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Chapter One 
 

“Of all the lands from the west to the Indies, you, Spain, O sacred and always 
fortunate mother of princes and peoples, are the most beautiful. Rightly are you 
now the queen of all provinces, from which not only the west but also the east 
borrows its shining lights. You are the pride and the ornament of the world, the 
most illustrious part of the earth, in which the Getic people are gloriously prolific, 
rejoicing much and flourishing greatly.” 
Isidore of Seville, Laus Hispaniae, “In Praise of Spain”1 
 
It was a lovely spring morning and for the last couple of days we had ridden from 
Septimanca to Titulcia, whereupon we joined the road that goes from Cesar Augusta to 
Emerita. The previous day, to protect ourselves from an unexpected rain, we took refuge 
at a monastery. It cleared early in the morning, and towards noon the sun came out 
again as we finally reached our destination. 
We had donned our best apparel. My brother wore a short-sleeved tunic, of an 
attractive auburn color: girdled by a thick belt, closed with a bronze-plated buckle, 
decorated with cells filled with mother-of-pearl in the form of a cross. Over his shoulders 
he wore a deerskin. He had long, loose hair, baggy breeches down to the knees, and 
rode the best of our horses, which Celín had harnessed with an iron bit with silver 
damascenes. 
Me at his side, a clean skirt, spotless surcoat and the hood of my cape lowered; with my 
hair tied in a braid, exposing my neck so that the bead necklace topped with a bear fang 
that my father, the Duke of Favila had given me, could be properly admired.  
As we reached the Alcántara bridge, the city came into view ever more clearly on the 
other side of the Tagus. We soon had before us, at our height, the praetorium crowning 
the opposite hill. It was the first time we saw it, and the feeling, after the long exile, was 
profound. 
"Here we are, sister." 
"We've made it, yes… Finally." 
The royal city was surrounded by the deep gorge of the Tagus River and rose on that 
promontory where stately buildings stood out above the thick Roman walls, wet from 
the rain. What was most impressive was the majestic praetorium, the residence of the 
Gothic kings since the time of Atanagildo. 
A swarm of men and women, peasants and merchants, were arriving, like us, down the 
road. The sun was high up, in a cloudless sky, beating down on us as we advanced along 
the high bridge. Our faces were reflected in some puddle, and the mules that Celín led 
splashed whoever came too close, provoking the occasional insult. 
Since we hardly resembled each other physically, strangers often looked at us, at Pelayo 
and me, as if we were husband and wife. My brother's confusion bothered him. When 
this happened, he'd spur his horse on, advancing and moving apart a few lengths. But 
today he was so absorbed in the contemplation of everything that he ignored the 
curious looks that accompanied us. 
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"I still find it hard to believe," I murmured, as we passed through the great gate to 
Toletum. The voussoirs of the lintel dripping. Further, the steep streets that led 
to the praetorium were cobbled, glistening from the rain, "that you refused Favila's 
sword that Juan Mayor offered you." 
"We've been traveling for ten days and you keep reproaching me, Adosinda. Am I going 
to have to explain my reasons to you again?" 
 
"You can explain them a thousand times, I'll never understand. And father, if he's looking 
down on us from above, neither. He wouldn't be at all happy knowing that you haven't 
done anything to avenge him. I'm sure his soul is still seething in purgatory." 
Pelayo shook his head. 
"I have followed the Christian precept: I pray for he who has who insults us." 
"You mean the man who split Favila's head open when the latter refused to take our 
mother to his quarters, whom he harassed like a boar in heat?" 
"I mean whoever was king and lord of these lands. To whom our father owed obedience 
and served loyally until the very end," he replied irritably. 
“Our father was submissive to a lecherous tyrant. He should have never offered to flatter 
him and even less to accompany him on his escapades. All Tuy knew what he was up to. 
Égica's son was nothing but an animal… But Favila's son is something else, of course,” I 
said ironically. 
"Show a little leniency, Adosinda. It won't hurt you." 
"And you a little blood in your veins either, Pelayo." 
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