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Margarita
  was crying with her face hidden in her hands; she cried without
  moaning, but her tears ran silently along her cheeks, slipping
  through her fingers to fall on the earth, towards which she had
  bent
  her forehead.




 









  
Next
  to Margarita was Pedro, who raised his eyes from time to time to
  look
  at her and, seeing her cry, lowered them again, maintaining a
  profound silence.



 









  
And
  everything was silent around her and seemed to respect her grief.
  Rumors from the countryside were dying down; the afternoon wind
  was
  dormant, and shadows were beginning to envelop the thick trees in
  the
  copse.




 









  
This
  is how a few minutes passed, during which the trail of light that
  the
  sun had left on the horizon when it died was completely erased;
  the
  moon began to appear vaguely against the purple background of the
  twilight sky, and one after the other the biggest stars
  appeared.




 









  
Pedro
  finally broke that anguished silence, exclaiming in a deaf and
  broken
  voice, as if speaking to himself:




 









  
"It's
  impossible... impossible!"




 









  
Then,
  approaching the disconsolate girl and taking one of her hands,
  she
  continued with a more affectionate and soft accent:




 









  
-Margarita,
  for you love is everything, and you don't see anything beyond
  love.
  However, there is something as respectable as our affection, and
  it
  is my duty. Our lord the Count of Gómara leaves his castle
  tomorrow
  to gather his host to those of King Don Fernando, who is going to
  free Seville from the power of the infidels, and I must leave
  with
  the count. Dark orphan, nameless and familyless, to him I owe
  everything I am. I have served him in the leisure of peace, I
  have
  slept under his roof, I have warmed myself in his hearth and I
  have
  eaten bread at his table. If I abandon him today, tomorrow his
  men-at-arms, as they pour out through the posterns of his castle,
  will ask, amazed at not seeing me: "Where is the Count of
  Gómara's favorite squire?" And my lord will be silent with
  shame, and his pages and his buffoons will say in mockery:




 









  
At
  this point, Margarita raised her tear-filled eyes to fix them on
  her
  lover's, and moved her lips as if to speak to him; but her voice
  choked on a sob.




 









  
Pedro,
  with an even sweeter and more persuasive accent, continued like
  this:






  
-Don't
  cry, for God's sake, Margarita; don't cry, because your tears
  hurt
  me. I'm going to get away from you; but I will return after
  having
  achieved a little glory for my dark name.




 









  
Heaven
  will help us in the holy company; We will conquer Seville, and
  the
  king will give us fiefdoms on the banks of the Guadalquivir to
  the
  conquerors. Then I will come back looking for you and we will go
  together to live in that paradise of the Arabs, where they say
  that
  even the sky is cleaner and bluer than that of Castile.




 









  
I'll
  be back, I swear; I will return to fulfill the word solemnly
  pledged
  the day I put that ring in your hands, symbol of a
  promise.




 









  
-Pedro!
  Margarita then exclaimed, mastering her emotion and with a
  resolute
  and firm voice. Go, go keep your honor.




 









  
And
  as she uttered these words, she threw herself for the last time
  into
  the arms of her lover. Then he added with a more deaf and moved
  accent:




 









  
-Go
  to maintain your honor; but come back... bring me mine
  again.




 









  
Pedro
  kissed Margarita's forehead, untied his horse, which was tethered
  to
  one of the trees in the grove, and galloped off at the end of the
  avenue.




 









  
Margarita
  followed Pedro with her eyes until his shadow was lost in the
  night
  mist; and when she could no longer distinguish him, she turned
  slowly
  to the place, where her brothers were waiting for her.




 









  
"Put
  on your gala dresses," one of them told him as he entered,
  "tomorrow we are going to Gómara with all the residents of the
  town to see the count, who is leaving for Andalusia."




 









  
"It
  saddens me more than it makes me happy to see those who perhaps
  won't
  return leave," Margarita replied with a sigh.
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Nevertheless,”
            insisted the other brother, “you must come with us, and
            you must
            come composed and happy; so the gossipy people will not
            say that you
            have love in the castle and that your love is going to
            war.
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The
  sky was barely breaking the first light of dawn when the
  high-pitched
  trumpeting of the count's soldiers began to be heard throughout
  the
  Gómara countryside, and the peasants who arrived in numerous
  groups
  from nearby places saw the stately banner unfurling in the wind
  on
  the tallest tower of the fortress.




 









  
Some
  sitting on the edge of the ditches, others up on the treetops,
  these
  wandering across the plain; those crowning the tops of the hills,
  those beyond forming a cordon along the road, the curious had
  already
  been waiting for the spectacle for nearly an hour, not without
  some
  beginning to get impatient, when the bell rang again. The
  clarions
  sounded, the chains of the bridge creaked, and it fell slowly
  into
  the moat, and the portcullises rose, while the heavy doors of the
  arch that led to the parade ground opened wide and groaned on
  their
  hinges.




 









  
The
  crowd ran to gather on the banks of the road to see more to their
  taste the shining armor and the luxurious trappings of the
  entourage
  of the Count of Gómara, famous throughout the region for his
  splendor and wealth.




 









  
The
  farautes broke the march, who, stopping from time to time,
  proclaimed
  in a loud voice the king's decrees, calling their feudatories to
  the
  war of the Moors, and requesting the towns and free places to
  give
  way and help to his hosts.




 









  
The
  farautes were followed by the court heralds, proud in their silk
  chasubles, their shields embroidered with gold and colors, and
  their
  caps trimmed with colorful feathers.






  
Then
  came the greatest squire of the house, armed to the nines, a
  knight
  on a black-lipped colt, carrying in his hands the banner of a
  rich
  man with his nicknames and his cauldrons, and on the left stirrup
  the
  executor of the lordship's justice, dressed in black and
  red.




 









  
The
  greatest squire was preceded by up to twenty of those famous
  trumpeters of the flat land, famous in the chronicles of our
  kings
  for the incredible strength of their lungs.




 









  
When
  the wind ceased to hurt the sharp clamor of the formidable
  trumpeter,
  a deaf, rhythmic and uniform noise began to be heard. They were
  the
  pawns of the retinue, armed with long pikes and equipped with
  leather
  shields. After these, the riggers of the machines soon appeared,
  with
  their tools and their wooden towers, the gangs of climbers and
  the
  little people in the service of the mules.




 









  
Then,
  shrouded in a cloud of dust from the hooves of their horses, and
  sending sparks of light from their iron breastplates, the
  castle's
  men-at-arms passed by, drawn up in thick squads, resembling in
  the
  distance a forest of lances.




 









  
Finally,
  preceded by the timbaleros, who rode powerful mules with saddles
  and
  plumes, surrounded by his pages, who dressed in rich silk and
  gold
  suits, and followed by the squires of his house, the count
  appeared.




 









  
Seeing
  him, the crowd raised an immense clamor to greet him, and amidst
  the
  confused shouting the cry of a woman was drowned out, who at that
  moment fell fainting and as if struck by lightning into the arms
  of
  some people who came to help her. It was Margarita, Margarita,
  who
  had met her mysterious lover in the very high and much feared
  Count
  of Gómara, one of the noblest and most powerful feudatories of
  the
  crown of Castile.
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Don
  Fernando's army, after leaving Córdoba, had come for its journeys
  to
  Seville, but not without having fought before in Écija, Carmona
  and
  Alcalá del Río de Guadaira, where, once the famous castle had
  been
  taken over, he put the reales on the view of the city of the
  infidels.




 









  
The
  Count of Gómara was in the shop seated on a larch bench,
  motionless,
  pale, terrible, his hands folded on the handle of the post and
  his
  eyes fixed on space, with that vagueness of one who seems to be
  looking at an object, and without However, he does not see
  anything
  that is around him.




 









  
Standing
  to one side, the oldest of the squires of his house was speaking
  to
  him, the only one who in those hours of black melancholy would
  have
  dared to interrupt him without drawing upon his head the
  explosion of
  his anger.




 









  
-
  What do you have, sir? -was saying-. What evil afflicts and
  consumes
  you? Sad you go to combat, and sad you return, even returning
  with
  victory. When all the warriors sleep surrendered to the fatigue
  of
  the day, I hear you sigh in anguish, and if I run to your bed, I
  see
  you there fighting with something invisible that torments you.
  You
  open your eyes, and your terror does not fade. What's the matter,
  sir? Tell me. If it is a secret, I will know how to keep it in
  the
  depths of my memory as in a tomb.




 









  
The
  count seemed not to hear the squire; nevertheless, after a long
  space, and as if the words had taken all that time to reach his
  intelligence from her ears, she gradually emerged from his
  immobility
  and, drawing him affectionately towards her, said to him in a
  voice
  serious and calm:




 









  
I
  have suffered a lot in silence. Believing myself toy of a vain
  fantasy, until now I have kept silent out of shame; but no, it is
  not
  illusion what happens to me. I must be under the influence of
  some
  terrible curse. Heaven or hell must want something from me, and
  warn
  it with supernatural events. Do you remember the day we met the
  Nebrija Moors in Aljarafe de Triana? We were few; the fight was
  hard,
  and I was about to perish. You saw it: in the thickest of the
  combat,
  my horse, wounded and blind with fury, rushed towards the bulk of
  the
  Moorish host. I struggled in vain to contain him; the reins had
  slipped from my hands, and the fiery animal ran carrying me to
  certain death. Already the Moors, closing their squadrons, rested
  the
  bowl of their long pikes on the ground to receive me on them; a
  cloud
  of arrows whistled in my ears; the horse was a few feet away
  when...
  believe me, it was not an illusion, I saw a hand that, seizing
  his
  bridle, stopped him with a supernatural force and, turning him in
  the
  direction of the ranks of my soldiers, saved me miraculously. In
  vain
  I asked each other for my savior; no one knew him, no one had
  seen
  him. «When you were flying to crash into the wall of pikes -they
  told me- you were going alone, completely alone; that is why we
  are
  amazed to see you return, knowing that the steed no longer obeyed
  the
  rider». That night I went into my tent worried; I wanted in vain
  to
  tear from my imagination the memory of the strange adventure; but
  when I went to bed I saw the same hand again, a beautiful hand,
  pale
  to the point of paleness, that drew the curtains, disappearing
  after
  drawing them. Since then, at all times, everywhere, I am seeing
  that
  mysterious hand that prevents my desires and anticipates my
  actions.
  I have seen her, when seizing the castle of Triana, take between
  her
  fingers and split in the air an arrow that came to hurt me; I
  have
  seen her, at banquets where she tried to drown my grief amid the
  confusion and tumult, pour the wine into my cup, and she is
  always
  before my eyes, and wherever I go she follows me: in the tent, in
  combat, by day, by night... Right now, look at her, look at her
  here
  leaning gently on my shoulders.




 









  
Pronouncing
  these last words, the count rose to his feet and took a few steps
  as
  if beside himself and seized with a profound terror.




 









  
The
  squire wiped away a tear that ran down his cheeks. Believing his
  lordship crazy, however, he did not insist on going against his
  ideas, and limited himself to saying to her in a deeply moved
  voice:




 









  
-Come...,
  let's leave the store for a moment; perhaps the afternoon breeze
  will
  cool your temples, calming that incomprehensible pain, for which
  I
  find no words of comfort.
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The
  Real de los Cristianos extended throughout the Guadaira field,
  until
  it touched the left bank of the Guadalquivir. In front of the
  real
  one and standing out against the luminous horizon stood the walls
  of
  Seville flanked by crenellated and fortified towers. Above the
  crown
  of battlements the greenery of the thousand gardens of the
  Moorish
  city overflowed, and among the dark spots of the foliage the
  viewpoints white as snow, the minarets of the mosques and the
  gigantic watchtower, on whose aerial parapet rose sparks. of
  light,
  wounded by the sun, the four great golden balls, which from the
  field
  of the Christians looked like four flames.




 









  
Don
  Fernando's enterprise, one of the most heroic and daring of that
  time, had brought around him the most famous warriors from the
  different kingdoms of the Peninsula, not lacking some who also
  came
  from strange and distant countries, called by the fame, to unite
  their efforts with those of the holy king.




 









  
Stretched
  out along the plain, one could see, then, tents of all shapes and
  colors, on top of which different banners with broken shields,
  stars,
  griffins, lions, chains, bars and cauldrons, and other one
  hundred
  and one hundred figures or heraldic symbols that proclaimed the
  name
  and quality of their owners. Through the streets of that
  improvised
  city, crowds of soldiers circulated in all directions, who,
  speaking
  different dialects and each dressed in the custom of his country,
  and
  each one armed in its guise, formed a strange and picturesque
  contrast.




 









  
Here
  rested some lords from the fatigues of combat, seated on larch
  benches at the door of their tents and playing tables, while
  their
  pages poured their wine into metal goblets; there some peons took
  advantage of a moment of leisure to dress and repair their
  weapons,
  broken in the last skirmish; beyond, the most expert crossbowmen
  of
  the host covered a target with arrows to the acclamations of the
  crowd, astonished at their skill; and the sound of the drums, the
  clamor of the trumpets, the voices of the itinerant merchants,
  the
  galloping of iron against iron, the songs of the minstrels who
  entertained their listeners with reports of mighty feats, and the
  shouts of the farautes who published the ordinances of the
  masters of
  the field, filling the air with a thousand and a thousand
  discordant
  noises,




 









  
The
  Count of Gómara, accompanied by his faithful squire, passed
  through
  the lively groups without raising his eyes from the ground,
  silent,
  sad, as if no object hurt his sight nor the slightest sound
  reached
  his ears. He walked mechanically, in the way that a sleepwalker,
  whose spirit stirs in the world of dreams, moves and walks
  without
  awareness of his actions and as if dragged by a will foreign to
  his
  own.




 









  
Near
  the king's tent and in the middle of a circle of soldiers, little
  pages and little people who listened to him with their mouths
  open,
  rushing to buy him some trinkets that he announced loudly and
  with
  hyperbolic praise, there was a strange character, half rosemary,
  half
  minstrel, who, now reciting a kind of litany in barbarous Latin,
  now
  saying a joke or a joke, mixed in his interminable account jokes
  capable of making a crossbowman blush, with devout prayers;
  picaresque love stories, with legends of saints. In the immense
  saddlebags that hung from his shoulders, a thousand different
  objects
  were scrambled and confused: ribbons played in the sepulcher of
  Santiago; documents with words that he claimed to be Hebrew, the
  same
  ones that King Solomon said when he founded the temple, and the
  only
  ones to get rid of all kinds of contagious diseases; marvelous
  salves
  for gluing men split in half; Gospels sewn in brocatel bags;
  secrets
  to make yourself loved by all women; relics of the patron saints
  of
  all parts of Spain; jewels, chains, belts, medals and many other
  trinkets of glass and lead alchemy.




 









  
When
  the count got close to the group made up of the pilgrim and his
  admirers, he was beginning to tune a kind of mandolin or Arabic
  guzla
  with which he accompanies himself in the relationship of his
  ballads.
  After he had stretched the strings well one after the other and
  very
  calmly, while his accompanist went around the circle taking out
  the
  last gorings from the skinny bag of the listeners, the pilgrim
  began
  to sing with a twangy voice and with a monotonous and plaintive
  air.
  a romance that always ended with the same refrain.




 









  
The
  count approached the group and paid attention. By an apparently
  strange coincidence, the title of that story fully responded to
  the
  gloomy thoughts that filled his mind. As the singer had announced
  before beginning, the ballad was called the Ballad of the Dead
  Hand.



 









  
When
  the squire heard such a strange announcement, he struggled to
  tear
  his lord from that place; but the count, with his eyes fixed on
  the
  minstrel, remained motionless, listening to this song:















