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To my Jarlskona, my real Antonia, my fire...

June, 1348 A.D. The Bubonic Plague, a deadly pestilence that came from Asia through Crimea and ravaged the whole of Europe, has finally reached the Iberian Peninsula. One after the other, cities and villages succumbed to this unseen enemy. As the death toll rose, so did the fields and marketplace become abandoned and poverty strike once flourishing communities.

The four principal kingdoms—Portugal, Castile, Navarre and Aragon—struggled to confront this unprecedented threat whilst remaining ever watchful of the Moorish Arabs who might seek to exploit the chaos and undo all that the Reconquista had achieved. But by that time the Arab territories (Al-Andalus) had been reduced to the Caliphate of Granada and were also fighting their own losing battle against this accursed Scourge.

In the great kingdom of Aragon, which was the first to witness the terrifying reality of the contagion, a civil war had been raging between the Union of nobles (asserting their right to succession) and King Pero, who had just named his five-year-old daughter as heir to the throne, thus igniting an already volatile crisis into all-out conflict.

Both factions were ready to use any means necessary to achieve victory. And even the pestilence itself could become a weapon in their unholy war.

The hunter frantically grasped the wooden crucifix hanging from his neck and kissed it. His knees buckled whenever he tried to stand, but he knew he had to force himself to a run towards the ruins of the old Roman fortress. His hands trembled. Yet, he had to summon the strength to lift the heavy and unwieldy crossbow. If only he could aim true – but above all, swiftly.

Many seasons of hunting experience had steeled his resolve, especially in situations like that one. The Cazador knew that his task was unique and demanded, apart from abilities that few possessed, great reserves of mental fortitude as well as faith. It was not the first occasion he found himself at the verge of losing heart and fleeing. And, sometimes, a tactical retreat was the more prudent choice. That night, however, it was the first instance he found himself running for his life. The lone survivor remained from his hunting party.

All those seasons the Cazadores had done their work from the shadows, keeping safe those who walked in the light of day. Throughout those years the creatures they pursued would never escape once they had gotten them into their sights. Sometimes it was mere sport, while others it felt truly like a battle. Nevertheless, the abominations always fell in the end. In every hunting party, the most senior Cazador would even be armed with enchanted devices and blessed weapons able to unleash fire upon the foul things. The monsters hated fire; just as they despised sunlight.

Recently, however, the hunting Cazadores seemed to have become the prey. Humans had always been the quarry of beasts, but now the rules in this primordial game of survival had been overturned. And it was all because of The Shadow. Few had managed to see it up close, even fewer to stand against it, and none ever had even the opportunity to utter a prayer before the end. If anyone was to hope they could withstand La Sombra​[I] for a little while longer, they would have to be extremely fortunate, extremely swift, and dead-accurate in their aim. That night, the sweating, pallid-faced warrior was none of these things.

The desperate man drew in sharp breaths and, as he exhaled the last one, he cocked the heavy weapon one more time in a desperate bid to draw whatever courage he could from the hollow sound. Yet again he clutched at his crucifix and kissed it desperately. Hooting owls and all sorts of other night critters conducted the symphony of darkness around him; but it was those bone-chilling howls that the human mind could neither comprehend nor place that made the Cazador lose heart and flee towards the ruins.

At first, the hunter was stumbling like a drunkard, his knees giving way under him every now and then. Eventually he found his pace and broke to a run at full speed. Glancing over his shoulder frantically he tried to catch a glimpse of death coming in to strike but saw nothing. The blood was hammering in his temples as he crashed towards the safety of those ancient, moss-covered walls. The only thing he could hear was the pounding of his own heart.

A few moments went by, terror swelling like a tide within him with each one. The hunter understood he was the quarry and that what stalked him would not easily relent. Suddenly, a cracking of brushes echoed nearby like crashing thunder. He whirled around, firing his bolt madly into the blackness. The warrior immediately reprimanded himself for letting dread get the best of him despite his training and experience. He was well aware that La Sombra did not make the slightest sound when it crept in, let alone crunch branches underfoot.

The desperate man placed another bolt in his crossbow and secured the weapon between his legs to cock it. His lips moved silently as he prayed to Archangel Michael to protect him against the spawn of the Evil One, and then his voice rose strong and clear in the stillness of the night, invoking the mighty Archangel and vanquisher of the Fallen One.

A hoarse voice, cold like the wind of the Pyrenees, was the only response he received to his prayer:

"Dios, arcángeles, diablos... Ninguno d'ells no ye aquí esta nueit, Cazador! Nomás yo."​[II]

A paralyzing numbness spread through the Cazador's spine. His arms hung limply by his sides and his legs became rooted to the spot. A dark stain of urine spread over his crotch and the only thing he could do was weep like a child. As he beheld the outline of the thing now approaching him, his finger no longer possessed the strength to pull the crossbow's trigger.

A flowing jet-black cloak with a heavy hood concealed the features of The Shadow, and the only thing that stood out in the bottomless darkness that filled the space where a face should have been were two eyes that seemed to peer into the very depths of his soul.

"So many years of blood and death..." The entity went on. "And now a veteran Cazador is shown to be what all mortals are: flesh, bones, blood."

"You... you will not claim me, daemon!" The hunter stammered. "The Almighty will forgive me."

With that, he swung the crossbow around, pressed it against his own head, shut his eyes tight and pulled the trigger. The metallic sound of the release mechanism that held the string should have spelled his immediate death. Yet nothing transpired. The man reopened his eyes only to realize in maddening despair that The Shadow was now only a breath away from him. Its pale hand had caught the bolt a hair's breadth from his forehead. Death would have to wait for the Hunter but, before long, he would cry out to all that was sacred that it took him swiftly; for he understood that the spawn of the Devil would take its time with him. Yet the Cazador was utterly alone.
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THIS COULD NOT BE HAPPENING TO HER. She had never imagined it would be possible that this nightmare that had struck her city would eventually find its way to her very own threshold. Who was she, though, to dare entertain such illogical hopes?

She was Antonia Brasa Calderón. The only daughter of the wealthiest landowner in Huesca and one of the richest men in the kingdom, don Tomás Calderón. She was also a maiden of incomparable beauty. This made the Calderón family manor always busy with the visits of high Aragonian society. Especially in those troubled times of civil strife, wars raging throughout the continent, and now facing the Scourge of God itself, an alliance with a powerful man of influence, able to afford a private army of his own, was a much-coveted prize by anyone. And what made the prospect all the more sweet was that the way to achieve it was through marriage to his beautiful daughter.

The noblewoman, however, was not an ordinary maiden. Underneath her pleasing exterior burned a fierce and indomitable spirit, utterly unsuitable and unnatural for the standards of decorum—and particularly those of the provincial aristocracy. Arranging a marriage between her and some sluggish elderly noble from a remote corner of the North was easier said than done. Tomás, despite his right to give her hand to whomever he saw fit, would never do such a thing to his beloved child. He had too much weakness for her. Her mother, on the other hand, did not harbor such scruples. But there was only so much she could accomplish.

Thus, for the time, she remained Antonia Brasa Calderón. A proud lady who was enticing like a bonfire in the middle of a frozen wasteland yet, simultaneously, leaving nothing but scattered ash and blackened coals in the hearts of all her would-be suitors.

The fate of the common people affected her little, if at all. In those times of war and the creeping horror of the black curse she enjoyed life to the fullest. She was the centre of attention in her father's halls, and she relished it. Nevertheless, she was one of the most well-educated women, even amongst her peers. The young woman would spend countless hours in the rich library of her manor, acquiring knowledge that perhaps struck everyone as odd or too pedantic, useless for a lady of her station. Simultaneously, she would also frequent the training courtyard of don Tomás' guard, to practice with the spear and she had mastered its basic, yet quite effective, use. The daughter of don Tomás would never stand defenseless.

Those who visited the Calderóns and especially ecclesiastics frowned upon such liberties and indulgences granted to the blooming lady. Women must stick to their duty and never look beyond that, they would comment to her father. This only earned them her scorn. Perhaps it was a mistake to so openly defy powerful men like that, but her error of underestimating La Peste​[III] proved far graver still.

Months had passed since old Enrique had collapsed in front of his oven. While everyone knew that wine had been his favorite pastime for years and he had taken his fair share of drunken tumbles, something was not right this time. His skin was pale and blackened, his neck swollen. He was drenched in sweat and giving out agonized groans, beseeching help. Surely Enrique was not drunk.

Before long, his wife, Marta, was afflicted by the same condition and even their eldest son, Juan, who was tasked with distributing bread to the people in the stead of his father. He was a robust and very healthy young man, which was why he lasted a few more days than his parents.

Mortality had now announced its triumphant coming through the gates of Aínsa, in the province of Huesca, a beautiful town nestled in the mountains and spreading along the river that traversed the entire kingdom of Aragon. The settlement was a haven of serenity and natural beauty. Its houses of stone, with their roofs of slate or wood, overlooked cobbled streets filled with blooming flowerpots at every window ledge. In the central square, the town's main well was framed by beautiful statues and a tall belfry at the church overlooked the undulating landscape of green that spread from east to west, where common folk led lives in quiet harmony and peace.

Surrounded by lush green meadows on one side and dense forests on the other, the small settlement never wanted for anything. Its orchards were heavy with fruits each season and the vineyards of the Calderóns produced a steady bounty, while the clear waters of the river ensured a rich harvest from the fields every year. Near the town, to the east, a small lake was the shimmering jewel to the paradisiacal beauty of the place. It lay at the foot of a great mountain mass where snow rarely melted even in summer and constituted a natural protective barrier from the foreign kingdoms of the north.

But all beauty is mortal; and the Pale Horseman did not spare Aínsa as he galloped sombrely through cities and villages, making no distinction between rich or poor, peasants or kings. Wars, disputes, personal ambitions—everything seemed insignificant after the arrival of La Peste.

The noblewoman had seen friends and acquaintances perish within a few days, while her once idyllic settlement was gradually transforming into a purgatory of tormented souls. Doom and decay now loomed at every corner. She trembled to think that the moment when this plight would grab her by her rich brown hair and drag her through the thorns of agony was simply a matter of time. And she could do nothing to stop it. From what she had witnessed, only the sweet release of the grave could. Now that this unseen evil had entered her house and was working its way through the servants, she knew that her time had come.

One morning she was woken by a shrill cry coming from the kitchen. Ruth, her maid, had collapsed there, spasming like a fish out of water, with pus oozing from her neck.

She was the last of the Calderón servants able to stand and now the young woman could only stand there and watch as the poor wretch writhed in agony, reaching out to her in a desperate plea for help. But what solace could she offer against the wrath of the Almighty itself?

The maiden recoiled involuntarily. She immediately felt shame wash over her when she pushed Ruth away in horror, revolted at the very sight of the servant's blood-red eyes and blackened skin. Ruth had been in the service of the Calderóns for years. She had been her wet-nurse, raising her as her own. In truth, she was the closest thing to a mother she had ever known.

But in that moment, none of that mattered. The daughter of don Tomás, abandoned to a primal instinct of self-preservation, turned and ran. She abandoned Ruth in her final agony, like some unfortunate animal that had been run over by a cart on the side of the road. She dashed through the corridors of the manor calling for help, though she realized the futility, if not absurdity of this: there was no one left to come to her aid.

Out of breath, she leaned against the stone wall, exhaling through trembling lips. Frantically, she began searching her own body for signs that mortality had marked her as well. From her talks with local healers and physicians, who all this time had desperately been trying to unravel the thread that caused this deadly chaos around the world, she knew what to look for.

She was sweating profusely, but she could not tell if this was due to the running or her panic. Her complexion was pale as always and there was no swelling under her armpits and neck. But that barely put her mind at ease.

Suddenly, she heard voices coming from her father's private chambers. At least someone was still in the house, she thought in relief. She had to tell her sire about Ruth. Surely, he would somehow comfort her; give her the strength she lacked. He always did.

Antonia Brasa Calderón had one terror above all others: mortality. To fade into nothingness, to see her beauty wither away as she transformed into a hideous husk bereft of life. The teachings of the Church on that matter held no comfort for her. All they did was promise future rewards when her body would rise from the grave renewed... but when would that be? No canon or bishop could ever tell. She much preferred to live for the present. She wanted to taste every single drop of nectar life had to offer. Of course, she kept those thoughts to herself, locked away in the darkest corner of her mind. She knew that even the daughter of a powerful lord would not be allowed to utter such heresies aloud.

She pushed open the large oaken doors of her father's chambers to find him sitting in his usual chair, a grim expression on his face. As soon as he saw her, his eyes widened in a mixture of surprise and anguish. Next to him stood three men wearing the masks and uniforms of terror.

Their faces were entirely hidden underneath grotesque masks of cloth and leather so that it was not easy to tell whether they were truly human or daemon. Since this sickness had started to spread, this had become the characteristic attire for physicians who undertook the sad duty of caring for the dying. It wasn't so much about providing healing. Rather, all they could do was prepare them for the inevitable passing to the hereafter. These healers would simply examine the afflicted, call for a priest to read the last rites and when they left, they sprinkled sulphur in the corners of the chamber. Everyone knew that this was the only way to drive the Devil away.

But if all this was the Devil's work, what was God doing? How did He allow this? And, if it was the Lord's will, what sort of deity would allow such indiscriminate cruelty? Why was this happening to the pious and the sinner alike?

"God allows us to be punished because of our sins, mea fija",​[IV] a man's voice came in answer to her thoughts as if having read them. "He is sending us this chastisement Himself to lead us back into His path."

The man who spoke was standing in the far corner of the chamber, next to an ornate couch, where lay Crestina, her mother. She was pale, gleaming with sweat, her eyes bloodshot.

The noblewoman's knees buckled. So, the Scourge had marked her dam as well? Perhaps she was not yet in Ruth's critical condition, but the signs were unmistakable. What nightmare was this? She desperately wanted to pry herself awake but it seemed to her that evil dreams were merely a merciful respite compared to the waking reality all around her.

Her sire sprang up just in time to support her before she collapsed to the floor.

"¡Fija!" he cried out. "What's wrong? Are you ill?"

"Sire... Ruth... Ruth," she exhaled weakly. "And now my dam?"

"Ruth is at the mercy of God," he replied. "As for your mother... let us pray that she does not succumb and that the prayers of Padre Bernal are answered."

Bernal was the newly appointed priest of Aínsa, but it had quickly become evident that he was no ordinary provincial cleric. Oddly enough, he had not yet performed any masses due to the outbreak of the Scourge. Everyone knew he had strong connections with the bishop of Zaragoza, the capital of the kingdom, and he had almost immediately taken the role of Tomás' advisor in all his affairs. In addition to this, he did not dress like an ordinary priest and there was something uncommonly distant and cold about his eyes that added an unspoken menace to his appearance alongside his bald head, his large aquiline nose and thin lips.

The young woman had never seen him smile and would always remember what her sire had told her about people's smiles. "Never trust, mea fija, a person who does not smile." Why, then, would he make Padre Bernal his right-hand man?

"That's it, then? Prayers?" she hissed through gritted teeth. Tears were already clouding her amber eyes. "Do you think that all those dying did not receive all the prayers in the world?"

Tomás bit his lip and cast a sideways glance at the priest, who remained expressionless. Then he nodded at the three plague physicians. They immediately closed in around his daughter, immobilizing her in the thick leathery grip of their gloves before she could react. Invasive hands began examining her body for signs of the cursed disease even as she struggled in protest. Her flesh quivered visibly beneath the thin fabric of the nightgown she still wore, fighting against their crude, surgical touch. Thankfully it was all over as abruptly as it had begun. The masked healers shook their leathern beaks in satisfaction.

"You are well..." her sire sighed in relief. "Glory be to God! But you must remain in your chambers and see absolutely nobody. You hear me?"

"What about my dam?" the maiden retorted, still in shock. "Will you take care of her?"

Though she was relieved to learn that she still remained untouched by the Scourge herself, the sight of Crestina wasting away was a horror she could not blink away. A pang of guilt tinged the back of her throat with a bitter taste, but she could not deny the relief she felt that her unblemished skin had been spared the corruption of decay and the onslaught of that terrible sickness that turned all flesh into repulsive vileness.

"I told you; she's in the Lord's hands now," Tomás replied sternly. "The best thing you, or I, or anyone else can do is pray for her. Now do as I say and remove yourself to your chambers at once. And no visitors! Especially at night... I will let you know when it's safe to leave this house again."

She was not accustomed to her sire speaking to her in such a tone. Yet she could clearly hear the dire strain that he fought to keep under control.

"But mortality has already come to our house," she pleaded. "Maybe we should all leave? Go somewhere else, far, in the countryside... please!" Her voice began to crack.

Bernal stepped forward, casting his gloomy eyes at Tomás and then at the expressionless priest.

"There is nothing in the countryside but more death, señorita Calderón," he said. "And not just by the Scourge."

The noblewoman frowned and took an alarmed step back.

"What does he mean, sire?"

"Mea Antonia..." her father's voice softened. "This is what Padre Bernal came to discuss with me alongside these good physicians. I did not want to frighten you more... but we do not know yet... the only certain thing is that no matter how much sulphur we spread in every corner of Aínsa or throughout Huesca, no matter how much holy water we make for the afflicted, or how many penances we make to the Almighty, something purely evil lurks in the darkness. And as if that wasn't enough, not even daylight is safe with this damned war still going on... So, leaving is out of the question. I will say no more. Do your duty and obey me in this without any further questions."

Her mouth opened and closed spasmodically but she did not manage to voice a single word. So many questions were flooding her mind. Her heart was boiling with a mixture of grief and anguish for Crestina, as well as rage against the helplessness of her own position.

Though she was sometimes too intelligent for her own good and almost always too unruly for court etiquette, the maiden was perfectly well aware that even the exuberant liberties that her sire allowed her had their limits. Especially in the presence of clergy. Tomás never made a grand show of his piety, but this did not stop him from maintaining excellent relations with the servants of the Holy Church.

He had always been an independent and strong lord, but never at the expense of the common people. He always helped those in need and thus was beloved not only in Aínsa but also in Huesca. Even in Zaragoza his fame as a silent benefactor and a bulwark of justice was often on the tongues of commoners and nobles alike. Nevertheless, he carefully avoided associating himself openly with the Church. When she had reached the age when she could grasp the subtler nuances of life around her, he himself had told her to be wary of men of the cloth. They were nothing but trouble and their minds were filled with more irrational things than the dreams of poets. But evil always lurked in the shadows. And one should choose their allies wisely. He had always told her to think and act diplomatically around people with power and influence but never forget that evil could exist even under the light of the sun or dressed in the vestments of holiness.

The physicians, carrying out her father's orders, laid their oversized gloves on her bare arms once more as they led her away towards her chambers. Yet her gaze lingered on Crestina as she was dragged outside. The woman's sickly, ruby eyes managed to focus on her daughter with a hint of a smile. This was the most affection she had shown to her child in all the years the young woman could remember and she could not help but stifle a whimper in her throat.

It was all a bad dream; a dreadfully vivid nightmare, she kept telling herself. She no longer minded the manhandling of the healers nor even gave another thought to the shadow of the Scourge hanging over her home. All she could think about was that glint of a smile in her dam's eyes—that fleeting nod of approval. And yet what made it terrifying was that it had come from a desiccated husk...

Crestina was still beautiful at her age. The maiden had inherited the same alluring almond-shaped eyes as her, but in a light brown color she had taken after Tomás. In the sun, those eyes looked like bright amber and their irises held something hawkish, always on alert. Her face, almost entirely untouched by the wrinkles of age, had delicate features that had never known even a single childhood illness to mar them. In truth, the daughter was the younger self of Crestina in the flesh, and perhaps even more charming. But now the husk of the woman lying in the chamber behind her was not her dam. It was a horrid reminder of decay.

Just two days before, Crestina had simply been pale. Then her skin had begun to blacken, her once slender neck had swollen and her cheeks had been drawn into deep hollows. Her sparkling eyes had sunk into their sockets and turned red and bloodshot. And that stench... the reek of mortality that no words could describe, but every living thing can recognize. Under different circumstances, she would have wallowed in her own dread of the inevitable. Yet, in the present moment all she could feel was horror and grief for Crestina. For she knew she would most likely never see her again.

Shutting herself away in her chamber was not some heartless whim of her sire, nor something she could altogether overlook. La Peste was no laughing matter. If she wanted to hope to see the sun rise again, she had to content herself with this fleeting farewell to her dam, this mere exchange of glances. Crestina had always been for her a strict guardian and protector of her moral virtue within the confines of the manor. Throughout Aínsa she had a reputation as a strictly devout and pious woman who undoubtedly shrank in horror at the thought of her daughter enjoying the attention of men due to her beauty and fiery personality. According to the canons, the more dynamic a woman was, the lower her moral standing. And they knew best.

Now, however, none of that mattered. Crestina was marked for an agonizing and grueling doom and her child was condemned to hear her cries of despair without being able to escape from the safe prison of her own chambers.

Always the restless spirit, endowed with a natural curiosity, she was further tormented by a burning desire to learn more about the situation in the village and about the war of the nobles raging on, despite the fact that this had become an afterthought in the wake of the coming of the Black Death.

That night, her sleep offered no rest or respite. As soon as she closed her eyes, all those thoughts that plagued the back of her mind came to the surface mingling with the colorful memories she had from the otherwise quiet and boring life in Aínsa. It was not rare for her to sleepwalk at night; for her dreams were always prodigiously intense.

Despite the grimness of the situation, her confinement, and even the heavy bolts that she heard clink into place when she set foot in her chambers, her doors would soon be unlocked.
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LOST IN A MISTY passage that resembled a narrow corridor, Antonia trod carefully, casting terrified glances all around her. It was one of those instances where she seemed to possess the fullness of her consciousness during a vision. She knew she was moving through one of the creations of her own imagination or, as her parents put it, images that the Devil himself wove to confuse the faithful and lead them astray from the Almighty's path.

The farther she ventured, the hazy corridor came more and more into focus. She could feel the coarse gravel biting into the bare soles of her feet, and the familiar fence with the withered rose bushes on either side made her certain that she was somewhere on her family's estate, beyond the manor. Somehow, the gripping terror inside her gradually began to subside—not because she could finally recognize where she was, but because she heard a summons echo eerily in her ears, inside her head, and in her very soul.

Despite the dozens of cries of despair and of the dying that rose like a pestilential cloud of sound over Aínsa, one resonance stood out from the din and seemed to be addressing her specifically. She heard it emanating from everywhere at once, and it beckoned her by name. The sensation was simultaneously terrifying and irresistible. She felt compelled to follow this ethereal presence, and at the same time, every instinct of self-preservation within her cried out against heading toward the unknown. Her familiar surroundings only made this alluring sense of otherness all the more powerful.

Suddenly her feet sank into the thick and unkempt grass in the eastern part of the Calderón estate, near the horse quarters. The mist choking the landscape distorted sound and muffled its volume unnaturally, yet she could still make out the restless whinnying of the steeds like an irregular and discordant chorus. Something was terrifying the poor beasts out of their wits.

Her heart pounded fiercely with every step she took toward the building, while the resonance of her name rang in her mind like a blacksmith's hammer falling on a red-hot blade. But each metallic strike seemed to whisper with its own urgency: Antonia, it intoned.

She could not approach any closer. A paralyzing dread overtook her. Her knees buckled and her face smacked against the earth before she could even react to break her fall. All she could see was absolute darkness, and she lost herself in this coiling night that had seemingly swallowed her whole. It was then that she saw a tiny glimmer of light headed in her direction. She opened her eyes and immediately found herself lying in her bed.

Tomás and Padre Bernal were at her bedside. The noblewoman jumped up with a stifled cry of dismay upon seeing the strange priest.

"¡Mea madre! ¡Por favor..." she shrieked.

"Your mother is still with us," Tomás said in a reassuring tone. "Although, despite the help of Padre Bernal and our healers, only the Lord's Grace can save her, mea dolça!"

She rubbed her eyes, struggling to completely wake up and distinguish between vision and waking reality.

"What... what happened then?"

"What do you recall, mea fija? Were you having one of your nightmares again?"

"I was wandering... again?"

"So, you do recollect... Yes, daughter! My guards found you lying outside the horse quarters. I want you to tell me exactly what occurred. Tell me everything."

The beautiful noblewoman paled. Her skin took on the silver color of the moon, more intensely than her natural pallor. She recollected that in her vision the rose bushes were withered and the grass abandoned, as in reality, after the arrival of La Peste. Besides the summons, she also heard those tormented by the Scourge. It was true—she had been sleepwalking. The seductive presence she heard from the building was real. The agitated horses and the strange, sickly atmosphere she felt throughout her body were real.

She decided not to speak truthfully to her father and sire. She did not know why, and no matter how much she pressed herself, she could not understand it. Although she had absolute familiarity and trust with him, all her instincts thundered that she should keep the important parts of her experience to herself.

"I don't... recall anything! Only that I was wandering outside and then... I blacked out."

"It cannot be... you must recollect something! Why were you found at the horse quarters? Nothing comes to mind?"

"Why are you questioning me? Other times I sleepwalked and you weren't so... persistent!"

"My good daughter, besides the Scourge, we have to face forces of Evil as well. I will keep saying this. Right, Padre Bernal?"

The expressionless priest went to the room's window and opened it. Then he turned his cold gaze toward the young woman.

"Señorita Calderón, we have already told you that we are not facing only the Scourge. The Devil chose wisely to send his seeds to our faithful in their weakest moment..." His gaze, though cold, gave his drawn face a tone of fervor.

She said nothing. It was not the first time that clergy spoke of such things. Bernal did not differ in this regard.

"If you recall something, I would appreciate it if you told us. There are many things you do not understand..."

"Explain it to me then! Since the Pestilence arrived, you lock yourself in your office with him and other mysterious visitors, and at night you leave the house. How will my vision help you? You always told me you don't believe in such things..."

This time the auburn-haired beauty burst out and expressed everything she had wanted to tell her beloved sire for some time.

"Fija... you are right, but you must trust me. From now on I will have you watched and will double the guards on the estate. However, please, do not leave this house, nor be influenced by the afflicted ones of the village. It is very important for your health! I don't want to lose you like your mother... Drink the sage tea I brought you—it will strengthen you and protect you better!"

"You speak as if she is already dead!" Her words fell into emptiness as Tomás and Bernal had already opened the door to leave the chamber. She closed her wet eyes as she realized again that her mother was living on borrowed time. The only truth she believed in was the Scourge. Everything else seemed like imagined conspiracies of the clergy, in which, from what she could see, her cherished father had also become involved.

She feared the Pestilence and did not need his command not to venture out to the village with the afflicted ones. However, the vision and the ethereal summons she would not forget. She would visit the horse quarters again. She hoped this time to be awake, if only to understand what in Heaven's name was happening inside her troubled mind.

.

***
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HOURS PASSED TORTUROUSLY for her. She was a woman full of energy and vitality, confined to a chamber—however large it might be—for her safety, with only the comfort of some books containing prayers in the Romans' tongue, manuscripts from the local clergy. Some even from Bernal himself. The noblewoman was among the few who knew how to read and write, as befitted her station but also from her sire's insistence. He had always emphasized to her that letters are weapons for conquering knowledge, which is the most potent weapon to defeat darkness.

In those moments she did not see how reading about the achievements of Saints against the forces of Evil would aid her with such endeavors. She did not understand how all this would help her mother, the inhabitants of Aínsa, her visions and nightmares. These tomes were not for her. She listened to the distant cries of the sick who were slowly dying in agony on the streets helplessly. She knew that mothers were wailing in anguish, beseeching someone to save their children from torture. Children who were weeping, embracing the dead and putrefying bodies of their parents. She felt far greater security with her ability to wield the spear.

No, the young woman might seem proud and unapproachable to common folk, but her heart was not made of stone and her mind worked at a high level. She knew that something strange was happening in the world and in Aínsa. Yet something equally bizarre was also transpiring within herself.

There was no one to support her and share her thoughts. The inhabitants of the Calderón manor had decreased significantly due to the Scourge, and the solitude that she had to endure was inevitable. However, she was not alone. The entity that summoned her in yesterday's vision continued to do so, even though she perceived nothing audible in those moments. But she felt it. She sensed a foreign yet simultaneously familiar essence near her, beside her, within her.

More time elapsed and night had fallen properly. She would not close her eyes easily. Whatever activities of the day in the village—the carts that carried the dead or the remaining living who risked moving, the bells of the Iglesia de Santa María that rang frantically—as soon as darkness fell they became silent, and the death rattles, supplications and lamentations now reached her ears all the more keenly.

She arose from her large bed and moved toward her window. Opening it, the cold mountain breeze made her rich and long brown tresses flutter, but besides the frigid kiss, the wind also carried the miasma of decay and brimstone, making her wrinkle her nostrils with disgust and despair. Her thin nightgown could not protect her velvet skin, and thus she felt a shiver pierce through her.

Her balcony, although on the second floor of the manor, was not very high from the ground. She could easily escape from this prison that she was forced to endure at the cost of perhaps some bruises or a sprain. But where could she venture? She remained gazing at the space below her, far to where the Calderón estate extended. She observed the myriads of violet blossoms—her mother's favorites—that adorned every garden around the villa. Then her curiosity about the horse quarters grew ever stronger, when suddenly she perceived the ethereal summons in her mind once more.

Enchantment and terror seized her simultaneously. She knew she was dealing with forces beyond this mortal realm. The auburn-haired beauty was ashamed that up to that moment she had scorned prayers yet now, in her moment of primeval distress, she thought to beseech divine aid. But as she clearly whispered the verses of prayers in the nighttime quiet, the unknown presence continued to beckon her by name.

The prayer died upon her lips and in her mouth she tasted grass—grass, earth and pebbles. Her eyes were closed and she dared not open them. The dread in her heart peaked, as it was now certain that nothing was developing normally and she knew with certainty that she was not sleepwalking. Her elbows and knees ached and the cold pierced her body, as it easily penetrated her thin white nightgown.

Her wolf-like eyes opened with hesitation, as her hands stirred the cool earth. The intense whinnying of the steeds reached her ears the moment her gaze faced the edifice. She was there. She was at the point where her vision ended and she herself from her sleepwalking the previous night. Now, however, she was awake and could not explain how she found herself there from her balcony.

She trembled from cold and terror, yet the entity summoning her by name did not cease its beckoning. Against all her instincts she advanced with slow steps toward the structure, while the horses had started their deafening concert, making the sentries gather around them to calm the beasts.

Every moment that passed she gained more sobriety and awareness of her surroundings. Many phantasms that were not easy to distinguish from reality. She only let time pass and they simply scattered in the winds of her thoughts, until she remembered vaguely those related to her nocturnal journey.

Outside the edifice she was certain now that she was not sleepwalking. At least from that point until she approached the large wooden structure and waited for all the sentinels to emerge again, easily slipping behind them.

Guards! Her mind was now unfolding every thought. Why did her father station so many watchmen at a facility that did not even house so many horses—the soldiers' mounts rested in the special barracks at the other end of the estate. What was significant about this particular building?

Antonia... Antonia... Antonia... The terrifying, supernatural resonance in her mind grew stronger as she approached. She paused for a moment to ensure once more that she was not trapped in some phantasm. As soon as the last man emerged, silently, with her bare soles stepping on the edges, she reached the half-open tall door and opened it, led forward to the point from where the source of the unholy summoning resonated most powerfully. It was simply one of the empty stalls. Hay was spread in generous quantities, horse droppings scattered about, a pitchfork leaning casually in a corner next to a wooden bucket—nothing unusual.

Antonia... Aid me... The presence in her mind returned, and the young noblewoman was certain that something was occurring within this empty stall.
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LARGE BEAMS ABOVE her supported a roof enriched with mud and straw. The length and perimeter of the edifice were impressive, and Antonia had always known it. She belonged to the dowered daughters who learned horsemanship from tender years—Tomás' initiative—and thus from childhood nothing seemed unusual despite the various alterations in construction. She could not fathom why the mysterious entity had drawn her to an empty stall. Until her feet produced a hollow resonance as soon as they contacted the straw upon the ground.

Exploration and curiosity flowed in her very blood, so immediately the fervor for this discovery overcame her dread. The steeds had now found peace and, save for some brief whinnying and distant discourse that made her turn her attention anxiously toward the entrance, quietude reigned. The moon granted its silver benediction generously, so she could observe the area almost comfortably despite the pervading shadows.

She drew a deep breath, shook her luxuriant tresses back—as they were not, as she habitually wore them, bound in elaborate knots—and bent down to examine the peculiar floor. She felt around the straw and scattered old droppings for a time, until she located a thick iron ring that seemed to belong to some great chain. Her gaze kindled with curiosity, but simultaneously terror and hesitations returned like harbingers of doom.

Come to me... come, Antonia... help me...

The presence had abandoned her for mere minutes and she had forgotten how agonizing, discomforting and terrifying it was for something unknown to invade her mind and consciousness. And the most discomforting and terrifying aspect was that among all these sensations there persisted always a dominant irrational familiarity. A mysterious compulsion to trust this ethereal entity.

She recoiled several steps from surprise, but immediately regained her composure and seized the corroded ring with both hands. The initial attempts proved fruitless, yet she did not surrender her valor as the floor, which was ultimately a trapdoor, granted her hope that eventually, through effort, there existed possibility it might yield. The young noblewoman exerted herself to succeed whilst simultaneously taking care not to attract the sentries' notice.

Antonia...

The portal opened abruptly and Antonia tumbled backward from the strain. She immediately arose, stifling her cough from the dust and the horrible miasma of death that was released. The moon continued to shine sufficiently for her to locate a makeshift ladder fashioned of roughly hewn planks and thick rope. Quite crude for the opulent Calderón estate.

Before perceiving the entity anew, the peculiar instinct of familiarity dominated once more and she began to descend the fragile ladder that led into the thick, fetid gloom. As soon as she reached the terminus, she thanked fate that her feet touched wooden planking. Timber, yet cold, viscous and saturated with moisture. It sufficed given the circumstances.

She should have been afraid. She should have felt absolute terror permeating her entire being. However, the shiver that pierced her was not from the excessive and inexplicable chill of the shadows that had devoured her. The presence guided her and created a paradoxically familiar path, as she walked blindly into the unknown darkness and the stench of mortality. It resembled sleepwalking once more. As she advanced with measured and steady steps upon the frozen floor, she remained uncertain whether all this transpired or if her form had fallen into slumber whilst she yet stood upon her balcony or, worse still, within her bed.

A sudden sound, accompanied by pain in her toe, restored her from her reverie. She seemed to have stumbled upon a wooden bucket, which rolled with unknown trajectory. To the reek of decay, mold and staleness was added a new essence—that of iron. So potent that it made her delicate nostrils contract upward and struggle not to succumb to the almost involuntary nausea and revulsion she experienced.

Depart! Depart, Antonia... flee!

The pallid noblewoman became rigid as marble. The resonance in her skull was more intense and thunderous than ever, yet this time it commanded something different. In the depths of the gloom, finally for the first time, she discerned illumination. Though perhaps it was not true light, yet it certainly distinguished itself from the absolute blackness that reigned undisturbed by the moon's power. Although the entity now bade her depart, she advanced toward the wretched luminescence with greater certainty than ever.

Depart, Antonia! Flee!

As she approached, the radiance waxed stronger and banished the shadows from the vicinity. Antonia realized that throughout this time she had been traversing a narrow corridor that led to a small chamber. The illumination that drew her thither was a small torch affixed to a crude, moisture-laden wall. The moment she entered the chamber she recognized it resembled a dungeon cell or something far more sinister. Chains suspended from the wild uneven walls, which consisted of stone and fresh earth, a great wooden table saturated with ancient blood, and a large wooden vessel filled with soil and many violet blossoms upon it. Something that bore no reason to exist in such an accursed place.

A chair, which also bore thick chains wrapped about it, and primarily a second smaller table replete with keen instruments completed the bizarre and simultaneously soul-chilling chamber. Blades of every dimension, pincers and pliers, spears and hooks, and amongst all these a massive Bible—bloodstained, crumpled obviously from extensive study, yet excessively large in proportions.

Antonia's mind began to be assaulted by so many questions that she knew not where to focus first. Which mystery to unravel initially. The primary one was why she was discovering now that such a place existed, when she had dwelt in the villa and upon the estate throughout her existence.

Depart, Antonia!

The entity within returned and made her start from terror—a thunderous resonance, clearer than ever. Yet there was none other in the chamber. Or so she believed, until horror seized her the moment she realized that in the darkest quarter of the room, there where the trembling timid flames of the torch barely reached to make the shadows dance irregularly, someone was shackled to the wall.

Her heart now beat continuously so thunderously that she thought it would disturb the bound figure in the chamber's corner. The familiarity she had felt with the entity in her mind had now vanished and in its stead appeared something far more rational—terror absolute. She yearned to depart. She wished to do precisely what the presence urged her to accomplish, yet simultaneously her eyes from the moment they fell upon the figure were nigh impossible to turn away. Terror, curiosity, questions, revulsion. Everything orchestrated a mad dance within her, like the shadows that fell upon the cause of all this.

The sensation of dread intensified when a groan was heard anew. This time it was manifest that it emanated from the prisoner's direction. It did not echo in the chamber as before when she traversed the thick gloom. This time it seemed more akin to a lament, as if it issued from some wounded beast within a cage.

Her limbs, trembling, finally made the movement toward the dark portion of the wall and in the dim illumination she beheld her right bare foot and shuddered from the uncomfortable revelation. It was crimson from sole to calf. As if someone had painted it hastily to prepare her for some unhallowed pagan rite. Among so many unpleasant odors, that of iron never abandoned her nostrils.

"Fl... flee... le... aw... away from me..."

The resonance that had spoken in her mind and guided her, the presence that had led her to that damned and nightmarish place upon her own estate, that force which had terrorized her yet simultaneously awakened all her senses, no longer spoke within her mind—it reached her ears naturally and emanated from the bound figure before her. There remained no room for further surprises. The stately noblewoman, within mere hours, had experienced more unexpected phenomena than she had lived in her monotonous existence. More than her mortal mind could process.

"Who... who are you?" She attempted to invest as much intensity and force as she could into her words. She had not spoken for an age and sounded fractured in any case.

"Fl... flee! Antonia..." The utterance was as when it had spoken in her mind—familiar and warm. This time, however, it was labored, accompanied by long exhalations that seemed like unholy susurrations.

"How? How do you know my name? Who are you? What..." The final question she could not bear to complete as the feeble flames revealed something she could not accept. The form was withered in the corner of the slime-covered wall, brutally chained. It resembled the corpses of La Peste in advanced putrefaction or those burned by the physicians.

No, it was impossible for this resonance to emanate from this abomination before her. Some torn rags that hinted at clothing made it more terrifying for Antonia's mind, as they proved that in front of her was something that bore the semblance of humanity. However, its gathered, folded limbs that ended in curved talons, the unnatural posture, which was pinned to the wall with great iron spikes and rings piercing its dark flesh, spoke of no mortal creature.

“Why do you summon me? You beseech my aid... How do you accomplish this? And now you would have me depart?”

“I made... a grievous error! Now I beseech you to flee!”

“What... are you?” The question finally escaped her lips and she barely heard her own words over the thunder of her heart. She was still struggling to comprehend what she witnessed and finally made the sign of the cross, ready to weep. The form turned its head toward her and confirmed that she was likely trapped within one of the accursed visions that plagued her nights and would not release her to wakefulness.

The creature's skull was grotesquely large with sparse, grey, lengthy hair sprouting in patches. Its ears were among the most unnatural aspects, elongated and pointed like some diabolic parody, but what truly made Antonia's blood turn to ice was its countenance.

The nostrils gaped enormous, and the absence of a nose made the visage resemble a fleshy death's-head. The eyes were pools of jet-black void with no white visible, but most horrifying was the maw—dark and withered lips that, though nearly closed, could not contain the long ivory fangs that protruded forth. The teeth were so razor-keen that it seemed paradoxical they did not rend its own mouth. One of the many contradictions that Antonia observed, frozen in her dread.

“Flee! Flee...” Each utterance from that monstrous orifice was accompanied by a soul-chilling sibilant hiss.

“Why? What doom has befallen you?” Armed with the final reserves of valor she possessed, she drew even nearer. The miasma of decay, brimstone and earth assaulted her senses and terror now roosted firmly in her breast. Yet she was determined to unravel this mystery's thread.

The fiend then, with unexpectedly swift motion, seized her leg with its repulsive appendages. Antonia tumbled, losing her balance and believing her life's thread was being severed by fate's cruel shears. Especially when she beheld with horror it bringing its loathsome maw to her bare calf. The beautiful noblewoman braced herself for absolute agony, while her flesh would be rent asunder and torn from bone, and she closed her eyes, attempting to recall the most powerful prayers she knew. Only the Almighty or some blessed saint could deliver her from this abyss into which she had cast herself. Only divine intervention could vanquish this daemon that crouched before her.

Either the scattered prayers she whispered through her tears found heaven's ear, or the creature had not yet begun its feast. The sole certainty was that she felt no pain. She felt naught save the frozen breath of the beast and the bone-numbing touch of its lips upon her skin.

She was compelled to open her eyes and confront the horror, yet certainly did not expect to witness the creature passing its tongue hungrily over her calf. It was her right foot that had been stained crimson with unknown gore previously. Now, she observed her once blood-soaked skin returning pristine wherever the creature's tongue traveled, while it uttered inarticulate lamentations.

Antonia could not discern whether the worst had passed of what she endured, or if this was merely the prologue to some far greater abomination. Suddenly, the creature recoiled abruptly, crying out like some primordial beast from legend's darkest corners, so thunderously that she felt the resonance like tremors in her already maddened heart. Yet she had no more terror remaining for that accursed night. She had been drained of every intense emotion. She remained numb, watching the creature return its unhallowed form toward the slime-covered earthen wall.
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