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1 . Ritual
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“Our work is finished. Our Lodge is closed. Let us leave in peace.” With these words, the Worshipful Master and Grand Master of the Lodge adjourned the weekly meeting. Everyone filed out of the temple in total silence heading towards the atrium.

Vidal followed the procession He was still an apprentice. The flap of his apron was turned up. He wasn't allowed to speak in the meetings because his rank required that he learn and nothing more. He couldn’t give his opinion, nor participate in any discussions, simply listen. Despite not liking his current situation, he respected the brotherhood's ritual. He would climb the ranks slowly.

He was brought in and introduced to the Organization by his buddy Alicio Barreiro, who was a Steward. Barreiro’s flap was turned down. 

Vidal’s studies were arduous. He had to learn about ceremonial rules, the meaning of the Insignias and those who carried them, the existing roles (Worshipful Master or Grand Master, Senior Warden, Junior Warden, Orator, Chancellor and Treasurer) and who filled each one of them. Much of the knowledge had to be at the tip of his tongue and foremost in his mind.

The architecture of the Lodge was also a great source of knowledge and the building was shaped to resemble the Temple of Jerusalem. Masonry is rooted in ancient Guilds formed in the Middle Ages to regulate the productive processes of artisans in cities. Its members were master masons, the builders of Churches and Cathedrals. This is why the Masonic temple and the Catholic Temple are so similar.

The organization has many meaningful symbols:

The pillars, known as Boaz and Jaquim, that stand at the entrance of the Temples, signify Strength and the saying "Yah Establishes;"

The Compass symbolizes spirit and thought;

The Square symbolizes the righteousness of all men on matter and mankind;

The checkered black and white floor represents the diversity of the world's people and races.

The three steps that lead up to the chair of the Lodge Master signify the body, soul and spirit.

Vidal couldn't help being enchanted by the Temple and its organization, everything had its place. It was all so different from his messy life. Within these walls he knew that he was not alone, he was part of a whole, with others, a unity. The ceiling, painted with heavenly bodies and stars, titillated his imagination.

No member was allowed to speak at the weekly meetings unless he first explained the reason and was granted permission to speak. If these rules were not followed, a punishment was handed out.

Regardless, he was pleased for having joined the brotherhood a year ago. It worked like an exclusive club. Its members were carefully selected and bonds were formed that could not be forged in any other way. He had access to politicians, traders, lawyers, doctors and public servants that could make his life much easier, when need be, simply because they all belonged to the same "advantage club" and currently he needed all the help he could get.

Vidal had inherited a small fortune from his father, who was a shipbuilder. The fortune was started by his grandfather, an orphan living on the streets of Coimbra, who lost his parents to the Black Death. He managed to survive by living off petty crime until a trader with no shop, nor anchor, hired him to assist him on his endless voyages. He began learning the trade - the tricks to beguile customers, the logic of the sale. He later moved to Lisbon on account of a girl he had fallen for.

He opened a small business that prospered quickly thanks to his friendly nature and enabled him to ask for the maiden's hand in marriage. But he had fond memories of his past as a wanderer and his passion for traveling was soon transferred to his son through his stories about his voyages. He leased a boat so he could continue seeing the world and supply his shop with goods from beyond Portugal. The shop carried many different items - wine, olive oil, vinegar, chorizo, butter - and he would return to Portugal laden with sugar, when he went to a colony, or garments and perfumes, when he traveled to France or Italy. This went on until Vidal's grandfather passed away. Between the travels and the shop, his father chose the former. He sold the establishment, purchased his own ship and continued traveling despite being married and having a small child.

On his last voyage, he was attacked by English pirates. Since his crew was made up mostly of peasant children taken by force from the fields, usually at around the age of twelve, with no military training nor inclination for battle, he lost his ship, his cargo and his life. Vidal lost his father at the age of fourteen.

The money his father had saved was enough for him and his mother not to be left wanting, at least in financial terms. After she died, Vidal was free to spread his wings and decided to leave Funchal, where they had been living a modest life. He returned to the country's capital.

Over time his funds began to dwindle and, since he was no worker, nor had he ever studied, he turned to playing dice in an attempt to raise money.

As is usually the case, instead of increasing his capital, he reduced it significantly. By his accounts, he would have enough for another two years of frugal living before he became penniless.

Vidal was hoping that his new friends from the organization would help him balance out his life. It was definitely working. He had received a few promises for loans to help him open a small business from which he could earn a living.

He planned to acquire a shop of imported French products or a tavern, who knows. He was looking for a venture that was already established in the market, given that he did not have the qualifications nor the knowledge to start one on his own.

Even the seriousness of the men that he had met transformed his life. He had become calmer, less aggressive and was managing to stay away from the gaming tables.

It is incredible how an environment can transform the roughest of men. Without noticing it, he began to emulate those around him in habit and thought. An environment can turn a good man into a ruffian but the opposite is true also. It is true that a large part of a man's character may be formed by his upbringing but an environment can also help to shape and strengthen it.

He only wished he had met Alicio earlier. He would have been in a more stable position now because he trusted his friend's advice. He wouldn't have made so many mistakes. They met in a tavern. They were both alone and struck up a conversation, which led to an honest friendship.

Alicio's father was a well-established, well-known tradesman in Lisbon, who inherited the family business. Alicio helped him manage the business in preparation for the duties he would inherit. But he enjoyed his outings with Vidal - the shameless women and the wine. In this aspect, they got along very well. Alicio was introduced to the Lodge by his father and was given consent to introduce someone else. He decided on Vidal since he was struggling financially.

Masonry, as a fraternal organization, has its requirements: the candidate must be of good character and must respect family, he must be philanthropic and must always seek perfection while staying away from vice and working solely towards enhancing virtue.

Alicio believed the environment would be beneficial to Vidal, in the very least it would keep him away from the dice tables, and he was right. But he knew that "once a gambler, always a gambler." He discreetly kept his eye on Vidal to make sure he didn't return to the tables. Alicio knew that he would be ruined if he weakened, and who would be there to help Vidal if this were to happen? He had no family and the friends he made in Lisbon since his arrival were only Alicio and his masonic brothers. He would have to make do with these for now.

Alicio struggled to accept the fact that his brotherhood was persecuted, most likely because of Masonry's close ties to the Jewish community. Many of its ethical principles are inspired on Judaism. The rites and symbols date back to the reconstruction of the Temple of Solomon, the Jewish star, the names of different degrees such as Knight Kadosh, which in Hebrew means saint, Prince of Lebanon, Knight of the Serpent of Airain, among others. Light is an important symbol in the Jewish religion and in Masonry as well.

In the Iberian Peninsula, Catholicism governed the life and death of all. The Church resented those who handed Christ over to the Romans and persecuted them, seeking vengeance.

Alicio's mind was open enough to think all of this was foolish. How did they really know what happened at a time so long ago? He did not doubt the Bible but he knew of the existence of the New Testament Apocrypha which offered a somewhat different point of view from that of the well-known and established Scriptures. 

His organization was also persecuted by the church, in much the same way as the Jews, and being known as a mason implied a withdrawal from religion, as well as society. It was a danger, but for him and his father, it was a risk worth taking. They had trade agreements with many of their brothers at the Lodge and those who were struggling were always helped by the others. When faced with a problem, whatever it may be, there was always an influential brother to help out. It was this help that Alicio hoped Vidal would find.

In the atrium, a less ceremonial space where talking was allowed, Vidal began removing his insignias and garments along with the others. Each man removed his robes, adornments and lastly the jewelry. The members changed in and out of their garments always in the atrium. Talking among themselves in this area was allowed. Vidal began familiarizing himself with the topics in discussion and was intent on strengthening bonds. 

The Worshipful Master then invited them all to the meal, known as Cup of Water. This was another ritual. They met after the gatherings, even if just to drink a glass of water, to talk about mundane things and strengthen bonds. The Master approached Vidal, who was laughing and sipping a glass of water. He tapped his shoulder and Vidal turned towards him. He gestured him to come over and follow him. When they removed themselves from the men, which now looked like a group of chattering students, he said,

"We need to talk about something that may interest you. At the Water, sit far away from the central table, save a seat next to you and wait for me."
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2. Water
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The Worshipful Master, whose name was Teodoro Cliborn, excused himself and sat in the seat Vidal had reserved for him. Vidal found Teodoro's proximity odd and even odder was the request for a private conversation. At first, they exchanged a few pleasantries. They were not friends nor did they have a relationship outside the Lodge.

"Vidal, to put it bluntly, I have a matter to discuss with you. I have a long-standing friend who lives in Braga where he founded a Lodge. He has been a widower for a long time and he has a single daughter. I don't know if you know what has been happening over in Braga with our brothers. Do you?"

"No, I haven't heard, Teodoro."

"You need to become more interested in politics Vidal because it governs our lives. What do you know about the Marquise of Pombal and Viradeira?"

"I know that the Marquise was a minister for King José. When the king died, and the throne was handed to Dona Maria, the Marquise had to step down. Nothing more."

Teodoro sighed impatiently. "You are young and foolish. You will work well for the mission I have for you.

Let me situate you. As you know or should know, after the fire that destroyed our city in 1755, King José appointed Sebastião José de Carvalho Melo as prime minister, granting him also the title of Marquise of Pombal. During the period he governed, he introduced several reforms to our backward country. He also made many enemies, such as the Jesuits and a few noblemen, who envied him for the immense power granted to him by the king for his competence. For example, he needed money to reform Lisbon, so he struck a deal with the Jews. He pressured the church to stop persecuting them and got the money needed for the city's reconstruction. This caused the wheel of Inquisition to come grinding to a halt in Portugal and put the country back on track. He used money from the treasury to fund several companies, making the country less dependent on the English. In other words, Portugal was on its way to European supremacy. All persecutions of new Christians and Masons, of which he was one, were put off at the time."

Teodoro paused. His throat went dry after the speech. He took a sip of wine.

"With the death of King José, Dona Maria I became our queen. Unfortunately, she is an ignorant woman and every step she takes is counseled by half a dozen priests. She even left the king to die without giving him the medical attention he needed in hope of divine intervention! She appointed new state secretaries and replaced the visionary Pombal based on ignorance and the orders of the religious men, who have an inordinate amount of power over this woman. Now Portugal has returned to its old ways. The old ways rekindled the persecutions because the Portuguese state is today in the clutches of the church and a group of unscrupulous nobles who suck the treasury dry and care nothing for the people. Dark times are coming."

"I now understand the situation but it didn't seem that dark to me. Please, continue."

"Well, going back to the reason for this conversation, this friend of mine, the man from Braga, fears his Lodge will come apart as a result of the recent persecutions that have started being put in place over there, even if unofficially. The Archbishop of Braga, who is from Madeira island, was a great persecutor of masons in his land, and has now been transferred to this important Archdiocese. My friend Leonardo fears above all that the power of the inquisition will be reestablished in his region. As you know, if he is accused, even if declared innocent at the end of the trial, he loses his assets to the church. He is worried about the intentions of a few brothers he mistrusts because they joined the organization with only profit in mind. A few have left the Lodge due to family pressure and have avoided contact with their colleagues at all cost. These same men may leave at any moment and reveal the entire structure of the Lodge to save themselves, which would destroy him and other members. He also knows he is being watched. Any move he makes may cause a domino effect that will lead him to the gallows. So, based on these event, he has sought me out and told me about his plan to prevent this from happening. He plans to transfer his entire fortune to another person who is above suspicion. This person will reside abroad, probably in a British or French colony in the New World. He asked if I could be this person but I am inclined not to accept.

"Why, Teodoro? From what I have understood, it is only a trip to take money out of Portugal. You can come back later."

"Well Vidal, he plans on getting a guarantee that the money will return to him. The way he plans to do this is through his daughter's marriage so a family tie can be established. As you know, I am a widower, but I have no intention of leaving Portugal. I don't have the energy anymore for an adventure of this kind, besides I have children and grandchildren who would not be able to come with me. I don't even think they would want to come. For these reasons, I thought of you. Although you have not been with the brotherhood for long, you are the only one of us who is untethered, except for Alicio, but he has family ties. The maiden is your age. You have no family and I thought you would be interested in doing this small favor.

"But what is in it for me?" said Vidal.

"Well, the person who accepts this offer will become Leonardo's business partner in the venture that will be set up in the chosen colony and, after his death, will inherit everything so his daughter can be taken care of.

Vidal listened carefully to what was being said and his mind began to wander. He was in dire straits financially, it was true, but it never occurred to him to remedy the problem by marrying and moving to the other side of the Atlantic.

"Worshipful, I don't know what to say to you right now. I thank you from the bottom of my heart for this opportunity that has the potential of changing my entire life. What you are proposing to me is a dream. But I ask you to give me more time so I can think of the consequences of such a decision. I do not have family ties in Portugal. That is true but getting married frightens me a little, especially with a person I have never met."

"Vidal, think about it calmly. Talk to your friend, Alicio. You have two days. The maiden has already left Braga and is on her way to Lisbon. When she arrives, and she will be here shortly if everything goes as planned, the wedding will be fast and your departure also. If you choose not to accept, I have no way of denying this favor to Leonardo. The plan will go ahead in one way or another. But if you take this weight off my shoulders, I will be eternally grateful to you as will all our brothers here in Lisbon. We shall meet in two days, at 3:00 in the afternoon, at the Ribeira Nova market. Look for Vitalicio and you will find me."

Vidal said goodbye and left the gathering. He needed to think this through. After everything he had heard, he could hardly carry on conversing with the others. He walked around the city aimlessly thinking of the proposal. He found himself in front of a brothel. He entered. What he had to do now was cool his head and there was no better way to do this than with a woman.

Alicio looked around for Vidal but couldn't find him. Teodoro approached him.

"Alicio, the proposal has been made to Vidal. He excused himself and left. He has a lot to think about now."

"Do you think he’ll accept, Teodoro?" said Alicio.

"I don't know but when he looks for you, don't hide anything from him. He needs to know what he is getting into."

"I will do that, Teodoro, don't worry."
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3. Room
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Vidal lay on his bed staring at the ceiling, his hands clasped behind his neck and his legs crossed. The night was warm and pleasant. The warm weather allowed him to sleep shirtless. The open window let in the light of a large new moon and the vastness of the stars, a picture created by a master painter with the power to make the biggest of egos realize that they are nothing more than a tiny grain of sand under the heavens. Although his eyes were open, he was seeing nothing. What he saw in his mind was a projection of the strange proposal put to him.

All the details, the gestures, Teodoro's breath, time flowed slower until it stopped at a single question. What are the true motives behind this plan? He found it very odd that a father would hand over his daughter to a stranger because of a simple threat of loss of fortune. He seemed to be treating her as if she were merchandise, despite this being quite common among wealthy families. Family alliances were built upon this strategy. The Portuguese State charged taxes, but who took care of the inhabitants were the families and, in a broader sense, this included even neighbors and friends.

This was Vidal's problem, he had no family to speak of. If he needed help, money, or someone to stand by him, he had no one. But returning to the motives of the girl's father, it was clear that he was attempting to create an alliance to save his fortune. Usually these agreements were arranged by both sides but, in this case, Vidal had nothing to offer in exchange. That is what was most odd. This simple fact said a lot about the character of the father, who must not have many connections outside the Lodge, and of Teodoro also, who so gladly stepped into the role of matchmaker. Should Vidal get involved in this story? It seemed to him that the merchandise in question was not the girl, but himself, or more precisely, his freedom.

From what he gathered, there were problems in Braga, it is true, but they didn't involve actual persecutions by the crown nor by the church, as institutions.

There certainly must be something larger behind the plan for it to have been concocted and for all participants to so willingly want to take part in it and execute it.

And what about the girl? Was she in agreement with this whole crazy scheme? Was she agreeing to a marriage without having met the groom simply to help her father out of a difficult situation that may never happen?

He must be an ogre, or better yet, she must be an ogress.

Most certainly a woman of no opinion. If they were the same age, as stated by Teodoro, she should already have been a bride or even married and with children. But from what it seemed, there had been no suitor, hence the need for the proposal, which strengthened his suspicion that the woman had no appeal, in other words, she was probably ugly.

But what about the financial situation? He could get a loan maybe for a small business, a hostel, a tavern or a small imported goods shop. His earnings would be minimal. He would be able to survive and nothing more.

When would another opportunity like this arise? Sometimes opportunities passed us by in life and went completely unnoticed. Would there be others? When? When he is too old and too tired to take advantage of them?

All he had to do was endure a marriage with an ogress. As for her father, if he was as old as Teodoro, he would have only a few years to live. Vidal would inherit everything and in a short period of time - maybe in twenty years.

If the woman was not interesting, hell be damned, he'd find a few lovers. Maybe he could acquire one or two slaves to make his nights more enjoyable. He was not made of stone. There would certainly be some European, or maybe even native prostitutes over there. In this aspect, he had no preferences.

After all, in the rural town where he was raised, the young boys were introduced to sex through animals. Depending on where they ended up, there might even be a few indigenous girls around. He had heard stories that in Brazil the natives walked around naked, maybe it was the same in the other colonies in America. Could that be true?

Were there any Portuguese men over there? he asked himself. But why was he thinking about that?

What really mattered was the money. He could lead the life of a king in this new land. He would simply have to provide for her. He would be an important figure in the colony. The land was vast over there and he would also get the incredible opportunity to start a Lodge. He would climb the ranks quickly. There would only be two brothers at first. Yes, he would create a brotherhood in this land with the best people around.

Maybe a title of nobility too - Baron Bueno or Count Bueno. Yes, yes, the rewards would make up for it and it would be a very small price to pay for his freedom.

He would only have to leave Portugal and, most certainly, never return. What kept him here? No family and bankrupt. The country had not been good to him, maybe it would be better to start over.

Anyways, it was better to be a rich slave than a free pauper. So, amid dreams of fortune and wealth, Vidal fell asleep.
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4. Vidal and Alicio
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On the following day, after having thought much about Teodoro's proposal, Vidal looked for Alicio and, over a few drinks, told him about the strange conversation.

"Vidal, careful. I have a few things to say and am going to say them because I consider you a good friend. It is not exactly the way Mr. Teodoro put it. Please don't mention anything to anyone about what I am about to say here since it would sound like I am betraying the trust placed in me."

"What do you mean, Alicio? Is this some kind of joke? Am I still in the initiation process at the Lodge?"

"No, Vidal, but the marriage may not be for the reasons given. It is true that the father of the woman is being persecuted by the Archbishop of Braga but the reason may be something other than the fact that he is a freemason. It is also not true that you are the only one to whom this matrimony has been offered. Twenty days ago, Teodoro made the same proposal to me. Like you, I asked for some time to think about it but what I did instead was a little investigation of my own. One of my cousins lived for a time in Braga at our grandfather's house. I asked her to give me any information she could gather about the Pallister family and about the persecution of masons currently in progress in the city. She confirmed the archbishop's story but said there is no indication that they know or suspect that Leonardo, Barbara's father, belongs to a Masonic Lodge.

"Well then, what is the reason for all this?" Vidal didn't know her name until then, Teodoro had not mentioned it nor had it occurred to him to ask.

"She told me she studied with Barbara at the catholic school for a year while she was there and they had become friends for a short time. It was only for a short time because Fatima began to avoid her.

Fatima told me that Barbara is a woman like no other. She is beautiful from head to toe and with a body that can drive an angel to madness. Along with her colleagues, she seemed like a normal girl, a bit foolish and shy. But Fatima, over time, noticed a change in her behavior. She began insinuating herself on the professors and one of them was none other than the current archbishop himself, who was simply a professor at the time. He was there waiting for his predecessor to die so he could take his place because he had been appointed to the position. They were seen many times talking to each other after the priest's lessons. Fatima said that on one day, when she turned a corner in the corridor, she came face to face with them, and she had the impression that the Priest had been smiling and rubbing the nape of Barbara's neck through her long golden hair. Her surprise at finding them in such an intimate position made Fatima blush and come to a halt. She was about to turn back but chose not to and continued on her way, making eye contact with both of them. The priest turned his gaze towards the floor and gave a step back to distance himself from his student but Barbara's expression was different, she looked at her coldly and offered her a half smile full of malice and sin. After this event, Fatima began to watch Barbara more closely. She noticed that Barbara was no longer interested in normal conversations with girls of her own age. She seemed older as each day passed, more adult and less of a girl. She also began to caress her friends, she would approach them from behind to play with their hair. She would also touch their hands, sometimes their thighs, normal things between girls, but to Fatima the touches now seemed lascivious, with second intentions. She noticed how she insinuated herself on the priests who taught her, making them crazy with desire. She always ran away though when any of them seemed to want to go to further. And that is how it went. Of course my cousin's description of her actions may be the result of an overactive imagination but who's to say?"

"Yes, so? Does she suspect that the relationship between the archbishop and Barbara still exists today? Is your cousin still looking into this?" asked Vidal.

"Today it is like this. the archbishop is making strange comments about the behavior of Leonardo to certain dignitaries in the city. He is saying that Leonardo has a grave flaw and he must pay for it at the opportune time but he won't say what it is. He seems to be working to try to get the support of these respectable men, so they won't oppose him and so they'll support him when the time comes. Maybe the old man is getting in the way of their relationship, if there is one, I simply don't know. It is very strange that Barbara does not have now, nor has had in the past, a relationship with a suitor. She has never lacked them and probably doesn't lack them now either. She seems to always disdain those who kneel before her and kiss her feet. She turns them away as if they were vermin. She has shown no admiration nor respect for any of them. From what I gathered from my grandmother, her behavior continues the same today. Leonardo seems to think that the archbishop's background, of persecutor of masons on Madeira Island, may cause him to do the same in Braga and he is afraid he will find a reason to accuse him of something."

"And if the old man is brought to court by the religious order he will be tortured and, if he has nothing to say, he will certainly turn in his brothers. A complicated situation," said Vidal.

"Very complicated. But any way, Leonardo is smart and has his spies in all of the city's castes. He knows that the archbishop is up to something. That is why he plans to leave Portugal. The rest of the proposal is what it is - marriage to Barbara and a partnership with her. If she is really as beautiful as Fatima says, it is hard to say what the prize is and what the price to be paid is," Alicio laughed loudly.

"You didn't accept it, Alicio? Despite all else, it seems to be good business!" 

"Not for me, it isn't. My father, as you know, is ill. He has passed on all his businesses to me and makes me promise daily that I will take care of mother and my sisters if anything happens to him. As such, I can't abandon my family at this time or else I would have gone to see if Barbara really is so beautiful and if she were, hell, I'd disappear with her to America. But now the decision is up to you. What do you plan to do?"

Vidal lifted the glass of wine to his lips, swallowed and cleaned his lips with the back of his hand. He turned to Alicio.

"You are well aware of my current financial situation. This proposal seems like a divine gift and if things work out the way Leonardo expects them to, it will be good business."

"It is true Vidal. But don't forget that America is a new, hardly-civilized territory. Those who have gone there are nothing but a band of adventurers looking for an easy fortune and who don't think twice of making a living at the cost of slave labor. They expect to become rich and return home with fortunes never looking back at the bodies they have left behind.

"Ah, but slaves are slaves. They were already slaves in Africa and they continue to be so in America. What difference does it make? We have them here in Portugal - the moors were also slaves and still are."

"The education I have received does not allow me to accept this as normal. My father always told us that our fortune needs to grow from the sweat off our own brow, not by taking advantage of others."

"Right, Alicio, right," Vidal interrupted his friend's speech. He wanted to change the subject. "But what do you say about the deal? Do you have any objection or any more warnings?"

"No, that is everything I know. If you accept, I will visit you in those lands someday, maybe we will be able to do business together, which would be very productive and pleasant. I also hope that, if you accept, I will be asked to be your best man. I would like to accompany you on this journey even if only at the very beginning of it. If you do not accept, I bind myself to opening a company with you when my father passes away. For now, I cannot do it even though I have tried to convince him but he won't hear of it because he considers you a gambler. He knows that you have been controlling yourself but he would never accept the risk of doing business with you, nor does he approve of those who do."

This put an end to the conversation about the proposal and, with the wine flowing, they moved on to other more mundane topics.
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5. Meeting at the Market
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The Ribeira Market was a trading spot for fresh fish, fried sardines, fruit and vegetables. Vidal arrived at around 2:30 in the afternoon to purchase a pouch of tobacco before the meeting. He then looked for Vitalicio and found Teodoro with him, enjoying the fried sardines.

"Vidal, so good to see you again. Do you want a sardine? I love this fish and always stop here whenever I can. My father liked them too and would bring me here every Saturday to enjoy them. Vitalicio is the son of the owner of this establishment and he took over when his father passed away. We have known each other since we were boys. I feel here as if I've gone back in time and I can sometimes see my father standing next to me. A very happy place."

"I would love one, Mr. Teodoro. When I smell the fried fish, I start salivating like a dog and the best part of it is that it is very cheap. It wouldn't surprise me if the queen herself disguised herself so she could come here to savor a few of these delicacies."

Teodoro laughed loudly, almost choking on the fish spines. "It is true. I sometimes see around here a few characters who don't act as they seem. It is a gift that a tiny fish like this can serve the needs of kings as well as slaves."

After the meal, they left Vitalicio’s stand and walked through the market. Teodoro led Vidal to a quieter part so they could talk in public without being heard.

"So, Vidal, did you have time to think? Did you talk to Alicio?"

Vidal lied and said no because he didn't want it to look like he knew more than he should nor did he want to get his friend in trouble at the Lodge.

"Yes Teodoro, I have decided to accept the proposal. As you well know, my current financial situation is quite troubling and I am in no position to refuse an opportunity like this. The only thing that saddens me is to have to leave my country but everything has its price. If this is the price, I am willing to pay it."

Teodoro sighed with relief upon hearing the news. Vidal was young, he would adapt to any place in the world. As for him, it would be difficult to make such a great change. He was no longer suited for these types of adventures. Much less marrying a girl a third of his age. What would his sons think?

"Let me be very honest with you Vidal. You have taken a great weight off my shoulders. From now on, consider me a friend! No, not a friend, that wouldn't be enough! A blood brother is more suitable. I have a picture of the maiden here with me. I didn't show it before so you could think of the most important part of the proposal without being blinded by her looks. Here, look and see how the proposal is not all that bad after all."

When Vidal saw the image, he was taken aback. The picture showed a girl wearing a hat and firmly holding a parasol with both hands, thrusting her young breasts forward, as she stood in front of a lake on a sunny day. It was hard to tell which was more heartwarming. Large dark eyes, silky pale skin, her long hair, tied at the end with a ribbon that rested on her shoulder, and fell around her like a cascade. Her thick lips and the upturned corners of her mouth could drive even the saintliest of men mad. The artist who painted her was either a genius or was looking for the first time at a demon who had crazed his mind and heart. Alicio's cousin had not lied when she described the girl's beauty.

"Of course it is a painting but I can assure you that this looks very much like Barbara," said Teodoro. "What do you think now of the proposal, Vidal? Want to give up?" Teodoro chuckled as he watched Vidal, whose eyes were getting rounder and rounder as he gazed at the picture.

"Mr. Teodoro, if you had shown me this beforehand, it would have saved you the work of having to convince me. I would have agreed without having heard the half of it. I will be honest, my main concern and what worried me since we spoke was the loss of my freedom to marriage and to someone I had never met before. But if the girl is the same as the one in the portrait, I'll go now to the Estrela Basilica to thank God for a gift that only he could have sent me.

Both men laughed and Teodoro explained the next steps to be taken.

"Vidal, the girl is arriving soon. The marriage will be a simple affair and her father will not be in attendance. I will accompany her to the church and will hand her over to you. By the way, the ceremony will take place at the Church of São Roque, we are waiting for her arrival so we can set the date and time. Since it survived an earthquake, it must be a place of good omen illuminated by the heavens. Only our brothers and their wives will attend the wedding. Choose one of them to be your best man, get rid of your business, if you have any, and pack your bags.

"Mr. Teodoro, leave me to it. Can I keep the portrait?"

"Yes, of course. Wait for more news from me."

They parted and Vidal walked on gazing at the image in his hands without paying much attention to those around him. He was hypnotized by the figure and her mischievous look. He tripped on a rock and the rounded frame fell and rolled down the street, stopping at the feet of a gypsy begging for alms and offering palm-reading on the curb. The gypsy picked up the picture. Vidal approached her and asked to have it back.

"Beautiful girl!" said the gypsy. "Want to buy it back? Finders keepers, so now it belongs to me," she said teasingly.

Vidal felt a surge of anger but collected himself and took a closer look at the gypsy woman. She had dirty bare feet, red painted nails and a rattle wrapped around her ankle. Her red dress was adorned with golden details and was filthy. He looked at the hands holding the portrait and realized he was speaking to an old woman. Her gap-toothed smile revealed a few gold teeth glinting in the sunlight. One of her eyes had a milky film over it and her hair was loose, a combination of very white hairs interspersed with black ones. Her skin was very dark and full of wrinkles. If he had seen her in the middle of the night in a dark alleyway, he would have run for his life thinking he'd seen an apparition from hell that had risen to steal his soul.

He felt sorry for the poor woman alone amidst the crowd. Most passersby kept away from her and refused her promises of presages and palm-reading.

"Good lady, I would gladly buy the portrait back from you. Are three reis enough?"

"Very generous, my lord. But for two reis more I can tell you something you don't know about this maiden. What do you say?"

Vidal thought about it and reached for another two coins which he handed over to the gypsy. "Tell me then what I need to know?"

The gypsy stood up, handed over the portrait, collected the coins and said "Sir, the girl in this painting is the same as fool’s gold. Do you understand what I am saying?"

"Yes, I have heard of it but never seen it," answered Vidal.

"She is fool’s gold. She seems to be gold but she is not. She was created to deceive men and to drive them insane. Listen to my advice - keep away from this woman. Nothing of good can come from her, ever. If you insist on staying close to her, you will only find misery. She is a carrier of death. Run away while you can, Sir, this is the advice I give you."

Vidal was about to say something but the gypsy raised her index finger to her lips asking him to remain silent, she bowed to him and left, walking down the street. Vidal remained motionless watching the woman disappear down the street and pondering over her words. He placed the portrait in his pocket without looking at it and continued on his stroll. He was not a man to believe crazy stories but the reports of Alicio's cousin came to mind.

He continued walking until he reached a nearby beach. He watched the waves breaking and he felt the breeze on his skin. He looked at the vastness and imagined a boat floating on the water. That was him right now. Faced with the unknown, leaving behind everything he knew and entering a world that could be filled with happiness, as well as sadness. It was unpleasant to think of things this way, black or white, everything or nothing, life or death. Although the proposal, in Teodoro's words, seemed only to offer benefits as if it were a ship voyage, the things that Alicio revealed conjured up the image of him alone on a boat stranded in the middle of the ocean, without anyone and with no certainty about what was to come. The anxiety of the decision began to weigh on his shoulders.

"There is still time," he thought or someone whispered over his shoulder.

But giving up also felt like being stranded on a boat with no oars. Opening a business based on loans contracted with interest and what if that didn't work out? What would he do? What hurt him most was that his current situation was of his own doing. And he stayed there as night fell, lost in thought, until it was time to return home. He was so self-absorbed that he never noticed the sunset nor the arrival of the moon and its starry cape.
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Victim
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6. Archbishop


[image: image]




Barbara was informed of the arrival of Archbishop José Torres. She ran out to greet him and found him dismounting his horse at her doorstep, she kissed his hands. The priest placed his hand on Barbara's head and stroked her hair.

"Please archbishop, come in, please," said Barbara. "Would you like a refreshment?"

"No, no. I would like to speak to you alone, if that is possible."

Barbara waved off her servant and pointed to a room where they could talk. After the priest entered, she closed the door.
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