offered him the weapon, then un-slung the bow he carried on his shoulder and prepared his arrows. “We’ll climb up to the roofs, then we’ll attack the soldiers from there. A hand-to-hand battle would be suicide. “

“So why give me the sword,” asked the boy, holding the weapon as if it were demonized. He had no idea how to wield it. It was so heavy!

“You may need it if it comes to fighting by hand. If you can avoid fighting altogether, then do so. May the Gods go with you! We’ll pray to the God of Light to protect you from the darkness.”

The captain divided his men into two groups of six and ordered them to start climbing onto the roofs on either side of the street. The volunteers mounted their horses, except for the one hiding under the cloak. The Captain scolded him: “What d’you think you’re doing? You can’t go on foot, it’s very dangerous!”

The mysterious man did not move.

“Fool, you will die,” the Captain said. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you...”

The man was mumbling something, like a song. “Sun, little sun...”

Manchego started Sureña, who promptly broke into a canter. The strange man ran after him, without missing a breath. From afar came whistles and the clamor of boots on the cobbles. A spear flew near his head.

Night was falling, but that did not stop the Army. A group of soldiers had formed in front of him to stop his way. Their spears were ready, aimed at the horse’s chest. A fury of flames and an explosion engulfed the soldiers. Manchego passed over the bodies, amid cries of pain and defeat. The mare stopped in the center of the battle; she was trampling skulls and ribs. Manchego brandished his sword, but it was very heavy for him and he could not even lift it.

The one who wielded his sword with absolute ease was the mysterious man. With movements both precise and elegant, he sliced off arms and legs, helmets and breasts, severed heads. He showed no signs of tiredness. The bell tolled three times. He was late already!

“My lord!” cried Savarb from a roof-terrace. “You get away and don’t hold back! Another horde of soldiers is already on its way! Go on, and good luck!”

Manchego urged Sureña on and soon left behind all the noise of the battle, which came to him in ever-more-distant echoes.

When they reached their destination, Sureña stopped abruptly. The atmosphere was dim. It was the shadow. Manchego dismounted and tried to hold the mare, but the animal had made another decision. With a sharp twist, she galloped back the way they had come. Manchego, powerless, could only watch his mare abandoning him as fast as she could.

What! Why did she vanish like that!? Did she come here merely to deliver him? Manchego was drowning in terror.

He felt a pain deep down in his chest: Why had he had to leave the Ranch on this foolish adventure? He heard a noise behind him.

The young shepherd turned swiftly with the sword in his hands. He could barely wield it. If it came to fight to the death, he was surely going to die. He didn’t even have a scabbard for the weapon. 

“Solemn sun, calming fires... Solace sun, innocent forges... Sol solacium, beardless and alluring... Sun solanum, carry me in your hand.”

The mysterious man pushed back his cloak and revealed his face. It was Mowriz, unmistakably, but he did not look as he usually did: He was paler, and his eyes looked like those of a dead man. He knelt before Manchego. He repeated his words, again and again, like one possessed.

Manchego took a step back in terror. Mowriz was surely coming to take revenge... or not?

“What do you want? Have you come to give me a beating?”

“Sun, little sun...”

“Is that a yes or a no?”

“Sun, little sun...”

Manchego grew impatient. “Were you in my bedroom last night?”

“Sun, little sun...”

The boy tightened his grip on the sword, his impatience growing toward the edge of violence. He was trying to make out any sign of a teasing smile, some gesture that would give away his intentions. “Stop it! It’s not funny, Mowriz.”

“Sun, little sun...”

It was strange to talk like this to someone who had bullied him for so long. “I said stop it!” Manchego cried.

Mowriz stood up immediately. The young shepherd stepped back, with the sword at the level of his face, expecting the worst. But nothing happened. His eternal enemy remained standing, his eyes piercing the ground.

Manchego became calmer. “What’s the matter with you? Do you really think I’m going to believe you’re on my side?” He heard his own voice echo. He thought it would probably be best to remain silent, but he could not restrain himself from questioning Mowriz. His tormentor was right there and behaving very strangely!

“Sun, little sun...” he replied in a dead voice.

Manchego grew angry. “That’s enough! What’s up with you?”

“Sun, little sun...”

“What do you want from me?”

“Sun, little sun...”

“Shut up!”

Mowriz obeyed.

“Speak, you bastard! What do you want of me?”

“Sun, little sun...”

“Tell me!”

“Sun, little sun...”

“That’s quite enough of that! Tell me!”

“Sun, little sun...”

Manchego lost his patience and pushed Mowriz with all his might. He fell to the ground without any show of emotion, got to his feet as if nothing had happened and repeated his chant:

“Sun, little sun...”

“Who are you looking for?”

“Sun, little sun...”

Manchego felt something strange growing inside him. “I’ll give you a good beating if you go on like this, Mowriz! This isn’t funny anymore!”

Mowriz took his own sword and offered it to Manchego.

“Sun, little sun...”

“I don’t want your sword, you reptile! Tell me!”

Mowriz put it away and said again: “Sun, little sun...”

Manchego was on the verge of exploding. “Shut up, you swine!”

He was treating Mowriz as the other boy had previously treated him at school. He felt bad when he realized that he was the violent one now. But he was unable to stop. He was blinded by fury, by the longing to taste sweet revenge against the swine who had made his life impossible at school.

“Sun, little sun...”

“I told you to shut up, you filthy rat!” Manchego punched him in the nose. Black blood dripped down his dead lips.

“Sun, little sun...”

“Shut up, damn you!” He kicked him in the stomach. Mowriz did not flinch. He was hard as stone. Stiff like a corpse.

“Sun, little sun...”

“Go to hell!” 

Manchego gave up. He had never felt such despair, such a wish to cause pain. Maybe the war, his mission, were changing him... for good or ill.
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Chapter XV – The Haunted House
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He follows my orders to the letter... Has my tormentor become my servant? the shepherd thought in astonishment. He had told his worst enemy to go to hell and now here he was walking toward the shadow that surely engulfed Ramancia’s house. Was that the shadow that had swallowed her? Was that the same shadow that had visited his home? He was unsure. But the terror to remain alone urged him to stay close to Mowriz, however strange he was behaving.

Was Mowriz was acting as his personal escort? How? Why? Manchego looked around, paranoid. Something lurked in that gelatinous shadow. Suddenly remembering his dream, he felt as if he was living this scene once again. He became paranoid and clung to Mowriz. The odd bully—now an escort—simply walked onwards into the thick of the shadow, fearless.

A terrible foreboding ran along Manchego’s spine. The shadow was nearly opaque; he could see nothing more than a few yards ahead. The houses by the sides faded. What had they gotten into? Manchego was now sure this was the same shadow which had occupied Ramancia’s house and then his own. It had that same dreadful feeling.

Something moved, perhaps alerted by the presence of the two boys.

Mowriz lifted his sword, ready for combat, and went on fearlessly, without taking a single step back. An object flew through the air, almost hitting Manchego on the head. It fell at his feet after bouncing on a wall. The boy stifled a cry: it was a decapitated head.

Like a ghost, limping but rapid, there appeared a monster with several arms, legs, and heads, as if the beast were made up of several different mutilated men.

Manchego reacted and involuntarily emitted a pulse of energy which goaded Mowriz to a bellicose frenzy so that he hurled himself at the monster. Manchego had noticed the trend. He knew something was going on when he felt threatened. He had seen Sureña react this way, Luchy as well, and not Mowriz. Why? Did he say or think something that made them act differently? He was unsure. And in this moment nothing mattered more than staying alive.

Mowriz’s sword dealt accurate blows, while the beast attacked with its numerous limbs and tried to bite him with its many gaping and agonizing mouths.

The beast took Mowriz by the arm and began to shake him, like a dog with its prey. It ripped off Mowriz’s left arm!

The monster proceeded to incorporate the torn arm into its body. To Manchego’s surprise, Mowriz’s arm moved with aggression. The thing had added a body part to its core just like that.

Mowriz fell onto the cobblestones. His joint socket was torn and empty, black blood oozing from the wound.

Manchego knew that his time had come, and in spite of his fear, he managed to raise the sword and level it at his hip. Seeing the monster flinging its many arms about, getting dangerously close, he realized there was no way he could defeat that thing!

He stared at it in awe. How was a thing like that even possible? How was a monster made of many dead bodies even able to walk? He had no idea. This sort of terror had never occurred to him. Was it magic that powered it? But magic was not able to do things like these! Was it?

Manchego reached into his pocket and gripped the Teitú nut. He had noticed that every time his allies had defended him, it was related to him being under threat. However, on each occasion he had been gripping the totem Ramancia gave him. 

The young shepherd gripped the nut with all his might and screamed bloody hell in his mind. He did not feel it, but in that moment another pulse energy flashed toward Mowriz. The flash had more effects.

Manchego noticed the beast slow down, its many mouths yawning and growling in defiance. He gripped the nut again and tried to repeat whatever had happened that slowed the monster down but noticed no difference. Perhaps it didn’t work voluntarily. Perhaps he had to be in real danger to activate whatever it was that motivated his allies.

The response was immediate. Mowriz recovered his strength in a blink of an eye. The unholy escort thrust his sword into the stunned monster’s core and slashed and diced up the bodies which composed the strange and hellish monster. Even with only one arm, Mowriz was incredibly strong.

The beast howled and collapsed, fragmented into several separate corpses. As soon as the monster collapsed, the bodies that had been part of it remained still. Mowriz, indefatigable, set off again towards Ramancia’s house with Manchego behind him, alert to every movement, every whisper.

Manchego took a good look at his slave. His left shoulder was no longer bleeding where his arm had been torn off, and the wound appeared dark and dead. And Mowriz wasn’t in pain or even upset to have lost his arm.

When they came to Ramancia’s door, Manchego ordered Mowriz to open it. Mowriz dropped the sword from his right arm and reached for the doorknob.

Manchego remembered the nightmare, the arrow which had ended his life, and moved away from the entrance. The bewitched boy tried to follow his order, but the door was firmly sealed.

“Wait,” Manchego said. “There’s another entrance at the back. Follow me.”

“Sun, little sun...” said Mowriz. The bewitched boy picked up the sword from the ground and marched on, following his master’s command.

They reached the wooden wall, but there was no trace of the hole. It had to be there; he recalled it perfectly... He searched, and before his eyes, in one of the boards, a hole opened. It all seemed part of a plan, but who was pulling the strings?

Once he was in the corridor, Manchego turned toward the secret door.

***
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HE WENT TO THE CORNER and into a long room, with two armchairs covered with black blankets. It was there, he remembered, that he had seen Ramancia and the hooded figure, the one who had pointed a finger at him.

On the left-hand wall hung a picture. It was a portrait of Ramancia in her youth, surrounded by a dense black cloud of mist. She was also holding a human skull in her hand and in the other a staff. 

“Keep close to me in case there’s any danger,” he ordered Mowriz. “If there is, don’t hang about, and deal with the problem. Without making any noise!”

He still felt strange, having this power over the one responsible for the torment he had suffered for so many years, but now was not the time to question these things. He had to go on  and get to the core of the mystery.

“Sun, little sun...”

In front of the armchairs was a circle six feet or so wide, drawn perhaps with a pumice stone. Inside that circle was another, and inside that an equilateral triangle with a cross in the middle and three circles crowning each of the corners of the triangle. Manchego did not know the meaning but sensed that those symbols were evil and that the Décamon would not approve of them. What could they be for?

They went on, over the rune, and at the end of the room they came to a pair of black marble sculptures. The figures protected the access to a staircase which spiraled down. Manchego and his slave began to go down the steps, which seemed to be made of the same black marble as the statues. At each step, the sculptures gave out a strange noise, like an internal echo.

The further down he went, the lighter Manchego felt. He seemed to be levitating over the marble. And then suddenly the stairs vanished. He was floating in a void with stars and other heavenly bodies around him. It was an awe-inspiring phenomenon, very like the dreams he had had since childhood. Fear struck him when he became aware that he was running out of air. But not far away a room became visible.

He moved his arms and legs in that direction, as fast as he could, with Mowriz following his steps faithfully. He landed on a stone floor. He breathed in deeply, thankful to be able to fill his lungs once again. He looked back; the void was still there, together with the staircase of black steps.

This reality was unusual, but by now he was no longer surprised; too many strange things had happened to him in a very short time. He was aware that when it was all over he would have to check the state of his soul, which would inevitably end up soiled. 

The new room was vast. Floor, walls and ceiling were built from large stones, perhaps a stride in length and width, their surface irregular and rough, with marks of erosion and scratches as from dragging furniture. A giant lamp, of rusted bronze, hung in the center of the room. Its multiple arms held candelabra at their ends. It looked like a spider. Mowriz did not move; nothing caught his attention.

The walls were covered with the evil runes: circles which surrounded the triangles with spheres at each angle, cubes with six-pointed stars in the center, half-moons with inverted crosses also in the center. Manchego preferred not to dwell too much on these designs and their possible meaning.  

They went on toward the only visible door, which was open. It was the same grille of iron bars he had seen in his dreams.

“Sun, little sun...” his enemy, his guard, his companion, kept repeating. The shepherd did not know what title to bestow on him. They went through the gate and came into a corridor with five doors on either side. Beside each door, long-armed candelabras that reached Manchego’s chest held lighted candles whose flames danced to the sound of a mystical music. At the end of the dimly lit corridor was another grille, closed.

Manchego walked fearfully. He sensed that behind each door was a ghostly presence hanging on his every step. Mowriz followed him with an expression something between frustrated and happy. He did not seem troubled at having ended up with one arm less.

In his right hand Mowriz held the heavy sword, ready to protect his master. They reached the grille. Through the bars, Manchego saw another spacious square room, similar to the first one. Something unusual was awaiting him there. In the center was a stump placed to serve as a seat, no more than half a stride in width.

Manchego tried to open the gate with all his might, but it was useless. Mowriz stepped forward and tried in his turn. The gate did not yield. 

“Sun, little sun...” 

Manchego was about to complain about this endless chanting when the gate moved. It rose a few inches. Manchego understood the relationship and urged his slave:

“Sing that song!”

“Solemn sun, calming fires... Solace sun, innocent forges... Sun solacium, beardless and alluring... Sun solanum, carry me in your hand.”

Those words were the key to the rusty cogwheels, which began to screech as the barrier rose. So the song is a spell, the boy thought. What can Ramancia have planned...?

Manchego and Mowriz went into the chamber, which was cold and smelt of rust. Unlike the previous hall, this one showed no signs of wear on floor or walls; it seemed recently built. Nor were there any runes. He went to the stump. Waiting for him was a little box, a long rod of solid wood, and a note that read:

Solemn sun, calming fires...

Solace sun, innocent forges...

Sun solacium, beardless and alluring...

Sun solanum, carry me in your hand.

What the hell am I supposed to do here? Surely it can’t be the end. Something’s still calling me, and I have to find it. The mirror... it must be a riddle. It’s another of Ramancia’s tricks, the boy thought as he studied his surroundings thoughtfully.

When he picked up the box, Manchego felt a depression in the shape of a funnel.

“Sun, little sun...” Mowriz intoned, in an echo of his master’s frustration.

“How I hate riddles! Sun, little sun... What does it mean? It might mean the sun itself, or maybe someone’s making fun of my granny calling me Sunshine... but here there’s no sun, there are no windows and what’s more, it’s nighttime. It has to be something else... Hmmm... What do we do to find a “sun, little sun”? Mowriz, what do you think?”

“Sun, little sun...”

“Yes, yes, sun, little sun. I don’t even know why I bother asking... The solution has to be in this room. If not, we wouldn’t have been brought here, don’t you agree? You don’t say anything except “sun, little sun,” so you must know what it means.” Manchego scratched his head.

“Sun, little sun...”

“I don’t know why you go on repeating that. Make yourself useful and check the whole room. We’ve got to find some clues,” Manchego said, mostly because he wanted to be alone and think. What was more, being so near Mowriz, in this dying state, made him feel uncomfortable. 

The slave did as he was told. He sheathed his sword and began to sniff around like a bloodhound. Ideas thronged Manchego’s mind suddenly. Perhaps Mowriz had the key to the riddle. He thought of a plan: “Sing the song!” he cried to the living corpse.

Mowriz got to his feet at once and recited the chant. Manchego mused over the words. Maybe it was a door or a path which would reveal itself gradually. But nothing happened. Mowriz stood his ground, awaiting orders.

“Keep looking. ‘Sun, little sun?’ How so?” Manchego folded his arms. “It can’t mean the sun, because... because it just can’t! It doesn’t sound logical! It has to be something in this hall, or the next one. Something with properties similar to the sun... What are the sun’s properties? It shines. It gives warmth. It burns. Fire?”

The wooden rod! Excitedly, Manchego picked up the dry stick and went to the candelabra lamp. He lit the rod, then with the stick alight he went back—slowly, so that the flame would not go out—to the stump. He looked once again at the dent on the surface of the felled stump and thought he understood what it was there for. He deposited the flame in it.

At once the depression burnt as if it were soaked in fuel. The flame crackled, enlivened by a spell, and lit up the hall. This was the “sun, little sun”; now he had to keep going in order to unravel the riddle. 

The creak of a lock came from the corridor. Manchego’s heart froze. He spun round at once, nerves on edge, expecting the worst. There was only one open door, the first on the right.

“Go into that room,” he ordered Mowriz, who went immediately.

The shepherd followed. The jaws of the room opened like the mouth of a corpse and revealed a mirror in a frame which allowed it to move vertically. The mirror was not large, but it could not be said to be small either.

“Bring that mirror here.”

Manchego noticed he was clutching the sword in his hands. There was no danger. He must relax, so he let it fall to the floor where it clattered loudly.

Could this be the Mirror of the Black Queen of the Morelia Abyss? No, it can’t be as easy as that... the boy thought as he watched his guard manipulate the artifact. He dragged the mirror to where Manchego indicated, near the fire. At once the glass began to shine, as if it were absorbing the light of the fire. The flame, in turn, began to project a beam toward the stone wall.

A second door opened. Manchego spun round to look, with his imagination suffocated by fear. It was the first on the left. Again he ordered Mowriz to go there, and this time he went after him as well. Inside there was only a wooden chest in the center, barely visible in the light which came in from the corridor. “Open the chest and bring me whatever’s inside.”

Mowriz went forward and bent over the object. He opened it and took out a piece of paper which he handed to Manchego. It read: Runes.

Manchego folded the paper. “Runes? Great, more riddles!”

“Sun, little sun...”

“Wait a moment... maybe that’s it. Come on!”

Manchego went to the other room and ran to the mirror. He examined it on all sides and found some white marks. It was the rune of the sun enfolded in a box. How strange.

Everything was silent. Manchego was waiting for another door to open, but nothing happened. He felt overwhelmed by so many riddles. What was the next step? He went to check whether another door had opened without his hearing it, and as he passed in front of the flash from the mirror, the beam of light fell full on his face. A third door creaked. It was the last but one on the left.

As on the previous occasions, he set off towards it with Mowriz in front of him. The hall was very dark, but he noticed that there was something on the floor. When his eyes had adjusted to the blackness, he made out a small cage but could not identify what was in it. They left the hall, Mowriz carrying the cage and the sword in the same hand. Back in the room with the fire, Manchego saw that it was a dead owl. There was also a note, folded in half. He took it out, careful not to touch the dead animal. He read the message aloud to himself quietly: “Incinerate.”

“Put the cage in the fire,” he told Mowriz. As soon as the flames licked the cage the owl came back to life, screeching in pain, desperately beating its wings. The smell and the crackling of the charred flesh were a prelude to the death, all over again, of the bird. Manchego was deeply upset. He had not expected the owl to come back to life only to die again in that agony, but he could do nothing to save it. It was too late.

Once the owl had been burnt, two doors opened in the corridor. It stank of fresh blood. In one of the chambers was a body on the floor, surrounded by a six-pointed star drawn on the floor with pumice stone. Each point was surrounded by an imperfect circle and crowned by a candle. The body had been beheaded, and judging by the stench must have been dead several days.

The boy left the room with a hand over his mouth, holding back the urge to throw up. He went to the other chamber that had opened. Mowriz picked up a note marked with bloody fingerprints. It seemed to have been written in a hurry. It read: “The chimera of a dream come true.”

Manchego had heard these words before, although he was not sure what they meant. The message referred to a dream, probably his own. Who could know his dreams? He felt a shiver run down his spine.

Something or someone was manipulating him by means of powerful spells, which was why he now found himself in such a mysterious place, in a parallel world contained in Ramancia’s house. And why me? the boy wondered. Why do I have to be the subject of some sorcerer’s experiment? He felt he was being made use of, manipulated by superior and occult forces. Going on was the only way of finding a solution, the only way of being at peace.

He forced himself to focus. He ran through it all again: He had burnt an owl and now he found himself in front of a decapitated body.

“Bring the burning cage,” he told Mowriz, “and place it where the head ought to be on this corpse.”

Mowriz took hold of the incandescent bars without any show of pain or bother at all. When he put the cage where Manchego had indicated, the six-pointed star shone furiously. A red light swallowed up everything, like an explosion, and after what seemed like a blizzard everything went dark.

In the blackness, the boy was aware of movement. Something was crawling. Two doors opened. Bare footsteps coming toward the hall with the stump.

He felt a presence behind him. The hair on the back of his neck stood on end. He heard a murmur: “Sun, little sun.” Was it Mowriz who was chanting? He could not be sure, and in addition he did not have the sword. It was coming from the room with the stump. Manchego narrowed his eyes. The gleam was faint, but slowly increasing. The boy came closer to the room.

He saw three beings around the flames which came from the stump. They were moving their arms in circles over and over again. He swallowed. Those three beings were putrefying corpses, they stank and... they all had the heads of owls.

The three of them turned to look. Their intense, yellow eyes penetrated his soul. The boy was terrified; cold sweat soaked his clothes. He hid behind Mowriz, who remained impassive, like a statue of cold stone. He stared at the corpses. He realized they formed a square, but a fourth member was missing to complete it.

Manchego felt the call; he understood that he was the missing one. He breathed deeply, determined to face his destiny. He joined those beings in their formation. When the heat and the fascination of the ritual enveloped him, he began to move his arms like them, in circles, raising his palms to the ceiling, at first shyly, then more smoothly, allowing himself to be carried away by the liturgy. The temperature rose drastically; the flames gathered vigor.

From the heart of that fire there emerged a perfect sphere which began to float towards the ceiling. Manchego, given over to this act of witchcraft, made efforts to give his movements precision. The sphere left the flames and touched the stone ceiling. A bell rang and the sphere moved to reveal a vertical passage. At the end of the passage was a reflection.

The hall began to rotate, and Manchego slipped toward the wall, which now became the floor. But the three corpses and Mowriz were still in the same place, which before had been the floor and was now the wall. He was completely confused; this was not a dream, it was happening in reality. He had no time to philosophize. 

He walked along the passage the sphere had opened, towards the reflection. As he came nearer he could see it was a mirror held in a frame of black iron. Could it be the one belonging to the Black Queen of the Abyss of Morelia?

When he stood in front of the glass, Manchego saw it showed no special feature. He looked at his reflection. His face was covered in mud and blood, his clothes were mud-stained and torn. If grandmother saw him like that, she would take him by the ears and shake him. He looked further. His expression was sad... why? His gaze, his dark eyes, the black pupils... His reflection began to blink; it was not long before he burst into tears. His image walked into the mirror and the shadows swallowed him up.
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Chapter XVI – Tears
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The torch burned vigorously, lighting up the worried face of its bearer, whose eyes went frantically, restlessly, from shadow to shadow, searching for the path he had to follow. In his other hand he carried a sharp-edged metal sword on which the light of the torch glittered.

Around him erupted a hissing of weak voices, words of violence and terror which ate at his soul. Something very bad was happening and he knew it, which was why he was there, because of that and because an innocent person was in trouble. He put out the torch by stamping on it, trying not to get the wick wet, knowing he might need light again... if he came out of there alive.

He went on warily, guiding himself by the green and hellish brightness which came from the stones. He held the sword tightly, ready to attack. He could make out four figures in a cave, then hid and watched the scene.

There were two men who looked like mercenaries. They wore tanned leather protective clothing, and a number of weapons hung from their belts. They were big, with massive arms and the eyes of experience. They were talking to a strange being. He noticed his armor, which fitted his body smoothly to perfection. He seemed too pale to be human, and what was more... he did not have hands, but claws. On the floor, in a puddle of blood, lay the body of a woman. Her legs were spread, and her stomach was blotched with red.

“You may retire, my friends,” the clawed being said in a crystalline voice and a firm, seductive tone. “You’ve done what you were required to. Go in peace. Soon messengers will deliver a substantial reward to you.”

The mercenaries appeared restless. They said that killing the lady had not been difficult, but that what they had taken out of her womb was of a different nature, that it was all goodness.

“What’ll become of the baby, Lord?”

“It’ll die tonight, just as the master, Legionaer, ordered. In Némaldon, sacrifices are necessary.”

One of the mercenaries did not seem to agree. “I’m pretty sure we’ve made a mistake,” he told his partner. “That baby is different. Didn’t you notice? To kill it would be an act of barbarity...” He turned to the pale being. “May the Gods condemn you forever, dethis. May the Goddess of Night judge you and send you to her eternal dungeon. The baby will remain with us.”

The other mercenary unsheathed a curved sword and confronted the strange being: “You damned dethis... I don’t know how you got us to accept the deal. May the Gods forgive me for what I’ve done to this woman... This is a disgrace. We’re leaving, and the baby’s coming with us.”

“The creature belongs to the master. The deal was sealed in blood and nothing can revoke it.” The dethis grinned scornfully, revealing a pair of wolfish fangs.

With a nimble movement, he attacked the first mercenary. He bit him in the neck and tore away skin, flesh, and veins. The second mercenary had barely had time to raise his sword when the claws of the demon speared him through. Once both were dead, the monster began to feed on them hungrily.

The man with the torch was paralyzed. The demons of Némaldon... in the village of San-San-Tera? It made no sense, but that was the last thing he needed to worry about. The baby was still alive. He left his hiding place, running at a crouch to get a little closer. From his new position he could see the woman’s body drained of blood, with her throat slit from side to side. Beside the grey afterbirth he found the body of the newborn, still joined to its mother by the umbilical cord. He took off his llama vest and wrapped the baby in it. Its cold little body barely moved. He cut the cord, tied a knot, and returned in haste to his hiding-place. He rekindled the embers of his torch and started back to find the access to the tunnels bedeviled with that greenish light.

Eromes went into the Ranch perturbed. The shadow had touched him with its tentacles, and he had noticed the contamination of his mind and soul. In his arms he carried something very special, wrapped in his llama vest. 

“Eromes, my love!” Lula cried, frightened at the sight of her husband’s face, his blood-soaked hands, a bundle in his arms. “Where have you been? Speak to me!”

“Here, take him! Take good care of him!” he told her, handing her the bundle.

The woman held out her arms. “By the Gods!... who is this beautiful creature?”

Moved, filled with maternal instinct, Lula started to weep. For years they had tried to have children, but the Gods had not honored them. She had only become pregnant twice, and both times she had lost her babies. They were buried in the graveyard.

“Lulita, nobody must find him. Give him the best of you, love him like a son, and try to make him happy. The shadow... it’s terrible... malevolent... the shadow...”

The woman tried to stop Eromes, to calm him. “Wait... don’t go! Why are you going away like this? Tell me! My love!”

...

A young Lulita, with somber gaze, rang the bell. “Manchego!” she called the growing boy. “Breakfast is ready!”

A boy with a sad smile sat down at the table. A dog came to sit at his feet with its tongue hanging out from its friendly face.

“Thanks, Grandmother. I love you!”

***
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IT WAS LIKE A SLAP. In that reflection he had seen his origins and now he was crying. His legs were shaking and finally his knees gave out. He slid down the stone wall and hugged himself on the floor.

“I’m an orphan? And nobody ever told me! My mother was murdered by order and someone, the man I thought was my grandfather, saved me and that’s why he died... I’m the result of a disgrace, I’m the seed of disgrace. That’s the truth that Lulita and Balthazar have been hiding from me... It was all a great lie to keep me away from the truth. That’s why I don’t look like Lulita, or Eromes, or anybody... I’m nothing but a miserable orphan, a bastard most surely... By the Gods! A curse on it!!

The boy wept, unable to hold himself back. The surprise of finding out the past in the mirror had been a great shock. “They wanted me murdered... That demon dethis had mentioned a certain Legionaer. And my father? What could he have looked like? Is it because of him that I love watching the sunrise? Or because of my mother? Why did I have to be so different? Oh Gods, be merciful to me!”

He remained sitting for a while, with the crackling fire for company. The owl-headed corpses had not stopped their ritual, the portal was still open. He had resolved many of his doubts, but he was still not satisfied. What use was this truth to him now? Someone had led him there, to the truth. What had he been trying to achieve? If he had him there he would gladly have punched him, Manchego thought. Did he not guess the pain it would cause him? He wiped his nose on his sleeve. He felt the Teitú nut in his hand. The tears fell on to it. He squeezed the totem hard. “Orphan... they meant to sacrifice me, but what for?

“And now? Would you let them offer you in sacrifice?” he asked himself. “Never!” he replied at once. “I’m not going to be anybody’s sacrifice And it’s thanks to Lulita and Eromes that I’m alive.” This thought brought him out of his numbness. “Grandmother! The Ranch! The village!”

He had recovered his judgment. In spite of his pain, the world went on, and if he did not hurry, soon the violence would consume the village, and he, his grandmother, Luchy, Balthazar, the Ranch—everybody!—would be buried. Could he manage to bear his grandmother’s death, the helplessness he would sink into? His love for the woman who had looked after him, who had given him her heart, just as a mother would to her son, brought him out of his sadness.

The bodies stopped moving their arms and began to leave their places. The fire went on burning lower until it was no more than a tiny light. Above, the brightness of the mirror of the Black Queen of the Morelia Abyss went out.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter XVII – A Tragic Cascade of Events
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A column of black smoke rose to the sky, like the finger of some evil being prodding the white clouds. A wind from the East brought with it the smoke and ashes, and a smell of violence. Manchego opened his eyes suddenly. He was outside Ramancia’s house; he could not see Mowriz anywhere. Had it been a dream? Had he fallen asleep in front of the witch’s house? He straightened up and could not believe what was around him.

There were three piles of corpses by the dozen, all with a look of extreme suffering on their faces. He heard the clash of metal on metal. With a start he got to his feet, looking all around him, fearing he would be caught in some failed attack.

There came an explosion, followed by flames, cries, and more clashing of swords. A group of ten to fifteen people were running, at the end of their strength, towards him. They seemed to be fleeing. 

“We’ve got to retreat! Retreat! To the Vengeful Arrow Fort!” yelled one of the men, with beard and hands bloody, clothes torn and dirty and boots in no better state. 

Manchego ran after them. If he stayed there, whatever was pursuing that group would finish him off too. A spear struck a man. He fell, rolled as far as a mound of bodies and lay there inert. Another spear flew overhead, buzzing like a devil, and buried itself in the back of a woman’s neck, nearly decapitating her completely by the force of the blow.

“Inside, quick!” A man was pointing to what seemed a secret entrance, hidden among ruins.

“We’re bringing a survivor of the March of the Two Hundred with us!” announced the bearded man.

“Hey, you! What’s your name?” cried another man from the roof of a house.

“Manchego,” he replied nervously. Exhausted by hunger and sleep, the boy crossed the threshold and came into a space that was no more than a street shut off by two booths assembled from rubble and garbage. So this was the fort, or at least one of the ones that Savarb, the leader of the resistance, had talked about. Manchego looked around at the defenses they had created. Those wooden houses would not withstand an attack by the soldiers.

A man came up to him with eyes staring wide, bow in one hand and an arrow in the other. It was the one who had hailed him from the roof.

“Lord Manchego? The rider with the white horse?”

Manchego did not know what to say. He could not guess the archer’s intentions, and he was armed.

“By the Gods!” the man cried joyfully. “He’s come back from his mission! The Gods are good... Did you save your loved one? Did you accomplish your task?”

He held out his hand and Manchego recognized him.

“... Savarb at your service. We have to thank the Gods for your life. It’s a miracle. The battle of the Two Hundred was a massacre, a complete extermination. And those sons of bitches are piling up our dead in stacks for reasons we don’t know, but it’s obvious that they’re doing it with some unholy purpose,” the Captain muttered.

“Soldiers at the entrance!”

At that moment, a squad of twenty enemy soldiers came in through the secret entrance. They were met with a volley of arrows like wasps, some of which hit their targets. A bomb of fermented lard ended the skirmish when it fell on the daring intruders and burnt them alive amid howls of pain and the crackle of charred flesh.

Savarb sighed and turned to Manchego: “Right, my lord, we don’t have much time. We need to join forces and secure the Vengeful Arrow Fort, the last of the three points that are still standing against the enemy. Follow me... What’s up? Are you worried?”

“Yes, Captain... I’m worried about what might be happening at my house, with my family. It was peaceful when I left, but now... I don’t know how things are. I’m afraid I can’t help you; I need to get back right away.”

“Get back? Are you crazy? Do you know the dangers you’ll be facing if you head toward the ranches? The soldiers’ll cut you to shreds, Lord Manchego.”

“But... I have a grandmother... she’s old...” muttered the boy, swallowing his panic.

Savarb studied the lad and knew he would not manage to dissuade him. “I know of an alternative way, my lord: the sewers. It’s not free from danger, we don’t know what’s in there, but it’s the only option. And there’s a problem: The nearest entrance is two blocks away.”

“I’ll risk it!” Manchego said, suddenly hopeful. “I can’t stay here when my grandmother’s still at the Ranch, and Luchy and Tomasa and Rufus... They need me! I’ve got to get there one way or another!” The boy clenched his fists. “I’ll go by the sewers.”

He felt full to the brim with determination; he even noticed that his voice had changed, as if there were no trace of innocence left in him and he were now just a sad man with a longing for revenge.

Savarb nodded. “Two of my soldiers will escort you and help you take off the lid at the entrance; it’s metal and very heavy. At the end of the access stairway there ought to be a torch, and it should be easy to light. Here’s tinder and flint; they’re good quality. When you’re inside the sewers, don’t forget to follow the current. The exit is near the Farmer’s Avenue.”

“Soldiers! The devils are coming!” came a cry in the distance. A sphere of flames flew over their heads. Arrows fell in showers. 

“Those sons of bitches never rest,” muttered Savarb. He turned to Manchego: “Set off at once! Here, take this dagger, you might need it. Get away before night comes!”

***
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MASLON AND A COMRADE named Ermand guided Manchego amid shouting and the noise of the battle they had left behind them. The shepherd was tiring fast; he was not used to moving so cautiously, bent double, his nerves and muscles tense. For a moment he thought a few soldiers were coming toward them, but the noise was lost amid the hurly-burly of the war.

He scanned the windows and doors of the houses. Maslon and Ermand stopped in the middle of the street. There in front of them was the metal lid, heavy, with a smooth rusty surface, which gave access to the sewers.

“Now push from one side with the club,” Maslon said. “One, two, three!”

The lid gave with a powerful screech. The pestilent breath of the drains surged up from the black mouth. Manchego recovered from the stench and began to go down the steps. What mattered was to get to his grandmother as soon as possible. 

“My lord, wait! There’s something I want to tell you. It’s a song my grandmother used to sing in difficult times, and you seem to me one of those bright beings my grandmother called revealers. The song goes like this:

You fret, and you’re smothered by words,

Meaningless, fluttering like birds,

You’re hooked, on the route that you know,

Conquering wherever you go,

Eclipsed, you surge from defeat to the fight,

The lion’s battle-roar proclaims your might.

Your sorrows you long to discard, to forget,

To take refuge in others, to flow freer yet,

Dulling yourself with tears, your ideas flowing free,

You swing in a hammock of sorrows, cease to be.

Emotion turns to energy, your scheming

Thoughts become arrows that cut through your dreaming

You lose all the peasants weave into their song,

What pleased you in other eons is now sad, is now wrong,

And yet your flag in battle flutters proud and free,

You resist the oppression that drowns you in misery,

You weaken, O powerful unveiler, you taste despair,

Your swollen heart holds treasures of memories in rosaries, and when boiled 

they suddenly wake in your mind, and you remember when and where.

Bleak, the ideas that swarm to sulfur disdain:

Dulled, you sink like a ship adrift in the main.

Cheerful puzzles you’ve talked about slip from your hand

And fall, frozen, over mountains of words on the land.

Warrior heroes casual Time has evolved for your aid:

You take up the whole, not the part they say you have played.

Not for you the frothy heroics of a day or an hour:

You defend the flanks you’re assigned with fury and power.

Yield not, avoid all shabby temptation,

March, warrior hero, let your strength be illumination!

So onwards, divine angel, give your flock the care which is owing,

Keep vivid that life which the saints send endlessly flowing,

Shout with power your eminence, let your warlike passions shine clear,

March onwards, let your dwelling be strong, your brightness austere!

These words were like a fresh breath of hope, and they drew Manchego away from the wish to take revenge for the murders of his mother and grandfather. “Thanks for the song... Now I have to go. Maslon and Ermand, may the Gods be with you!”

The warriors wished Manchego a good journey and with great effort began to close the entrance to the sewers. With his eyes on the hole above his head, Manchego watched the evening light disappear in that ever-narrower half-moon. With a clatter everything went black and silent.

In the distance was the sound of something dripping. His heart froze when he heard metal-soled boots running over the cobblestones outside. He wished his new friends Maslon and Ermand the best, that they would manage to escape and reach the fort in time. The silence was almost an oasis of serenity. Apart from the intermittent dripping, he could only hear his own breath and the beating of his heart.

He took out the tinder and flint the Captain had given him. With one hand he touched his other pocket; yes, his Teitú nut was still there. In the darkness he rubbed the flint against the rock as to create sparks. The tinder quickly caught on.

He went on down the stairs, slowly, so as not to put out the flame. As Savarb had told him, the torch was beside the last step. A breath of air came up the tunnel and extinguished the light. He blew on the embers and fed them more tinder. The flame caught at once, vigorously, licked the walls and almost reached the ceiling.

Secure in the light, Manchego stepped off the final step, and his boots sank into a thick green liquid with feces and other refuse floating in it. The stench made him retch, but he had to go on. This was nothing in comparison with what he had just been through, with what Grandmother might be going through. Savarb had warned him to follow the current of the water, and so he did.

He walked as fast as he could, making as little noise as possible. When he came to a crossroads, he took account of the flow of water and refuse and took the same direction. He preferred not to think too much; enigmas and secrets he had barely begun to make out were accumulating in his mind. His whole life had been turned upside-down, and he knew that the Manchego who was going back to the Ranch was not the one who had left it. 

Noise.

He stopped and the noise ceased. It was the sound of footsteps, he was sure of it. Someone was walking at the same pace as himself. He stood still for a few seconds, looking back, in case that person should appear. Nothing. All the same, a few waves in the current confirmed that someone was nearby.

On an impulse he started to run in that direction. Whoever was there was not fleeing, but coming towards him. 

“Stop, in the name of the Mayor!” The shout echoed between the eroded walls. Something shiny flew towards him. He soon realized what it was and crouched down. The spear hit the torch, sending sparks and embers everywhere. There was darkness.

Without being aware of it, he sent out a pulse of angelic energy. As though in a gentle wave, a body traveled across the distance that separated them. Manchego felt only that this presence moved away from him to release its fury on the soldiers who were pursuing him. The boy stirred and wiped his sleeve over his face. In the darkness he felt for the torch: It was wet and now useless. He still had some tinder left. He rubbed the flint on the wall. By this small light he made out two soldiers fighting to the death with a being who wielded a sword with only a single arm. Manchego felt a current of energy that electrified him as he recognized Mowriz fighting with a passion he would never have imagined in him. It infected Manchego. The wish to avenge his mother and grandfather awoke in him, and he joined in the fight. Before the match went out, he managed to thrust the dagger into the side of a soldier. He felt horror as he noticed the flesh yielding, deeply and cleanly, before the advance of the blade. The soldier collapsed with a yell.

Even though he was in the dark, he could touch the current with his hand and guess its direction. He ran and ran until a tiny crack in the ceiling indicated the way out. Outside, evening was already sweeping away the day and a great dark cloud hung above the countryside. He turned to look at the village. It was a landscape of desolation, of thick columns of smoke and fires that carried the smell of burning bodies with them. With a heavy heart, he set off for the Ranch at a run, fearing that his house would already be under the rule of terror.

***

[image: ]


HE ARRIVED WITH HIS whole body alert. He was about to go into the Ranch when he heard Rufus barking in the distance. He felt something was wrong. He ran in that direction. The barking led him to the Observatory. Beside the Great Pine, Rufus was barking as loudly as he could. Manchego hugged the dog and tried to calm him. “Rufus! What’s up?”

Rufus was barking at the ceiba tree, at the foot of the hill. The shepherd looked in that direction. He saw Ounces trapped under the tree. He ran down to help his favorite sheep. “I’m coming, Ounces!”

Lightning streaked the sky. The blast of thunder deafened Manchego for a few seconds. A strong wind rose which shook the trees from side to side, even the biggest ones, like the ceiba. Rufus kept on barking, but in a different way, desperately, as if he were alerting him to something. He went on. When he reached Ounces, he squatted down. Nothing was holding the animal. Was it a trap? The sheep watched him with a sly look. Manchego started, tripped.

Those sky-blue eyes, bright, as if possessed, went on staring at him. The boy began to move away backwards, fell. But it was not only he who fell; the whole world toppled. His back struck the ground, his lungs emptied abruptly, and he was left breathless. Something cracked under his weight.

He wanted to act, but panic had paralyzed his will. He was sinking. Two tears of sadness ran down the shepherd’s face as he fell into the depths. At the last instant he reached out with his arms to grab whatever there was, but his fingers grasped only air.

“Lulita....!” he howled. The earth swallowed him.




Par​t II
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Chapter XVIII – Darkness
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Breathe in. Breathe out. Breathe in. Breathe out. Breathe in, breathe in, breathe in, breathe out.

Something turbulent flowed along those elastic tubes with their unequal diameter. It was liquid, it flowed with difficulty. Pulse by pulse. A bomb marked the rhythm of life. Tut, tot, tut, tot, tut, tot... Tut, liquid out; tot, liquid in. Breathe in, breathe out.

Everything worked to perfection. It sounded rather like a rustle of silk. He imagined a silkworm rubbing its legs. The image of the worm shattered when a loud noise brought him out of his slumber; there seemed to be leaks of water and air. But he was exhausted and needed to sleep in order to recover. He let himself drift through dreams, delightful images which peacefully rocked him.

And what is that? That noise... Breathe in. Breathe out. Breathe in. Breathe out. Something that was broken, leakages of air and water.

He had no idea how long he was in that state, asleep, waiting, recovering. Recovering from what? He might be dead, but an acute pain reminded him that he was indeed alive... Rest made him forget that pain. The layers of sleep covered him with their feathered blankets.

One, two, three, four sheep jumped over the fence. Five, six, seven, eight, nine sheep jumped. Ten, eleven, twelve, thirteen, fourteen sheep. What joy! One after the other, white and pretty as clouds, jumping with the grace of the breeze, the movement of the pendulum of life.

A hundred and five, a hundred and six, a hundred and seven, a hundred and eight, a hundred and nine. Wow! So many sheep!

One of them stopped before it jumped and turned to look at him. Those eyes... a sheep with sky-blue eyes?... The sheep bleated, baaaah, baaah, and jumped. That blue-eyed sheep triggered a memory. He thought he knew its name, even though he could not remember it. The shepherd who looked after all those sheep must know his job.

Shepherd...

Shepherd?

The word echoed in his mind.

A dying sense surrounded him. A shiver ran through his body with poisonous claws, scratching at his exhausted soul. Everything was silent, cold, the smell of death. He could see nothing. He wanted to rub his eyes, but the movement brought on a sharp pain. He decided to stay still. Then he noticed that his right arm was terribly wounded, but he did not know how or when he had injured it. He could not see a thing. He put his left hand to his face. Yes his eyes were open, but he had no way of establishing whether everything was dark or whether he had been struck blind.

Absolute darkness and silence. His breathing was uniform, except for some repeated sighs. He did not know where he was. Perhaps at home, perhaps it was night-time and that was why he could see nothing. He moved his left arm; it hurt a little. The right one hurt too much. His skin brushed against cold stone and made him shiver. There was nothing else around.

He put the fingers of his left hand to his mouth and touched his lips. They were dry. His fingers too were intact. Luchy! Lulita! Rufus! Balthazar!... What was happening? Who was doing this to him? He did not dare to shout or even moan with pain. He did not know whether in that darkness there were eyes and ears waiting for the perfect moment to attack him. His heart beat crazily. Something terrible had happened and he had no clue to help him to find out what it was.

He put his left hand to his head and stroked it. When he felt something gelatinous and a lightning-bolt of pain pierced his skull, his world collapsed.

What’s happened to me? What’s this on my head?

He touched it again. Yes, it was something gelatinous with a rough edge. He pressed, and once more that stab of pain that came close to driving him insane. He could barely contain a howl. He licked the finger-tips that had touched the wound in his head and tasted something metallic: blood. And the broken bones, the fever... He was beginning to put two and two together. His hair was plastered with dried blood and scabs.

He tried to feel his right arm with his left, to assess the damage. At that moment he realized that all his weight was lying on that limb. The shoulder was turned towards his chest, the joint was throbbing. It was not the only thing that was twisted: so were his elbow, his wrist and his fingers. Has a horse trampled on me? Could it have been Mowriz and his friends?

He tried to sit up. He bent his right leg, trying to overcome that torture, so as to lean on his left side. He did not move much, but it was enough to free his right arm from his own weight. Now it felt numb, soft, lifeless. With his left hand he placed it over his chest. Something like peaks and a crest stood out. He understood at once that they were broken bones.

He understood something else, that his whole right side, including his head, had suffered blows and fractures. Fear overwhelmed him with an attack of nausea, and in two fits of retching he threw up something that stank. A hint of light dawned in his mind. Ounces, his sheep... but possessed, with those sky-blue eyes. He had been frightened and had fallen, something broke beneath him and he kept falling. That was where he must have gotten those injuries.

What or who had possessed the sheep? With what aim? Who or what wished to hurl him into utter darkness? If someone wanted to murder him, he had almost accomplished his mission. He wept. Someone wanted him dead. Could it be the shadow? That, now, was the least of it. The only thing that mattered was that he was alive and that he had to choose a way forward: to keep going or die. He did not hesitate.

He remembered his grandmother, remembered Luchy... where were they now? Perhaps they were a long way away, without help, without warmth. A tear ran down his cheek, two, three. He burst into tears. The boy remained lying there, with nothing else to do but feel sorry for himself. He sniffed, and the echo returned a blast of sound that reminded him he must keep silent. But his clumsiness was not in vain. Thanks to the noise he imagined a map of the place. There seemed to be a series of tunnels around. Tunnels... Eromes’ red book came into his mind, with its mention of several dark tunnels. If I’m blind, I’ll never ever see another sunrise, he said to himself, wanting to burst into tears again.

Sunrises were his energy, his spiritual food. And what if, on top of being blind, he had been left alone in the world? Without his family, without his friends, without his pets, there would be no difference between him and a worm. He wiped away his tears and decided to control himself; weeping could dehydrate him. And come to that, where had Mowriz gone? Manchego had never imagined he would end up wanting his former enemy beside him.

He had to move, and fast. The injuries might threaten his health; he might contract an infection. He gathered together strength from hope, from the will to survive, and got to his feet. The pain was intense, but the harsh training of the last months worked in his favor. He breathed in deeply, proud of having got himself under control, determined to find safety, and started walking. Where to go? Anywhere. The important thing was to move on.
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Chapter XIX – Blossoming
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He walked very slowly, dragging his right leg. His head was spinning. Sometimes the wound opened, and a thread of blood ran down his temple. Simple things like not tripping and falling, or taking care of his posture so as to save his strength, took on an extraordinary importance. His chest shrank as if a claw was trying to tear out his heart. He coughed. Something thick and tasteless came up, neither blood nor snot. Thanks to the cough he was able to gain some idea of where he was.

The ceiling was extremely high; everything around him was rock. To the left he touched a wall. He went on along it, clinging close to it to guide himself and steady his steps. After a while he felt tired and lay down on the cold, hard floor. His exhaustion was so extreme that he fell asleep at once. When he woke up he went on. It seemed this was never going to end.

He slept again, woke up again. Once more on the move. Manchego had already lost all sense of direction, time or space. He had no idea what had happened, why he was there, or how to get out, but something he did know: without water, without food, without love, his life was slipping away from him.

***

[image: ]


HIS BOOTS SANK INTO mud. He tripped and fell on his face in a puddle of water. It was freezing! Water!

With enormous delight the boy began to drink without restraint, regardless of the acrid mineral flavor. It was cool. He went on a little more; perhaps he would find a larger expanse of water where he could bathe his wounds. Overcome by excitement, it was too late by the time he realized he had reached an edge. He slipped.

He fell several feet, panic-stricken, until his body crashed into a great body of water. He sank, further and further down. He concentrated on not losing his calm, not breathing, not swallowing water, taking control of his body and moving his feet, like fins, towards the surface. When he emerged he touched a wall and grasped at a crack.

He was treading water. He prayed there would be no hungry animals beneath his feet. He swam on, keeping close to the wall. He had to find the shore, dry land. His boots trod on a surface and he began to walk. He arrived somewhere with different features. He noticed it in the rock and the floor, which was soft, like mud. His footsteps did not produce the same deep echoes; Manchego deduced that there were fewer passages. He coughed. This time he brought up a gelatinous and ill-smelling substance.

Overcome by exhaustion, by darkness and by not knowing, the boy lay down on the ground. He fell asleep immediately.

***
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SOMETHING WAS CALLING him by name. The sound was distant, vague, but it did not stop. Yes, it was his name, over and over and over again...

The wheat-field swayed in the breeze and opened in golden fans, radiant in the twilight. The horizon was a watercolor in crimson and brown, sky-blue and orange, clouds and sun. You reap what you sow, he thought as he tilled the fields. Those who sow tears, reap joys. Though they may weep as they load the sacks, they’ll come back singing with joy, bundles of wheat in their arms. We must sow. 

The afternoon was darkening into dusk. He gazed at the sky; the stars twinkled. Something happened to the stars, they were moving, becoming brighter; it seemed the world was spinning at a terrible speed. Not far away, stars began to rain down on the fields! As they touched the ground, they raised silver sparks.

He broke into a run, with an expectant smile on his face and his hands open. Would he manage to catch a star before it fell?

Ah! Here it comes!

Swisssssss!

He raced as fast as he could towards a strip of light which left a yellow wake behind it and was traveling at an impossible speed. With his hands cupped, he managed to grasp it before it collided with the ground.

He rolled on the grass, taking care not to lose his precious possession. He got to his knees, both astonished and awed. The star was in his hands! The light was so powerful he could not stop admiring it; at the same time, that brightness did not hurt him. The light began to rise from his hand as if it had a life of its own.

Those who sow with tears

the seeds which in black fire lie,

through blackened sunset creeping

on the alum, the darkening sky;

a sea with darkness weeping

summons Thórlimás from the land.

From the land of Tutonticám,

lost, lovely, remote Teitú,

there walks firmly over the veil

over ships of white bamboo, 

which on a purple sky sail,

a warrior of the Naevas Aedán.

Times spent in Chaos will pass by him

over the war of a sadness

between its mighty supports,

where his dwelling shone in gladness

days passed in a peace of sorts,

a place that remains destroyed.

The old Lyric of the Wind sings that he

who bears the sack of seed with care,

heavy and somber, bent double,

will soon shine with joy so fair, 

his night disappears from the rubble

and his discontent never returns.

“Don’t underestimate a Teitú nut,” the witch had told him with something mysterious in her voice. “It’s a magical nut, an indispensable totem. When you need it, bury the Teitú nut a foot underground, water it three times a day and lie on top of it to give it your warmth for five consecutive nights.”

He woke up. He was breathing fast; he felt his lungs were about to collapse. The Teitú nut! He still had it in his hand; all this time he had been squeezing it. Hesitating over whether he should part with it or not, he dug in the mud, buried the totem and covered it. He lay down on top, face up, resolved to wait.

He dreamt of something delightful, for a change. He was walking on the clouds, white and soft. Something came up from the ground, from the exact spot where he had buried the nut, like a volcano which spewed earth instead of lava. He woke up. Impressed by the dream and moved by what awaited him, he closed his eyes once again.

Absolute peace enveloped his heart; a supernatural force raised his spirits. Could it be the nut germinating beneath him? Time went by. The volcano had grown. Awed, he touched it and felt that a plant had sprouted. How wonderful!

He tried to sink back into the dream but was unable to. His excitement would not allow him to relax and sleep. He was anxious to learn the result of the spell. He coughed and knew his health had deteriorated. Without food and without treatment by a competent healer, he might be at the doors of death. This thought darkened his enthusiasm for the nut and the plant; he became dizzy and lost consciousness.

He opened his eyes. He sensed life, that something or someone was keeping him company. After so much loneliness, he gave thanks to the heavens. He touched the plant. It was a foot tall, and some leaves had opened on it together with a bud which would soon turn into a flower.

“My name is Manchego,” he said excitedly. Perhaps he was losing his wits; he was still terrified of speaking in the shadow, but communicating, strengthening the illusion that he was engaged in a dialogue with someone, even if it was only a plant, made him feel good.

He told it he was an orphan and the tragic story of how Eromes had sacrificed his life for him. He grew sad.

In the boy’s mind the plant began to develop a personality, something unusual, but the most incredible thing was that the plant understood why Manchego loved sunsets, particularly those dramatic sunsets when the clouds bled around the edges and poured their essence on the horizon, like tea in water.

Often he had tried to explain this to Grandmother and Luchy. No one had understood what he meant. The plant concluded that Manchego was in love with Luciella. Well, of course! But it also knew that he was very sleepy and that because of his serious injuries he needed to rest. The boy did not doubt that the plant’s advice was excellent, and with his soul now restored in spirit, he readied himself for sleep, and to recover from the blows.
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Chapter XX – A Sun in the Shadow
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He woke up. Everything was dark. He felt something around him and turned his head to find out what it was, but it was no use, so intense was the blackness. He coughed a couple of times, bringing up that unpleasant substance again.

This time his ribs did not hurt. He concentrated on the presence which was keeping company with him. He touched the plant. The stem was incredibly long! It had grown in thickness too, it now felt like the trunk of a small tree. It had long sharp thorns. He got to his feet and touched the trunk carefully so as not to prick his fingers on the thorns. It had at least ten branches, with bushy foliage. The shy bud had been transformed into a perfect, swelling sphere, its surface smooth and slippery, like that of a fish or a frog’s egg.

Two tiny membranes, like the wings of a butterfly, were clearly palpable. While Manchego racked his brains trying to imagine the plant and its purpose while in complete darkness, there came a spark.

AND THERE WAS LIGHT!

A shock of nourishing energy purged his soul from all his recent worries. In an instant he felt abnormally ecstatic. 

The radiance exploded into a powerful fan of rosy lights. His eyes, which by now had grown used to pitch darkness, suffered as the light poured into his dilated pupils. He was not blind! What joy he felt! He was suddenly overcome by the fear of meeting a ghost, but the presence which radiated light assured him—without words—that all was well.

Little by little he began to notice details around him. The earth was black and moist, and kept the mark of his footsteps. The walls, of very dark rock, were stained by centuries of falling water. From the ground rose stalagmites, like alien structures. From the ceiling hung stalactites like the fangs of some terrible beast. He saw his body through his clothes, which were now in tatters. His legs were dirty with mud and blood. The right one was swollen and purple at the thigh and heel. His torn boot left his foot visible, badly injured and skinned.

But what most impressed him was his right arm, which had lost its regular shape and now looked like a branch broken at different points. Manchego focused on the bright light of the sphere, which was beating its wings before his face. He felt he was spellbound by something divine.

The sphere stopped at the level of his eyes. It no longer hurt to look at that dazzling light, radiant as the sun. Ideas and images began to course through his mind. In that wordless communication, the boy guessed that inside that globe there was a depth only accessible to a privileged few. He simply looked and thought. He felt a new current of ideas. He could not believe it. Another flow of thoughts made him pause, and from there a conclusion emerged: The sphere was transmitting its own thoughts to him.
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Chapter XXI – Embracing the Sun
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The most unusual thing happened. Manchego and the sphere communicated fluently, sharing ideas and thoughts without any boundaries. It was like talking to himself in his mind, only that when he talked to this presence it felt like he was talking to someone else, even though he was technically thinking to himself.

The boy suddenly felt hungry. He knew this had been prompted by the sphere, which offered him nothing less than the plant it had been born from. This was very odd. Manchego should have felt unease at being offered food so rapidly by an anomaly like the one before him. However, he felt like he could trust his life to this magnificent being.

He took a leaf, put it in his mouth, and chewed warily. At first he noticed only a grassy taste, but then the juices of the leaf entered his bloodstream. He felt a surge of energy which raised his spirits. Wolfishly he stuffed all the leaves he could in his mouth and chewed avidly. Very soon he had eaten all the foliage.

He closed his eyes. The pains in his body began to recede; strength came back to his muscles; he felt full of energy and vitality; his mind seemed to be thinking more quickly. And it was all thanks to the Teitú nut. 

Seriously, am I helping you? In my opinion you’re the one who’s helping me.

What was that? the boy thought.

I don’t know, perhaps many things.

“Who said that?” he asked aloud.

Me.

“Who?”

Me!

“But who’s “me”? I don’t know who you are!”

It’s me! I’m right here, in front of your face!

Manchego saw the light floating before his eyes.

“Who are you?”

I’m me, replied the foreign thought. The reply did not satisfy Manchego.

“What’s your name?”

What’s a name? Do we have to have one?

Manchego had never wondered about this before. “It’s so that other people have something to call you.”

I don’t know who would need to call me. Did you have a name when you were born?

“No. The moment when I was born I didn’t.” The boy put a finger to his lips, pondering. 

Who gave you your name?

“My grandmother, I guess...”

Then does that mean you’re my grandmother? What’s a grandmother?

“Oh, for the Gods’ sake! You’re showing up my ignorance; now I don’t even know why my grandmother gave me the name of a cheese. I guess I’m responsible for your birth, but I’m not your grandmother... How about calling you Teitú?

Am I Teitú? Right. I like it! Teitú and Manchego... Hello, Manchego!

“How do you know my name?”

I’ve known it for quite a while.

The boy realized he had had the nut for several months, and now that it had shown itself to be so magical, he was not surprised that in its primitive form it would already hold so much wisdom, so many mysteries. Had Ramancia transferred them to it? Why had the witch given him an object that would end up saving him from the shadow?

Manchego studied the sphere. There were no eyes or mouth; just light.

“How come you can speak my language?”

I don’t speak your language. I communicate with you through thoughts; you put them into words. It’s a useless conversation, because you can understand everything I think without any need to make a system out of it. But we’ve only just met, it’s too soon. One day you won’t do that any longer.

Manchego felt overwhelmed by so much wisdom. Could an ancient soul be dwelling within that light? “All right, but... who are you?”

I’m Teitú!

“I don’t mean the name; I want to know who you are.”

And what about you... who are you?

.“I’m Manchego.”

I don’t mean the name; I want to know who you are.

“Um... I don’t know. Well, I mean... I’m a lot of things; for instance, I’m a shepherd.” 

That is “what” you are, or what you do, not “who” you are.

Manchego felt he was trapped in his own question. Answering “who” you are is not easy to do. “What are you?”

I don’t know. I am. What are you?

“I’m human.”

I don’t know what I am. I just am!

“Fine. That’s enough for now... Now what?”

Manchego did not know what to do with Teitú. Was it just a light to illuminate his way? Was it nothing more than a fruit of the plant he had fed on? Or did it have a more important purpose? How could he find out?

I don’t know. I don’t know what my purpose is. The only thing that’s clear is that we’re both trapped in the shadow, we both want to get out of it, and we have to do that as soon as possible. There’s a very evil presence lurking here.

“Let’s be friends!”

I like that idea!

“I ended up in this place for some reason I still don’t understand. If you like, I can tell you later.”

No, don’t tell me. You don’t need to. I can see.

“So what do you see?”

Everything that goes through your mind. Like the fact that you saw Ounces possessed by a spirit.

“You see inside my mind? How?” Manchego felt intimidated.

I don’t know. I just can.

“And why can’t I do the same thing?”

I don’t know. I don’t understand all your questions.

“How about setting off? I’m concerned about my grandmother and Luchy and I have to get out of here as soon as possible. Shall we look for the exit together?”

Sure! Quite honestly, I can’t think of anything else to do. I don’t want to stay here. I want to help you get out of here and get together with your family again. And for you to become the best rancher of the Empire.

“Thank you! And I want to help you to be who you must be. I’d like to tell you things; I trust you. I think this is going to be a very special relationship!”

Excellent! I think it would better if I guided you. I can fly and see obstacles and ways through. We’ll have to be careful; that arm of yours doesn’t look very healthy. You ought to get it looked at it when we get out of this horrible place.

“I agree. Listen, do you eat?”

I don’t know. I’ve only just been born, I’m still not sure of anything. Maybe I do, maybe I don’t. We’ll find out.

“Right then. Let’s get going, I don’t want to delay any longer.”

Follow me.

“What about the plant?”

I don’t know. What do you suggest?

“How about bringing it with us?”

Manchego uprooted the stem. The flower petals he kept as a possible source of food. The bud Teitú had emerged from was now burnt. Teitú took off and led the way, with Manchego following. Now he had a light, and more importantly, a new friend and guide. At last, after so many misfortunes, the boy was smiling.
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Chapter XXII – Kanumorsus
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Teitú proved to be the perfect ally during that journey. Thanks to its light, Manchego enjoyed visibility and safety so as to overcome the horrors of the shadows. The light spread for some distance around, and unlike the fire of the torch, it was steady and would not go out.

More than this, Teitú encouraged him, offering him the necessary link to keep him safe and sound, and covered him with its protective energy. The terrain was as rough as Manchego had guessed from the sound: rocks, wetness, cracks, landslides, and forests of stalagmites and stalactites.

The roof was so high that at times he could not make it out. The fact that Eromes had gone into this place for the sake of a newborn baby who had nothing to do with him, with just a torch and nothing else, entitled him to the deepest respect.

The stem of the plant turned out to be an excellent staff to lean on as he walked. The complexity of the place suggested that perhaps busy hands had shaped it with some very specific aim, but with only a superficial glance he could not deduce anything more. Tunnels opened out everywhere, like branches of the main passage.

“How long before we get out?” he asked, on the brink of despair. They had been walking for a long time and the path seemed interminable.

I have no idea. All I know is that this place is wonderful and terrible, created thousands and thousands of years ago.

Manchego sensed that Teitú was growing restless, and seconds later he felt the same sense of disturbance himself. It was a feeling of death and evil which sprang up all of a sudden, as if they had crossed an invisible portal and now found themselves in a new dimension.

Teitú confirmed this. I fear we’re coming closer to a source of evil energy. Something terrible is happening, or has happened, but this presence is strange... Wait a moment... what’s that? Green light? An abomination...

Teitú went closer to a group of rocks. His companion’s light was so bright that Manchego could not see what he was referring to, but he remembered the passage in Eromes’ book in which he talked about a green light.

Manchego... How strange this light is! The evil energy oozes between the rocks.

The boy went closer and saw the radiation of the green light for himself. With his staff he turned over a rock, and just as his grandfather had written in the red book, the rock stopped shining.

Manchego, listen carefully. You’ll realize that moment by moment, the light breathes out something like a symphony of sadness, death, and desolation. It’s the saddest and most evil thing I’ve witnessed in my short life, since I was just a nut. And listen... I think there’s more of the same further ahead. I hear echoes, I don’t perceive them by hearing them, but through my soul.

“Teitú, we need to go on and get out of here. These tunnels killed my grandfather.”

That’s right... I’m very sorry. You know... you should communicate with me through thoughts only. I don’t think it’s a good idea to speak out loud in these tunnels. Someone might hear us, said the seraph.

“You’re right... but... how do I do that?”

Try it out.

Like this? thought Manchego.

Just like that! You’ve got it. You’re a natural, thought Teitú.

Manchego felt good when he found communicating with Teitú was easy. Was it communication from mind to mind? It probably was. He wondered at the trust he felt in this light. It could be a trap, but something told him he could be at his ease with this sphere. He followed his odd companion. Teitú was continuing along a passage of massive rocks, heavy and smooth-surfaced. The dark mouth opened gradually into a cavern on a grand scale. The walls rose so high that the ceiling was invisible. Far away and high up, something vaguely reflected Teitú’s light and revealed the presence of precious stones.

At one point Manchego was obliged to climb a slope. At the top he was surprised to find a space of smooth rock, no more than five yards across. There was nothing but dust and rubble. It had the air of a lookout point.

There are no signs that anybody has passed through here for a long time.

Would you mind if we took a rest? thought the lad.

Excellent idea!

Here, Manchego thought, and sat down. You can rest between my legs; they’ll hide your light. You ought to rest as well.

I like the way you think!

Teitú flew to Manchego’s crossed legs and sheltered in the hollow of his knee.

I’d love to eat something... like tamalitos or arequipe from Luchy’s ranch.

That sounds delicious. But I’d advise you not to go there. Remembering what you love will only bring you emotional pain.

Manchego sighed. He lay down and stretched. His right arm was still in a bad state. He placed it on his chest so that it would not hurt. 

How strange you are, Teitú. It means a lot to me, the honor of knowing a being like you. You give me the best advice and we barely know each other. He felt a great deal of curiosity about this luminous being.

Could I hold you? I’d like to see you from close to. He sat up.

I don’t see why not, thought the seraph.

Manchego stretched out a finger toward the sphere, inch by inch. How strange you are, Teitú. I don’t see that you have eyes or ears or a mouth. And those wings are something out of this world. I don’t know whether you’re masculine or feminine... You’re weightless! You’re wonderful!

What’s this about masculine or feminine?

The sex you belong to, and as he said the word, Luchy’s naked body came to his mind. He shook that image from his head. I was born a man. You know that by my genitals... between my legs.

What? What do you have between your legs? 

Manchego blushed. He had opened up a thorny subject. Uh... perhaps you still have some growing up to do... We’d better talk about this some other time, he thought, still blushing.

D’you mean human reproduction?

Better another day, huh? Manchego lay back, ready to take a well-deserved nap. Teitú flew at ground level and got into the boy’s shirt, close to his heart.

***
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TEITÚ WENT OUT TO EXPLORE their surroundings. After a while it addressed Manchego. Can you hear me?

Manchego woke up immediately. He concentrated. The sound was crystal-clear and unmistakable.

Echoes.

Let’s go now, Manchego. Better safe than sorry, Teitú urged him. Something’s woken up... 

The boy got to his feet with a start, and at once they began to descend from the top of the rise. The noise of stones moving sounded again at an incalculable distance, reverberating in the cave.

The walls became two thick columns of solid rock which supported a great arch, badly shaped, which gave entrance to a tunnel whose contours were smooth and well-cared-for. They went on, awed by the look of this new tunnel. Manchego imagined that only majestic beings, of great power, could have created this world. None of this could have been the result of any mere whim of nature.

Further on they identified the roar of water falling over a rockslide. The origin of the stream must be high up, beyond the range of sight. A restless breeze sprang up, and Teitú’s light took on the colors of the rainbow. Then Manchego felt the ground trembling. An earthquake? No, it was not the ground, it was his legs. He was shivering with fear. He was not the only one; Teitú’s light was dimmer. Manchego began to understand.

“This is what the shadow wishes to do with its poison: to contaminate our souls and take away their spirits,” he told himself. “It’s what happened to my grandfather, and that’s why he lost his life.”

He composed himself and gathered his courage together. A powerful vital energy surged from the depths of his being. “I won’t let the shadow subdue me!” he said forcefully. He clenched his fists, tensed his muscles. “I’m not one to let myself be beaten. A man’s courage is forged out of pain and virtue, values and principles, sorrows and rewards; and if he perishes in his mission, let it be with the courage he showed when he gave himself over to the battle, and not with the cowardice which reduced him to rubble.”

Manchego stared at the sphere. “Your light is vital on my way, and my mind vital for your strength. If we don’t fight together we’ll lose, we’ll be left alone in this shadow which won’t rest till it devours us. Come on, then, let’s defeat this shadow!” Teitú replied by giving out an intense red flash. They went on. His step was firm, without any trace of doubt, illuminated by that beam of crimson light.

The waterfall flowed into a river. Manchego plunged into it and began to swim. He dodged rocks; sometimes the current pushed him off his course. When he glimpsed a shore, he made his way towards it and saw that it was the starting-point of a multitude of tunnels. His grandfather must have passed that way too. He did not know whether to be happy or sad, although at least he was now sure he was coming close to the heart of the evil, the place where Eromes had found his mother murdered and himself, newborn.

The green light they had seen before was everywhere here, illuminating floor, walls and ceiling.

Voices! Voices! Insane and sinister. I don’t even want to imagine whoever’s responsible for sorrow like that, Teitú thought.

Manchego clenched his teeth. I think I know whose voice that is.

Dethis? What does that mean? It looks horrible. I don’t like it.

I don’t know what Dethis means, but you’d better turn yourself off, Teitú. Can you do that? I don’t want to attract his attention.

I think I can. Teitú became transparent.

Manchego chose the tunnel he thought would offer the shortest way to the voices. He was walking close to the wall, taking cover behind the piles of rock he found along his way. At the end he leaned against a rock to watch closely. The voices reached him clearly.

“Alfarón said he’d come to subdue the witch, but he’s taking too long. I don’t understand why he wants to do it himself. It’s as if he had a grudge against the old woman...”

“Yes, it’s strange for Alfarón to be late. Something must have happened, and we’d better go on without him. We’ll have to carry out the plan, that’s the priority.”

“So then what? We kill her?”

“She’s mortally wounded. Let the rats finish her off. We can go on with the ritual. We have to leave everything ready for the sacrifice, which’ll be soon, and it has to be perfect. Revenge is near... I can feel it.”

Those voices, those beings... Teitú said. What are they? Their voices are cold as stone and cruel as the shadow. With pale faces and dead eyes.

Manchego was absorbed in the conversation which was unfolding a few yards further on. Did you hear, Teitú? They say they’re going to carry out a plan. What can they mean?

Neither had the answer to that, but they were sure that this plan was something more than a light-hearted trifle.

When the beings with pale faces and dead eyes went away, Manchego thought he could hear a weak voice calling him persistently. He felt his heart breaking into little pieces and ran in that direction. When he discovered the source of the call the boy dropped to the ground, his heart in his mouth, his soul shrunken within him. He began to cry over the inert body of the witch. He shook her, like a puppy that refuses to be left an orphan.

The body responded: “Oh... it’s you... feels good to be around you... Don’t delay... leave right away, there’s the exit, over there. But first I must tell you great things, my dear Manchego. For a long time I’ve been watching you, studying you, protecting you from the evil forces that are searching for you. And we’ve succeeded in that, but things have speeded up; the inevitable is around the corner. You must avoid the sacrifice.”

The witch coughed blood. Her breathing was a sharp whine. She gasped for air before she went on: “Go to find Mayor Feliel. He’s the creator of the shadow, and he’s to blame for the people’s suffering. They mustn’t leave... it mustn’t come back to life.... Here, take this,” Ramancia said, and reached out her hand to him. “Go on, I tell you, take it.”

It was a small, corked flask. Inside was an iridescent blue liquid. “Drink it, Manchego. It’ll give you strength for the battle you must fight. You are who you are, Manchego, and you can’t change the essence of your soul. The warrior of the Naevas Aedán is your guide from now on. Told you it was an indispensable totem. Now run! Follow your faithful warrior Naevas Aedán. You’ll come out beside the entrance to the Litiadas caverns, leagues away from the village, thanks be to the Gods. Now... go!”

Manchego ran away, unable to stop weeping. There were so many questions he wanted to ask Ramancia and secrets he wanted to tell her... but circumstances were against him, and he had to swallow his sadness and powerlessness.

He stopped for a moment, just to drink the blue liquid from the flask. An unfamiliar vigor whirled in his navel and radiated around, running through his veins. His limbs seemed new, his senses finely tuned. With powerful strength he set off at a run, swift as a wyvern. With a precise leap he came out into the open. A cold wind was blowing. It was night-time.
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Chapter XXIII – A Broken Heart
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There, outside the house, Lulita could not shed her worry. A decrepit moon barely shone. “What’s happening that even the God of Light can’t resolve?”

The old woman sharpened her senses. Manchego was not answering, Balthazar was nowhere to be seen: Something terrible was going on. She heard the horses’ hooves in the stable. The door was open. When she went in she found Sureña restless, covered in blood... fresh blood. She examined the mare but found no injury that would explain such a quantity of blood.

Desperate, melancholy barking sounded in the distance. Lula rushed out, taken over now by the spirit of the warrior that still lived within her. She ran to the limits of her strength, her old joints working together without complaining. She reached her house, went to the kitchen and took a copper key out of a small chest. She went to her bedroom, swept off all the ornaments which lay on a gigantic chest and opened it with the key.

The hinges creaked after so many years of disuse. From the inside leaked a breath of oblivion. She took out a long axe, with a wooden handle wrapped in the pelt of a wyvern. The head was a particular type of stone, heavy and sharp.

It was covered by a thin veil of dust. The woman blew it off. She also took a longbow with feathers at the ends and a quiver full of arrows tipped with volcanic stone. She tied the axe to her back and slung the bow over her shoulder, then left at a run with the quiver in her hand.

She was ready to kill.

She mounted Sureña and set off at speed towards Rufus’s barking. The night enveloped her in its blackness. In the leaden sky the silver light of the moon edged through the clouds like stone slabs. In a short while they reached the Observatory. There was nobody there, but the barking grew stronger. Further away, near the ceiba tree, something was dimly visible. Lula knew it was Rufus. She dismounted, looking to all sides, ready to defend herself. She found nothing. She went to the dog. “Rufus! Tell me what’s happened to my boy! What’s happened! Tell me! Where’s Manchego?”

Rufus stopped barking as soon as the grandmother mentioned his master’s name. His eyes clouded over, and he howled with pain. Then he went on barking furiously, toward the ground, at the exact point where the earth had swallowed the boy. The old woman needed no words. She burst into tears and for some time was unable to do anything else. Her head started to hurt, as if the tears were about to burst a dam. Sureña snorted and the woman fell silent.

She heard the tread of boots on the grass. There was more than one pair. A patch in the clouds let through the silver light, which fell directly on three metallic surfaces reflecting that light. Sureña reared, trampling the ground. The grandmother mounted the mare and with a touch on her ribs encouraged her into battle.

The animal trotted toward the soldiers, with Lula at the reins, former member of the Emperor’s legions. The soldiers stopped and readied their shields. For a weapon they carried a long and dreadful spear. But they did not know the warrior who was on her: Daughter of the Wild Land, and a skilled shot.

She took an arrow, drew the bow and released in a matter of seconds. It whistled and buried itself in the eye of one of the Mayor’s soldiers. He fell to the ground dead. The other two kept coming, unflinching in the face of the grandmother’s daring defiance, focused only on killing, destroying. They seemed possessed by dark forces. The woman once again was touched by something of the rage that had come over her when she fought against the forces of the South, Némaldon, the ancient enemy of the Mandrake Empire, where dark powers lay dormant, waiting to rule with their domain of shadows.

The dog, who had always shown himself to be a docile, quiet pet in the company of his master, turned suddenly furious and ran towards the soldiers. He seized the arm of one and tore the flesh in a matter of seconds. The soldier did not complain about the wound or the pain, but nor did he give up either. He replied to the attack with a powerful punch. Rufus ran off in terror and disappeared into the depths of the forest.

The distraction gave Lula an opportunity. She nocked a second arrow and aimed at the jugular of another soldier. She hit her target. Meanwhile, the one who was still left alive kept advancing, showing no sign of fear. The woman, who could not stand it anymore, dismounted from the mare and went straight for this assassin with the axe in her hand, ready to teach him a lesson. The soldier attacked with his spear, missed.

The grandmother seized the weapon and pulled it towards her with a quick, sure move, narrowing the space between them so that barely a breath separated them, and with a blow shattered his shield. The officer tripped, and the moment he touched the ground the woman split his skull in two. His brains spattered everywhere.

The fight was over, but only there. From afar she heard the croaking of a beast. It was the fire, which was crackling among wood and memories. The Ranch! The grandmother ran back. She was consumed by a terrible lament as she saw the hungry flames. 

She fell to her knees, weeping in desolation as her home was consumed by the fire. She wept and wept, howling with pain. She prayed to the God of Fire, ArD’Buror, but knew it was already too late. And what if Manchego was inside? And if the fire had caught him in his sleep...?

She looked around in search of help, of anything that might be some use. She collapsed when she saw the fire and the smoke in the distance devastating the village.

“We’re off now!” came a voice at a distance. “Come!”

It was a man riding a black courser, with unkempt beard but a penetrating gaze. Lula knew him; his name was Savarb. He came together with several riders, and on one of the horses was Luchy. The girl’s gaze was lost, shattered by a pain she could never have foreseen. The massacre the Mayor had begun was a reality.

“We’re off! To the village! To the resistance! To the Fort of the Vengeful Arrow. There’s nothing else left for us!”

Lula felt the warrior within her taking over and concentrating on a single thing—survival —she mounted Sureña and galloped out behind the Captain of the Resistance, towards the village, where horror would very soon greet her.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter XXIV – The River of Murria
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The sky was as deep blue as the sea, starry as if thousands of glowworms were hanging from the vault of the world. A great cloud of spidery arms darkened the horizon to the northeast. The silver light of the moon captivated him with its beauty, and he stayed like that for a long while, before a landscape which took his breath away.

The cold wind stirred him. He looked at himself, felt his body, recovered and strengthened thanks to Ramancia’s brew. He moved his limbs, tried his flexibility, his strength. He touched his face, stretched like a cat. He felt as good as new; he felt the way he always did.

Teitú was flying around his head. Manchego blinked; he could not believe that what had been a nut was now something like a seraph. He could barely reason; his mind was in a whirl. Too many things had happened, which had awakened a multitude of contradictory emotions. He preferred not to analyze, otherwise he would give way to depression.

Teitú, on the other hand, was all enthusiasm: This world is so pretty! It flew swiftly, going up and down, examining plants and rocks, like a child discovering everything around it. The boy’s heart was heavy, realizing that this pure spirit was beginning to experience the world under the torments of a horrible shadow. Even without knowing the details of the Mayor’s plan, or whoever was behind the killing and devastation, he was sure that something of the utmost importance was about to happen. The dethis had talked about a Sacrifice...

He prayed to the God of Light, wishing everything would be solved soon and that nobody else would die. Despite this, he did not even believe in his own hope. Perhaps the rumors were true. Perhaps the God of Light was dead, and that was why the shadows were coming out and wreaking havoc.

There came a flutter and a screech. The boy looked up. He had never imagined he would see that mysterious owl again. It was not more than a stride away from him, its powerful claws on the wall of the cave. It was bleeding from one side, and the blood had stained its plumage and claws. It took off and moved further away. Manchego’s surprised gaze followed it.

Follow it! Teitú had given up its rapt exploration and was now shining intensely.

“What?” Manchego felt both lost and tired. We’ve only just got out of the shadow, and I can’t even rest?

I understand that so much fighting has overwhelmed you, but something terrible is going on in the village, and the owl wants to lead you to a particular spot. We have to follow it!

Teitú’s red light alarmed Manchego. It confirmed his guess that this being shone with different colors, in accordance with the different situations that arose. This would be useful in the future. For the moment, he heeded his companion and ran after the owl.

He went into the forest, guided by the bird of prey’s firm, steady wing-beat. There were obstacles in the terrain, but Manchego dodged them without difficulty. He attributed this energy to Ramancia’s potion and thought that perhaps the witch had foreseen that he would have to face some challenge which would test his capacity to an unimaginable degree.
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Chapter XXV – Oh Heart, How You Suffer
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The black owl did not stop for a single moment, driven by an urgency which Manchego was very soon to understand. Teitú continued to give out a fire-red sparkle, which did not make the boy’s spirits any easier.

The owl landed on the branch of a tree, camouflaged in the blackness; only its eyes could be seen. They were on a stretch of flat land which reached as far as a small hill with a great solitary pine at the top. Manchego felt emotions brush hard against him. It was the Observatory, his favorite place.

The owl had guided him to the Ranch! He scanned the plain and saw, with a feeling of despair, the ceiba tree, the spot where the earth had swallowed him up. How much time had passed since then? He walked toward the tree curiously. The roots might have been thick snakes burrowing into the earth.

Thanks to Teitú’s brightness, he examined his surroundings. Everything was as it always had been. It did not even look as though anything as terrible as the earth giving way had ever happened there. Ounces was nowhere to be seen either. He had no time to think of anything else. He glimpsed a corpse. He went closer and recognized the armor and badges at once: it was one of the Mayor’s soldiers! A smell of burnt wood assaulted him.

He looked up, towards a fat worm that penetrated the sky. It was coming from the Ranch! Lulita! The name exploded in his mind like lightning. He ran towards his house, with Teitú guiding him through the darkness of the night and the smoke.

The plantation was devastated, his enormous effort reduced to ashes. Teitú’s brightness changed to a deep, turbulent purple, mirroring the boy’s feelings. As they neared the wooden skeleton of what had been his home, Manchego reached out with his arms, as if he wished to embrace that ruined structure.

His legs gave way and he fell to the ground. He stared at the disaster: the sheep, the cow, and the donkey burnt to a crisp, the horses missing. The neighboring ranches seemed to have suffered a similar catastrophe. And Luchy? And Grandmother? What had happened to them?

A fierce hatred took hold of the young man. This was too much. First he had had to face the conditions of his birth, then the fall into a world of shadows, the injuries, the broken body; now he had to see his home reduced to ashes. His hands stiffened; he felt the urge to seek revenge. Revenge! The word etched itself on his mind in letters of fire.

“Feliel! Only that son of witches is capable of something as terrible as this... Lulita!” he screamed. The cry echoed in the night. “Felieeeeel!”

Everything’s quiet and empty, Teitú said. You should look more carefully; you might find signs of life of your grandmother. Not everything’s lost. I can feel it.

“It’s not true! I’ve got nothing left in this world! They’ve always persecuted my family; they wanted my blood for a sacrifice... You know what they did to my mother, what they did to my grandfather... what they’ve done to my grandmother! Everybody around me suffers! They all die because of me! I only bring disaster to those I love, misfortune and destruction... Feliel! Where are you hiding!”

Manchego began to hyperventilate, his eyes reddened. A vicious madness was gaining ground within him.

Teitú wanted to help its master. That’s not true! You’re not the only one who’s suffering the misfortunes of these times. For the love of love, don’t give up and don’t be defeated by those thoughts! No, Manchego, don’t allow yourself to become degraded. It’s true your life hasn’t been an easy one, but hardships come and go, you decide whether you’re prepared to do something about it or give in.

These arguments were charged with reason, Manchego thought. He felt the sharp slap of the lesson and burst into tears, but amid the tears he managed to focus. His hands relaxed, his fingers let go of the tension. Teitú stopped emitting a purple light and changed to a color between rose and sky-blue. Manchego stood up and headed for the Ranch.

Apprehensively, he searched among the ashes for the charred bones of his grandmother. He did not find her. With his soul inflamed, he went to the graveyard. He found the place devastated, the trees fallen, the headstones of Eromes’ ancestors stained with smoke and ash.

Manchego watched and moaned. He remembered the red book and went for it, but it too had been devoured by the flames. Sadness gave way to curiosity when something moved behind him. The ground shook. A powerful explosion echoed around. When Manchego opened his eyes, he saw a thick black cloud of smoke in the shape of a mushroom which scattered sparks and gave off an intense yellow light. That cloud hung above the village, and there was nothing spontaneous or natural about it.

I don’t like that smoke, Manchego, we must find out what it is, but it’s sure to be some villainy of Mayor Feliel’s, Teitú said.

They went back to the Observatory. Before he turned his attention to anything else, Manchego needed to make sure that Lulita’s body was not there. At the top of the hill he found nothing but silence and the murmur of the foliage touched by the wind. Luckily, the Great Pine had been spared by the tongues of fire. He went down the hill and headed to the ceiba tree, where not twenty strides from it the body of the soldier lay.

Not far off were two other bodies, killed by well-aimed arrows, and then he recalled something Balthazar had said. Lulita had been a great warrior, and being a Wild Woman, there would have been nothing surprising if she had shown great skill in the use of those weapons, which were common in those lands.

I think you should take a sword and a shield.

Manchego felt fear. He had never been moved by violence, although at that moment he wished to take revenge with all his soul. But it was one thing to think about revenge, quite another to carry it out. Wielding a sword at this moment scared him; it meant taking another step on the path which would turn him into a different person. There was one broken in two and he thought that would be ideal for him, since part of him identified with this mutilated weapon—it would also be lighter to wield. The shield turned out to be very heavy for him, so he gave it up and put it aside. He concentrated on the broken sword. It made him feel powerful, closer to his goal: to find and stop Feliel, come what may.

Without more ado, the boy and the seraph set off towards the village, the epicenter of the shadows.
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Chapter XXVI – The Breeze of Silence
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Savarb led them to the village. In spite of the piles upon piles of corpses there were still survivors, and they were waiting in the Fort.

“Soldiers!” one rider shouted in warning, but too late, because the spear pierced his chest at that precise moment, and he fell dead.

Another spear, and another and another, flew out of the darkness.

“To the booth!” shouted Savarb, possessed by a madness which threatened to overcome him. His companions were dying in an ambush; he had already counted ten bodies, and he saw no way of saving the lives of the others. The leader of the Resistance knew perfectly well that they would all be dead soon. What was wrong with those soldiers, that they were capable of such cruelty? He was convinced that they must feel like pawns of an unstoppable force, and automatically he looked up at the sky, at that gloomy cloud.

The riders went into the booth, among the mass of junk which had been gathered together and put there to block the entrance of a large number of soldiers. Savarb, a man of war who had served under the command of General Leandro Deathslayer, knew they were all doomed, since the Vengeful Arrow Fort would not withstand an attack by over two hundred soldiers. He was sure that very soon the Resistance would fall.

“To arms!” he yelled. “Get ready!”

A brutal detonation spread like a curse through the village. The sound came from the center, most likely from the Town Hall.

Lulita opened her eyes wide, staring up at the sky. Luchy’s gaze was still fixed on the horizon. All turned their attention towards the same place: the Town Hall. In the distance a few clouds were moving at unusual speed, very rapidly and in the same direction, as if some gravitational force were drawing them on.

Savarb, together with a few others who had seen other extraordinary phenomena, suspected that behind all this must be a necromancer’s spell. The Black Arts were practiced by the Nemaldines, the Mandrake Empire’s oldest enemy. Némaldon was a land of occult powers and monsters fetched from the deepest, most inaccessible reaches of the shadows. But after four hundred years of peace, nearly everyone had forgotten the existence of such ill-omened beings as orcs, wraiths, and other beasts.

The clouds continued on their way and amassed in the center of the village, one after another, creating a gigantic sphere which occupied most of the horizon. There came another blast, and a green beam crossed the sky as if a god had unleashed his fury on the world.

The sphere began to move at ever-increasing speed, and arms emerged from that shape, stretched and twisted, then danced around the spiral cloud. The watchers were all left staring in wonder, paralyzed, caught up by this spectacle. The spiral spun around a central axis: the Town Hall.

Savarb’s heart raced insanely in his chest. The survivors were people little used to war; they would be an easy prey for the soldiers, who were clearly possessed by the effect of some potion or powerful spell.

“To arms! To arms!” Savarb urged them, gripped by fear, without taking his eyes from the horizon. He knew his moment had come, that today he would die, but with the honor due to the people for whom he had given himself up to his last breath. He touched the metal of his sword, felt the coldness of the blade, its powerful and savage edge. His breathing became agitated.

He drew his weapon and pointed to the center of the village, as if he were challenging the Mayor himself, and said: “Let the final battle begin! May your soldiers taste the edge of the metal I shall use to overthrow you!”

A wave of peace ran throughout his body, as if accepting that his fate had prepared him for a fight whose unfortunate end he could foresee, but with the certainty that one day a force of good would defeat evil. He thought of Manchego, the boy he had met a couple of days before. He prayed to the God of Light that the boy might be far from the shadows.

The sound of metal boots on the cobbled ground brought the Captain back to reality. It was time; the battle of the besieged would begin and end today. The survivors would be decimated, their bodies piled in heaps, and death would spread like that blackness itself. But they would not accomplish it easily.

The people of the village had nothing more to lose; they had been cornered—and there is nothing fiercer than a cornered beast. It might have been a fight between rabbits and wolves, but even rabbits have teeth.

“To your posts! To battle! The end has come!”

Savarb watched several villagers form a group, then join him on the roof of the house where they had made their stand. Among them was the lady he had found in a ranch, together with another rancher.

***
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LUCHY WAS SITTING ON a bed made of straw and refuse. It was the place which a nurse had pointed out to her so that she could find a little comfort. She knew she was not the only person who had lost her whole family, but she could think of nothing else; she had not even had time to get used to the idea of being left all alone. Her world had just collapsed around her.

Yes, she had seen misfortune, seen death, but she had never imagined she would be a witness to the murder of her entire family. She would never forget that moment. The sound of the metal boots, the wild screams, the swords rending air and flesh. The howls of her mother, her father’s helplessness, the crying of her siblings when the metal sank into their hearts. They had arrived without warning, from behind, and they began to kill. But she had managed to hide.

From her shelter she had had to see the atrocities those swine committed on her loved ones, without crying out, without weeping, and then react in time to leave there before the fire which engulfed the house swallowed her up with it. Now she was here, in a cluster of huts the people called a fort, a stronghold. But it was not strong. She knew by the murmurs of the wounded. There was little hope left.

The Captain was the only inspiration, the only man who still believed they could do something. As for the others, Luchy felt they had already been given their notice of eviction.

It was a couple of days since the girl had seen Manchego. Lulita had been inconsolable when she reached the village, screaming her grandson’s name. Then Luchy had understood that her friend had disappeared. She did not want to think of any other possibility, did not want to imagine him buried under other corpses. 

She prayed to the Goddess of Night, D’Santhes Nathor, that she would look after her best friend’s soul and grant him access to the Deep Azure of the Heavens. A soul like Mancheguito’s would not have to pay for any sins, for it had been pure and filled with grace. The girl leaned back. Her physical and emotional weariness was so great that she fell asleep at once.

Hours later she was awakened by a noise of weapons and harangues; the war had not ended. She saw that Lulita was sleeping beside her, her face swollen with weeping. On her other side was Lombardo. The good-looking young man was absorbed on other matters, staring at the ceiling, his lips tightly closed, and his fists clenched. There was nobody else. How many survivors were left? The Mayor’s soldiers were determined to finish them off. Why?

***
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LOMBARDO, OF THE ZAPOTILLO Ranch, was lying on the bed staring at the ceiling of the ramshackle house the Resistance had assigned to him. Savarb was a brusque man with little patience, used to giving orders without caring whether he gave offense. His long unkempt beard, his black eyes, deep and wounded, made it clear that the man had suffered unfathomable pain. The rancher could not explain to himself how they had reached this situation so quickly.

He knew about the socio-economic problems of the village, but he had never suspected that the crisis would degenerate into an indiscriminate mass killing. So many corpses, so many dead piled in heaps, so much bloodshed, viscera, and decapitated heads. Who had come up with such an outrageous idea? 

The young man had inherited the ranch from his parents, who had died of natural causes a decade before. He recalled the moment when the soldiers had come in by force, setting fire to everything, swords raised. He was glad his parents had not been there. He had grabbed a spade and a rake and killed some of the rabble. Had it not been for his formidable size, the rancher would have died. Thanks to Savarb and his reinforcements he had managed to escape. What he could not explain was how the Captain had known the ranches were in danger. He could not imagine it had all been due to a young man called Manchego.

He was deeply affected. He was no longer a peaceful rancher, living quietly; he was now a man who had killed several soldiers. And the worst thing was the certainty that the cycle of violence had hardly begun. He wanted to go on shedding blood, knowing that if he did not, the blood which was shed would be his own.

The complexity of the problem had been reduced to a simple conclusion: kill or die. There was no way back, and he had made the decision to kill. He would not give up; he would throw himself bravely into the battle. Beside him, Doña Lula of the Holy Comment Ranch had awakened and was weeping anew.

***
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THE LADY WAS DELIRIOUS. She could not accept that when she turned round her grandson would not be there beside her, that he might have died. Sometimes she thought about Balthazar. She had not found him when the Ranch was set on fire, which might mean that he and Manchego were together. Perhaps...

But she felt it was not true. Balthazar was a furtive individual; he would leave without any explanation. He would have fled like a coward, just as he had before. The old woman could not get rid of her astonishment at the war’s voracious advance. She, who had fought in other battles, had never seen anything like it. It was not normal. The only possible explanation was that something or someone was controlling the soldiers. Maybe they were possessed.

She did not want to open her eyes. She clutched axe, quiver, and bow close to her body. They were her souvenirs, inherited from her mother, who had been a dominant alpha female of the Wild Lands. She had fled from Devnóngaron with her husband, a non-dominant male, in search of better opportunities. In this way they had come to the Empire and had indeed found rich opportunities.

Their daughter Lulita, who had been born with her mother’s gifts, had enrolled in the militia of the House of Thorén. Because of her worth, she had been transferred to the Imperial Army, where she had met General Leandro Deathslayer. It was a time filled with adventures, when she had been able to show her ability as a Wild Woman and her superiority in the battlefield. But when she retired she met Eromes, and after their wedding she locked the souvenirs of her time as a warrior in a chest and devoted herself to the Holy Comment Ranch.

She had never thought she would ever open that chest and use her weapons again. The woman hugged the axe to her and felt her Wild Woman’s spirit emerge. She sat up, opened her eyes, looked at an indeterminate spot, visualizing the image she had in her mind. Her face wrinkled. Every fiber of her being cried out for revenge.

***
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“CAPTAIN!” LULA SAID, facing Savarb. “I used to belong to the army. I served with General Leandro Deathslayer more than twenty years ago, when the General was young and newly promoted. I’ve come to take my position in the battle!” 

Savarb, a man who seemed made of iron, softened at this show of courage.

“Ma’am... forgive me, but the people your age are helping to make arrows and shields, and nothing more than that. I’m sorry to have to say this, but...”

The slap she gave him made the Captain’s head spin. “Of my age? I’m not senile, nor am I a useless old woman. I told you I’ve had a great deal of experience in the battlefield, and both my axe and my arrows are hungry. They say the Mayor is responsible for this mess, and if that’s the case, he’s the one responsible for the loss of my grandson Manchego.”

“Manchego...?” Savarb was surprised. Lula saw emotion in the leader’s face but could not guess what it was. It left her with no doubt that this man knew Manchego, but how? Could he know where he was? With a look, the woman urged him to go on.

“Manchego... it’s because of him that I reached the ranches. He said he was going to find his grandmother,” Savarb said, recognizing in the old woman a relative of the boy’s. Lula burst into tears.

“So... you’ve seen him? Was he near here?”

“We met him in the village. He told me he had a very important mission. He set off to Ramancia’s house. Then, around six in the evening, he turned up here, by the fort, in a hurry. He said he had to go back to the Ranch, that his grandmother would be waiting for him anxiously...”

The woman grabbed the Captain’s jacket, but Lombardo—who was watching what was going on—stopped her.

“Easy, Lulita. Let Savarb explain himself.”

“How could you let a boy of thirteen go away alone, with so many dangers around! A responsible man would have stopped him and put him somewhere safe, not at the mercy of death! Where did he go!”

“We escorted him to the sewers...”

“And suppose he never came out of them? Suppose he’s still there amid the waste? Didn’t it ever occur to you that an innocent, inexperienced boy, alone, might easily die? Are you a complete idiot?

“Ma’am... you should’ve seen your grandson. Manchego was more than determined, he didn’t even look like a frail child to me. Nobody would have been able to hold him back.”

“And what the hell was Manchego doing in the village at that hour? I bet it’s all the fault of that accursed Balthazar...” Lulita wept again, unable to understand why Manchego had come into the village, in the thick of war and in darkness. Savarb had said he did not look frail... She wished it might be true and that he was still alive. She prayed to the God of Light and the Goddess of Night. She had recovered some hope, but she would not be happy until she saw him again.

“I need someone to help me protect the front on its western flank,” Savarb said firmly. “I’ll take charge of the booth, at the east. Otto’s offered to watch the northern front. Lula, could you take the south?”

“All right, but I’m not done with you yet, Savarb. You made a big mistake, and I’m going to find it hard to forgive you.”

The lady turned and left, descending from the roof by the stairs.

“Greetings, Savarb. I’m Lombardo, of the Zapotillo ranch. I’m here to offer my services in this battle.”

“Thank you. All are welcome. This war is about to end, and it doesn’t look good for us... What weapon d’you use?” Savarb asked, studying the rancher and his cotton clothes.

“None. I’ve never seen myself in a situation like this. But I killed some soldiers with a spade and a rake.”

“We’ll have to work something out, then. Come here. Only someone of your size would be able to use my father’s weapons. This is a two-handed sword made from Vásufeld iron itself, forged in the furnaces of that city. My father, Aronoff the Woodcutter, was part of the militia, and King Aheron II rewarded him with this sword. The blade’s rusty, but a sword this heavy doesn’t need an edge, just someone who can wield it easily. It’s yours. Come on, there’s no time to lose.”

***
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LULA SAT DOWN ON THE bed where Luchy was still lying. She was whetting the blade of her axe with a smooth, sharp stone. The noise made the girl nervous. The woman, ignoring her discomfort, continued with her sharpening while she imagined Manchego being ill–treated by some deranged soldier.

“I can’t believe Mancheguito isn’t here...” murmured Luchy. The grandmother had told her everything she knew, that Savarb had met Manchego and that he had let him leave in spite of the dangers.

“Stupid... that Savarb is a complete idiot...” Luchy said in an echo of the old woman’s thoughts.

“It hardly matters what we think of Savarb or of Manchego at this moment,” Lula replied. “Pray to the Gods, that’ll have to do. If, as they say, the Mayor’s the one to blame for all this, he’ll pay a very high price for his cruelty. You’ll see. For the moment, we’ll just have to do our best to survive. It’s the only way of seeing Manchego again some day. If we die: Well then, that’s it.”

“Don’t say that, Lulita,” Luchy said sadly, though she could not forget that her own family had been murdered, that death was an all-too-likely reality.

“It’s nearly midnight!” someone shouted outside. A breeze arose, dragging with it dust and bad thoughts, hatred and the smell of the dead.

“Get ready, Luchy,” Lulita said, and struck the stone against the axe.

“What for?”

“To live or die.”

Luchy was stunned at the coldness of Manchego’s grandmother. She knew the woman had served in the militia, but had not imagined her heart could have a dark side. She watched the old woman, those wrinkles of rage which crossed her face, her lips which were now two thin lines, her sky-blue eyes bright in spite of the darkness. She felt a tremor. It had only been her body.

“We can hear boots coming towards here! It sounds like thousands of them!” came a cry from outside the house. The great moment had arrived. The great battle of the besieged would take place at midnight, under the spell of the Black Arts.

***

[image: ]


FROM AN ANCIENT AND heavy chest Savarb took out a blanket made of tanned leather. “This fort was not established by chance,” the Captain began to Lombardo. “It was my neighborhood; this was my house. When the violence was unleashed, I transformed this place, together with the neighbors, into a barricade to protect ourselves from the soldiers.

“Two more neighborhoods copied the idea, and soon the forts became shelters for anyone who needed refuge. If we’d been closer to the House of Thorén, we might have taken shelter in their castle with its stone walls.

“Besides, it was impossible to get out of the village, so we had to make do with what we had so as to defend ourselves. As you can see, wood is all we’ve got left, and wood, Lombardo, burns and cracks; it’s easy to conquer. Today we’ll fall, never doubt that. The question is how.”

Savarb unwrapped a scabbard which contained a long, heavy sword, full of rust. “It’s not polished, and as I warned you, it’s rusty too, but I can assure you it’ll do its work if you move it firmly and swiftly. Try it.”

Lombardo picked up the two-handed sword as if it were a broom. He began to swing it in arcs. “It’s a great gift, Savarb. Thank you very much. This blade will taste blood once again.”

“Can you hear that?”

“It sounds as though somebody’s knocking at the door,” Lombardo said.

“Exactly, only it’s not the door. It’s the thousands of boots marching. The moment has come.”

Lombardo felt his heart thumping against his ribs. He clenched his jaw, felt his muscles tense. Sweat ran down his face.

“Let ’em come and try my two-handed sword!” the rancher shouted.
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Chapter XXVII – Echoes and Dust
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Manchego! Manchego! Wake up!

He was floating on a black sea, where the only palpable thing was evil. He felt his mind numbed, his soul tempted by some deep and macabre poison.

Wake up! Manchego, wake up! The shadow tried to inject you with its poison!

A spark lit up the boy’s mind and startled him so that he leapt to his feet. He rubbed his eyes, breathed deeply as if he had just come out of the water, almost drowned. In one hand he was holding the broken sword, with the other he was clutching his chest.

“What the hell...?” the boy muttered, his eyes staring wide. He was in the village, surrounded by absolute darkness. Teitú’s light illuminated a wall of monumental size.

It’s the shadow and its evil spirit that was trying to possess you, Manchego. Don’t let it! Lighten your heart! Keep your wits about you!

The young man became aware of how serious the situation was, and feeling that he was more himself now, he remembered his mission: to stop Feliel, as soon as possible. The gigantic wall blocked his way, but it was no ordinary wall of brick and mortar but one of corpses. It rose many feet high, so that Teitú’s light barely reached the top. Manchego prayed to the God of Light five times in a row, then to the Goddess of Night—for the souls of the poor wretches who were now buried in a mountain. Anyone who had been capable of raising a wall of corpses had to have a shriveled soul.

He had no choice but to climb. Amid open mouths, eyes, ribs, hair, nails, swords, broken spears, the boy gathered all his courage in order to go on, fearing that all of a sudden a dead man might bite his hand or scratch his legs, angry at this interruption of what little peace he might have found in his transit to the other world.

The stench became unbearable. Teitú’s light bathed the mountain in red. Thousands upon thousands of bodies formed that mountain-range of outrage, whose enormous base filled several streets.

The wind turned icy and violent. It lashed at the boy, who was already high up. He held onto the bodies so as not to fall and end up adding his own body to Feliel’s great wall. When he reached the top, Manchego looked out at what could be seen. The shadow covered the village, but there were still cracks in it, through which he could see fires in the Mid Sector.

There were also people running away, probably escaping. He moved toward that area and began to climb down the giant pile of corpses, taking care not to lose his footing and stab himself with the broken sword. After what seemed hours, he landed on the cobbled ground of the Mid Sector and exhaled violently. A scent of eucalyptus filled his lungs. He had no time to wonder about this anomaly and went on. He saw the cloud rising in a spiral and covering the whole village from above.

It had to be the result of some evil spell. The cloud spun around an invisible axis and gave out a vague orange flash. An explosion raised a column of fire into the air. There was shouting from not far away. Manchego’s heart was troubled at the sound of such agony.

He went on, together with Teitú, but that scent of eucalyptus was intensifying. Manchego stopped to search for the source. As he turned his attention to his surroundings he heard a voice singing in a whisper, which then came closer and closer and insinuated itself into his head. Without his being aware of it, a spell had bewitched him.

A man appeared, his face hidden behind a cloak. The singing of the sorcerer became clearer: “Sun, little sun... calming fires...” The boy clutched the handle of his broken sword, but... he could not move! Teitú, suddenly afraid, shone red. It tried to communicate with Manchego, but its master was completely enraptured by the spell.

Only the sorcerer’s jaw was visible as it moved in time with the chant. A nearby fire lent a glow to his face, and for a moment his eyes shone. They were sky-blue. Manchego also saw his naked torso, where he bore a tattoo which seemed to hold some powerful meaning. The sorcerer did not stop singing:

Solemn sun, calming fires...

Solace sun, innocent forges...

Sun solacium, beardless and alluring...

Sun solanum, carry me in your hand.

The healer stopped singing and said in a clear, quiet voice: “They’re awaiting you eagerly at the Town Hall moat. Those who tried to end your life thirteen years ago wish to eliminate you. Don’t let yourself be defeated by the forces which intend to bring you down. Feliel is the author of this misfortune. He’s the one who awaits you.”

The sorcerer went on without another word. The scent of eucalyptus faded like a ghost, leaving no trace. Manchego recovered his poise. He recognized those verses; they were the same ones Mowriz had chanted. Perhaps Mowriz and the sorcerer shared mysteries, but for now he found it impossible to say what linked them. He felt as if he knew the person under the cloak, but as he could only see his jaw he could not recognize him. When he came out of the spell he tried to spot him but saw only rubble and ruins on all sides. The sorcerer had vanished as swiftly as he had come.

Teitú, what was that? the boy thought.

I don’t know and I don’t think it matters. The essential thing is to put an end to the shadow. Feliel is waiting for you: Well then, let’s go to meet him. But prudently, it might be a trap. Whichever way, we must stop the creator of these shadows.

Right!

The boy clasped the sword and broke into a run towards the Town Hall.

Two blasts shook the ground. Not far away there burnt a colossal fire which advanced and swallowed everything in its way: houses, corpses, living people. The screaming was unbearable. Manchego thought about heading toward the Vengeful Arrow Fort, where he was sure to find Captain Savarb. He would ask him for an escort, a small brigade, to assault and besiege the Town Hall. But as he approached the fort, he had to accept the evidence that this place was the epicenter of the catastrophe. A crackle of burnt wood echoed in the atmosphere.

The desolation of finding the Fort in ruins brought him to a halt. The secret entrance was sealed by hundreds of the Mayor’s soldiers, piled in layers of minced and crushed meat.

Of the Fort nothing was left but rubble. What had once been the trench of the Resistance was now nothing more than a graveyard. His heart sank, but Teitú helped him. He sent him courage, and the boy wielded the sword firmly once again. He wanted to make Feliel pay for his crimes. Manchego walked amid the destruction in search of any sign of life.

He dodged rubble, inert bodies, ownerless weapons, dead horses. He tripped over the body of a girl. Luchy? No, he sighed in relief. He bent over her and saw that she was hugging something small. It was a baby pierced by a spear.

Sadness overwhelmed him. An explosion in the sky brought him out of his self-absorption. The cries of pain, the noise of a clash, told him he was close to the survivors of the destruction. Manchego and Teitú looked at one another and understood. Not more than a block away, a fire was advancing. Several organized soldiers were marching against the defense mounted by a few villagers, not more than twenty, who were fleeing at the same time as they were raising barricades.

Involuntarily Manchego set forth a beam of white, divine light, and a rider on a white horse took courage. When he looked more closely at them he could not believe his eyes: It was Sureña... and Lulita! The grandmother was brandishing an axe which she caused to dance in the air, hacking here and there, moving shrewdly. The boy also recognized the big body of a woman, perhaps Tomasa, armed with a pick which she was using to smash skulls with apparent ease.

“Sun, little sun!” he heard behind him. He turned to look, suddenly fearful. Behind him, smiling broadly, was Mowriz. He bent one knee to the ground: “Sun, little sun!” the bewitched lad repeated, lowering his head. He looked like a knight paying his honor to his king, giving himself over completely to him and to his will.

The young shepherd found himself in a serious dilemma. He had to choose between defending those people who were fighting in retreat, among them his grandmother, or go on with his mission of reaching the Town Hall and killing Feliel.

With pain in his heart, he knew his duty was to carry out the mission which fate or the Gods had put in his way; it was the only way to stop that chaos.

“Mowriz! Stay here and help these people. You see that white mare and her rider? Defend them at any cost, them and all those who are part of the Resistance. Do you understand? Kill the soldiers.”

“Sun, little sun!” Mowriz picked up a sword from the floor with his one arm and threw himself into the battle, as if driven by demons. In a matter of seconds, Manchego’s worst enemy—by the grace of an order of his own—joined the defending forces, which were barely managing to contain the attack.

There was no time to be lost. Manchego ran towards the Town Hall.
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Chapter XXVIII – Executioner
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Panting, he reached the Central Park, followed by a wake of terror. His heart sank again before the decapitated statue of Alac Arc Ángelo; at its feet, the face was covered in excrement. Teitú’s light bathed the white statue in blood-red, surely an ill omen.

The Central Park was empty and silent; the trees had twisted, perhaps defeated in the face of so much suffering. Manchego looked up. There was the epicenter of the spiral cloud, which spun slowly over the Town Hall. He set off quickly, trying to make little noise. He clutched the broken sword firmly, ready to defend himself.

The rocky structure of the Town Hall was surrounded by a deadly silence, but Manchego was not going to cower now. He walked to the entrance of the building, went up a large step and found himself in front of a double wooden door with a rustic brass knocker. The doors were ajar. Manchego took this as a clear invitation to enter.

He hesitated. He could turn round and forget all that tangle. He should have worried about Grandmother and Luchy; now they might be part of the wall of corpses. No, no... he could not afford to feel sorry for himself. He would look for them afterwards, when he had done what he was bound to do. 

He pushed the doors. The hinges screeched, and the noise echoed. When it faded away, it left behind it a penetrating silence that bit off every second. He looked back once, then went on along a long passage, with the broken sword firmly held in his hands, defending his flanks, afraid to fall into some trap or other. But nothing happened.

The passage, faintly illuminated by several candles, had rooms on both sides. In there, too, terror reigned: bodies on the floor, of villagers and guards who had not been careful enough to keep watch on the doors, toppled shelves, broken armchairs, glass and ornaments, bloody lengths of fabric...

There reigned such abandon that the resulting feeling was of peace, of eternity waiting to be consumed by the passage of time. Manchego went on warily, on the defensive, his eyes fixed on the light from Teitú, whose sensitivity would detect danger. Feliel might be in any of those rooms, waiting to unleash an ambush. How could he guess his hiding place? The mysterious sorcerer had been very clear: They were waiting for him there... although it could be a trap. Perhaps Feliel was the sorcerer himself.

Manchego began to feel a presence he could not see and went on in that direction. Intuition guided him to a long passage with a closed door at the end of it. The door was wooden, of simple make, with a metal knob which was in need of a good polish. The boy knew that what he was looking for was behind that door. The certainty came as a spontaneous revelation which he never doubted. Teitú shone more intensely.

He pushed the door and went in. He was enveloped by such darkness that it even blinded Teitú’s light. At some incalculable distance, a bright ring was visible. He went up to it, guessing that the ring was protected by a spell, like the invisible door in Ramancia’s house, which would probably only let certain people through: among them, certainly, Manchego.

A few steps from the ring, the boy realized it was really a dome of white light. Underneath, an altar covered by a red cloak embroidered with gold, a bench, several books with black covers and... a man on his knees. On the red cloak lay an open book with thick yellowed pages and long paragraphs of close handwriting. A knife served as a bookmark.

The kneeling man stood up. He was in his fifties, dressed in a black cassock. He gazed up at the hole in the roof through which the white light filtered. His arms were outspread, as though he were receiving the grace of some divine force. His hands were stained red. At his feet lay a goat with its throat slit, in a puddle of its own blood, within a five-pointed star, each of its points crowned by a candle.

On the altar, beside the book, was a gold goblet, and a scarlet drop slid, thickly and slowly, from its rim. The man’s lips too were stained. He was muttering something. He closed his eyes tightly and his face became filled with hatred; his hands tensed. A hoarse sound came from his throat and the floor began to shake.

He turned abruptly, as if he had only then noticed he had a visitor. His eyes opened wide. He did not hide his surprise at seeing a skinny young man, dressed in rags and with a gaze of extraordinary power. When he saw Teitú, he started to hunch himself like a snake preparing to strike.

Manchego noticed the dome, the altar, the book, the dead goat on the floor, the bedeviled look of the man, dressed like a priest of the Décamon. Behind those eyes was an evil both natural and undeniable. Teitú burst into a rainbow of reds which spread all around.

“Feliel!” cried Manchego in a voice torn from the depths of his being, from fear, pain, hunger and the unappeasable desire for revenge.

The cry traveled through the entire dome, which was now lit up in red. The man shivered; he had never suspected he would have to face such a young boy. At the same time, the presence of the Naevas Aedán told him this was no ordinary child but someone very special.

“You’re very reckless, little intruder. I’m impressed by the energy your soul gives out,” he said calmly. “Feliel... Do you know that I always hated that name? You must know, you little vermin, that they call me by other names too. In my country they adore me as the Dark Shepherd, one of many we have in that nest of evil.”

Manchego could not stop thinking of the massacre of thousands of people, with their parents and children, their dreams and plans. His own grandmother might be dead, buried under rock and ashes, and this Mayor would not care. 

The Dark Shepherd went on speaking calmly. “Tell me, you disgusting vermin, how can I help you?” His face twisted into a perverse expression as he fondled the handle of a dagger he wore at his belt.

“I’ve come to stop you,” the boy replied firmly in a metallic voice which did not even sound like his own. “Your madness has wreaked havoc, devastated fields, murdered innocents. Nothing could make up for sorrow like that, but you’re going to pay dearly for it, I can assure you.” And as he fixed his eyes on those of the Dark Shepherd he was no longer a teenager full of doubts, easy to intimidate.

“You’re a really extraordinary young man,” Feliel said. “It’s a pity that you’re not fit for the Black Arts, you might have gone far in Necromancy. If you’ll allow me, I’d like to introduce you to my master, Legionaer, who no doubt would be very pleased to count you among his faithful followers. You’d be...”

“Shut up!” howled Manchego, with Teitú by his side giving out flashes. “I’ve learnt about the cruel forces that have tried to defeat me, among them the ones you’ve invoked to destroy the village.” 

He took a step forward. Feliel shrank and stepped back. He might have been a demon intimidated by the brightness of an invisible light.

“How do you know I did it?” Feliel asked.

“A servant of yours told me.”

“I should have slit that witch’s throat before... I never imagined you’d find her, I locked her up somewhere very secluded... Who are you? Really, you’re rather extraordinary...”

“It doesn’t matter. I’ve come to stop you.” Manchego took another step.

Feliel leaned back, terror making him shake. “The drop of blood has been shed and the sky is ready: The cloud is spinning, the earth is shaking. What do you think you’re going to stop?”

“You.” Manchego hesitated as he heard a noise, as if something had been set in motion, and he realized Feliel had noticed his doubt.

The Dark Shepherd took advantage of this to make his mark: “Maybe I’m the one who should stop you. The master spoke of a creature I had to eliminate. I’ve offered you the chance to join us, but you’re too stupid. You’re a bunch of incompetents, all of you who populate the Mandrake Empire. Nearly four years ago I was appointed Mayor of this pigsty. You never suspected my land of origin, Némaldon, nor the fact that I never abandoned its rituals. I made and unmade at my pleasure. 

“It was the simplest, most amusing thing to convince the rich to squander, to consume their lives without glory. They died so easily! It’s impressive how easy you are to manipulate, you oafs, you loathsome Mandrakes. 

“Those who wouldn’t allow themselves to be seduced I had to torture. It was a pleasure to shed their blood for the divine sacrifice. The master returned, thanks to your vital liquids! Lives, thousands of them, in exchange for a much more important life! This is a work of great beauty!”

The Dark Shepherd laughed like a veritable maniac. “I don’t know how you got here, but I’m glad, this makes my way so much easier. I’ll finish you off quickly; there’ll be no one to protect you. Look at you: You’re a skinny child, innocent as well as ignorant. You’re useless.

“I’m the Dark Shepherd who created the most important necromantic ritual of all times. The master will save my soul, there’s no doubt about that. Come here, you little rat... I have your fate on the blade of this dagger. Die! Long live the Black Arts! Let the Mandrake Empire succumb!”

Feliel hurled himself into the attack with a war cry and the dagger aimed at Manchego’s neck. He was faster than he had imagined, but not as fast as the boy.

Teitú exploded, and with a nimble movement Manchego dodged the knife and then hurled himself at Feliel. It all happened as quickly as a bolt of lightning crossing the sky. Manchego wielded his broken sword, which... pierced Feliel’s chest. The Dark Shepherd’s face had turned pale, and out of the corner of his mouth ran a trickle of blood.
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