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CHAPTER 1  -  Sant Pere de Rodes Monastery (Girona). 1140 AD
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The old monk stood praying with folded hands and eyes closed, confined in his cell, frozen in the same posture for the last three hours. His intense concentration suggested he was in the middle of a challenging request to the Almighty, or in a profound, mystical trance.

A sound of running footsteps and a thud on wood startled him. He rushed through his verses, lowered his hands, and trudged to the door.

The thick wood sheet opened with little noise, revealing the sweaty factions of a young friar hiding under the thick hood of his monk's robe. Despite having kept him waiting outside, the monk seemed in no hurry to greet the young man.

"Well?" he murmured, poking his head through the half-open door.

The hood lowered, revealing a boyish face in the hall's dimness, as the friar tried to catch his breath.

"I've finished my work, just as you commanded. Do I have your permission to come in?" he said, almost spitting out the words as he regained strength.

The monk stood motionless and silent for a few seconds until the door opened a little more, and the young friar rushed in and collapsed on the floor.

The monk closed the door, helping the young man sit on the edge of the cot. He offered him water from a bowl he kept next to the bedside and the young friar drank as if he'd walked through a desert.

"Father Arnau, I have worked very hard for four months, but tonight I am pleased to inform you that I have completed the work," he said, somewhat recovered.

The monk turned his back to him, and facing the wall, he spoke with a quiet voice.

"You have done good work and you should know that by doing so, you have done a great service to mankind."

The young friar looked at him in disbelief.

"To mankind? how is it possible? I just followed your instructions, to do humble work every night using the tools you provided, until I completed the task, without being discovered or letting anyone suspect. So I did, but I still do not understand the significance this can have," he continued.

The friar softened the stiffness of his countenance and approached his young disciple.

"It has substantial significance. The future and survival of humanity may come to depend on it," he said, placing his hand on the boy's shoulder.

"Bernat, as of today you will no longer be needing your tools. Please hand them over to me."

The young man reached into the folds of his robe and pulled out a package wrapped in a dirty cloth, obscured by long months of use. As he put it on the bed, the ribbon loosened, revealing two dirty paintbrushes, and three small wooden containers with remains of dried paint, in gold, blue and black color.

"I only ask of God our Lord to enlighten us with his divine light, and to clear our mind so we can fathom the nature of the gift He puts in our hands, and the enormous power and responsibility such knowledge entails," he continued, grabbing the humble instruments and placing them inside a small rectangular wooden black box he laid on the bed.

He tapped on the young friar's shoulder as he pointed toward the door.

The young man seemed to have no intention of moving. "Father, what knowledge do you speak of? Will I be worthy of such a gift?"

The monk stopped and nodded, with a thin smile that felt like surrender.

"Bernat, you have worked hard, and have been the architect to make such knowledge arrive intact in future times, when it is fair to think that the human race, having gained in wisdom and maturity, will develop tools to interpret its meaning. It is only fair that I let you in on the secret, even if your youth would suggest I do just the opposite."

The young friar stood up, eager to hear what came next, but the monk gestured for silence as he ran to the door and stuck his ear to the wood.

"What is going on? is someone coming?" whispered Bernat.

A hard blow from the outside shook the door, and the impact threw the monk to the ground.

"What is it, father?" cried Bernat.

"Quick, give me the instruments. They must be destroyed," he ordered, pointing to the package on top of the blankets.

Bernat jumped on the bed and picked up the box, just when the heavy cell door crashed down, hitting the monk on the shoulder, making him stagger but not fall. In the doorway, a shadowy figure of impenetrable blackness rose, exuding an unbearable stench.

Its limbless body was tall, and in a continuous morphing estate. Its long face had undefined features, but a pale reddish light emanated from the dark place where the eyes should have been. The terrifying vision left the two men paralyzed.

The black mass wrapped around the wounded monk and knocked him down without him opposing the slightest resistance. An unbearable pain ran along his whole body, like a wild lash coming out from inside, but he could not hold on to his attacker because the creature seemed to be made of smoke, and the monk's hands went through it as if through morning mist.

"Ahhhhh! Bernat, my son, flee! Protect the instruments with your life or destroy them with sacred fire, but let no one have them, whoever he may be, wherever he may come from!" Father Arnau cried as he fought the black mass that was tearing his bowels.

"Fleeing, yes, but where to?" the young monk said to himself, since the creature was blocking the only way out of the cell.

He looked back and thanked God because that cell was one of the few that had a window facing the outside of the monastery, although the height should be considerable.

"Run away and don't look back!" shouted Father Arnau, throwing a piercing scream that also became his last breath. He lay on the floor, with his abdomen slit open and his bowels spilling. The black creature was devouring his entrails, oblivion to anyone else.

Bernat did not waste the opportunity. He wrapped the box of instruments in the cloth and hid it between the folds of his habit. He ran to the window and jumped into the void, putting his blind trust in God to help him.

God was on his side. The fall did not have the tragic consequences it could have had, thanks to the downward sloping ground underfoot and its overgrown surface, which not only cushioned the impact, but let him roll down, dispelling some of the accumulated energy.

As he lost consciousness, he could not hear the chilling howl coming from the window he had just jumped from and that flew over the hills and valleys. Nor could he see a red-eyed vaporous black figure scanning the horizon in the dark of night, searching in vain for the fugitive.
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The morning sun loomed over the nearby hills, the clarity of its first rays soon descending and reaching the monastery, painting its ancient walls with a golden light mantle that seemed to make them immune to any danger.

The bitter salty taste of earth and stones in his mouth made him react. Turning his head, he coughed up blood and could not be sure not to have spat some teeth as well. When Bernat opened his eyes, he lay in the middle of the access road to the monastery, surrounded by a group of pilgrims mounted on two donkey carts on their way to the front entrance.

"He is waking up," said one pilgrim, a man wearing simple peasant clothes, who appeared to be eighty years old but in reality should not be over forty. 

"If this is a sign of the monks' hospitality, we better go back the way we came," replied his companion, crouching to help the young friar get up.

"How are you, father? What happened to you?" he asked, lifting the friar’s hood to reveal his face.

"But he's just a boy!"

The warmth of the sun on his face made young Bernat react, and he opened his eyes for the first time. He barely remembered anything of what had happened, but he took a deep breath and the air filled his lungs like a wild river, bringing all the memories back.

It was all there, his clandestine work in the church, his nocturnal visit to Father Arnau's cell, the unexpected attack of that thing, animal or evil being, and his desperate escape by jumping out the window. Nothing more, nothing less.

He strove to remember more, but his head would explode if he kept trying. He leaned on one cart and dusted off his habit, to no avail.

"Have you been here long? What happened to you, father? Have you been assaulted here, so close to the monastery?" asked one pilgrim. "These are dangerous roads, full of bandits, but the monastery is right there, just two hundred steps away."

"Thanks for your help," Bernat said without turning and started walking toward the monastery. Three steps later, he collapsed, too weak to stand up.

"Father, please lie down in the cart!" the oldest of the peasants shouted.

"Joan, make room for him. We will take him inside the monastery and there he will rest."

The friar stretched out between wine barrels and sacks of grain on the back of the wagon. The mix of familiar smells and the soft rattling of the carriage brought some of his energy back, and with it, more memories.

His hand went to his lap and felt the fabric package containing the box with the instruments. What was the mission that Father Arnau had entrusted him? What was he to do with that? And above all, why were such humble painting instruments so important?

Stretched in the cart in a supine position, as they crossed the threshold of the gateway, he saw the high walls of the main tower enclosure come closer until they stood over him, as if they were about to collapse on his head.

His strength was returning and already felt much better. He stood and jumped down, putting his feet on the ground. After verifying that his sense of balance was acceptable, he thanked the surprised pilgrims for their kindness and walked into the monastery, still not knowing what to do or where to go.

An unknown flame burned now inside of him, the feeling that he should fulfill his mission even not knowing the reasons for it. He felt he owed it to the memory of Father Arnau, his mentor and guardian for the last several years.

But first, he had to find out what had happened the night before; the death of his mentor could not have been in vain. He had to go back to Father Arnau's cell to investigate.
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CHAPTER 3  -  CRAC (Art Restoration Center of Catalonia). Sant Cugat. Today.
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The metal scaffold could hold up a ton of weight, or at least it appeared so from a distance. With over fifteen feet in height, it leaned against a sidewall on the large B room at the CRAC (Art Restoration Center of Catalonia), one of the country's leading scientific institutions. Restoring and preserving movable property, works of art, but also books and ancient documents were the Center’s main activities.

The monumental building was often in semi-darkness, which Marc Sanfeliu never came to understand, but it was common in such specialized work centers. That it was a measure aimed at protecting works under restoration from the harmful effects of light was a rationale that never convinced him.

Abandoned and exposed to all kinds of abuse and inclement weather for hundreds or even thousands of years, what harm could it come from a few weeks of artificial light? It wasn't too much to ask, since specialists like him should conduct their work under minimal decent conditions.

Marc had just turned thirty, and after joining the CRAC five years ago, he had become one of its most highly rated specialists. His expert hands had touched some renowned works, such as religious altarpieces, ancient valuable paintings, or ailing frescoes transplanted en bloc from some church wall and taken to those dark quarters to be brought back to life.

However, his specialty was medieval books, oversized books handwritten by the monks of the Benedictine Cistercian monasteries during years. They were divine works, the result of the infinite patience of those holy men, who devoted their entire life to reproduce sacred texts, decorating them with beautiful and detailed hand-drawn illustrations.

A lifetime to get to write or illustrate just a few pages, a perfect exercise in low productivity, but one that had always been a role model for him in his life. It was an example of humility, of the importance of enjoying the journey as the ultimate goal and not the destination. He had made it one of his life mottos.

He raised the magnifying glass visor resting on his nose and wiped his forehead, catching beads of sweat running down. Working in almost permanent gloom with a powerful halogen lamp frying half his face half a foot away was exhausting, something he never got used to.

He flexed his arms to stretch the back muscles that, like him, were falling asleep, and shifted on the hard metal surface of the scaffold on which he was lying.

He put the magnifying glass back in front of his eyes and tried to concentrate on what lay ahead. It was a large altarpiece in polychrome wood, a great example of twelfth-century Catalan Romanesque, a very rare copy. Over twelve feet high, it depicted a scene of the Last Supper with Jesus and his apostles on the center and various scenes taken from the Gospels on the sides.

Why the author (or more likely authors) had also used the top of the piece to display another Gospel scene was a mystery, for it was unusual to find such tall altarpieces. He was not even sure that the scene depicted belonged to the Gospel. The damaged paint was a result of its proximity to the roof of the church, being exposed to moisture penetrating between the vault stones.

"Give me some room, please," said Sandra, stretching beside him and pushing with force to move him aside.

"Hold it, don't push, we can all fit in here," he said, smiling as he pretended to roll to the edge of the scaffold and almost fell.

"Keep joking and one of these days you will end up on the floor with several broken bones."

Sandra was one of the two student trainees assigned to the project. She had come from the Canary Islands, working for almost two years at the center, and hoped to get a permanent position as she completed her third year of internship. It was not without merit, for she was about to get a double degree in art history and art restoration and had taken more specialized courses and seminars than many of the professionals who had permanent positions.

Of small stature and delicate complexion, she always wore her very black and shiny hair pulled back in a ponytail pointing skyward. Her skin was white and smooth and her small and lively eyes sparkled, especially when she smiled, showing perfect white teeth.

She stood out by her good, permanent disposition to help those who needed her, especially if it was Marc. A tireless worker, she worked nearly twenty-four hours a day, and never seemed to need rest or a vacation, unlike most of her peers in the center.

"How is it going? Have you made much progress these days? Let me see," Sandra asked as she pushed on his shoulder to make room for her, meeting no resistance from him.

"Actually, I'm not sure. I mean, since you were here, when was that? One week ago? I cleaned up all that quadrant, A1, and part of A2. If I can keep this up, I would like to complete this one before the weekend," he said, pointing across the whole area.

He turned and took in his hand a sheet of laminated paper showing an HD photograph of the upper third of the altarpiece, on which they had drawn a numbered grid that served as a guide to plan the work approach and monitor their progress.

"But what intrigues me the most is what this scene up here represents," Marc continued, and extending a hand wearing thin latex gloves, he stroked the wood surface without touching the paint.

The scene was small but strange, and although the strokes were not very distinguishable, it appeared to show one apostle holding a small object in his hand, maybe a case for offerings. Above the apostle there was what looked like a cloud and beyond, a field of yellowish stars in a dark and almost black sky. The stars were round-shaped, like little faces.

It was a strange scene and even though he tried, he could not identify it as part of any known Gospel. In more advanced phases of the restoration, he hoped to discover details that could help him better understand its meaning, but for now, the scene was unknown to him.

Discovering something unique was one of the major incentives any researcher could have, and in art restoration, that was not an unusual situation. It was common to discover hidden drawings under several layers of pigment in paintings of all kinds, whether they were preliminary sketches that never came to be realized or alternative designs that the unsatisfied artist had changed on the fly.

Sometimes, completely different works hid under the principal theme. The needy artist reused the canvas to paint on top of an older painting, something that always made Marc smile at such displays of pictorial stinginess.

The massive altarpiece he now had at hand was of great value and antiquity by itself, but the discovery of a non-cataloged and well-preserved evangelical scene would for sure magnify its value. It would also give it high media visibility because it was a very rare piece within the Catalan Romanesque period.

The distant sound of a metal door closing at the farthest end of the room made him come to. He heard steps moving forward through the darkness of the great room. Marc stopped and peered through the bars of scaffolding.

"Who's there? Identify yourself!" Marc joked, using his usual phrase.
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"I see we are still working in the same quadrant we were one week ago. Have we discovered anything noteworthy there, or are we just being slow?"

It was the voice of Miguel Pernau, the scientific director of the CRAC and one of the project coordinators, often quite critical of Marc's work, especially about his dedication.

Sandra looked at Marc, rolled her eyes and let go of a sigh of boredom. Marc smiled and sat on the metal surface of the platform, his feet hanging out.

"Don't tell him anything about this scene. I need some quiet to unravel its meaning," Marc whispered in Sandra's ear, who nodded, pleased at such a show of complicity.

"Miguel, I'm being especially careful in these upper quadrants because moisture damaged them. If you want, I can finish it in a hurry by tonight, and you can take it to the client tomorrow, but you know it's not my style," Marc said from above.

"I know that. What I don't know is what your style is. Are you referring to delivering all the work late and overdue, or to not taking responsibility for the timings or customer complaints? Should I go on?" Miguel said, approaching the base of the scaffold.

Since his divorce sixteen months earlier, Marc had been very unfocused, he was in unfamiliar territory. He had a son, Pau, with whom he could only share a few weeks every month, and a messy life he was not used to.

"This altarpiece had to be delivered to the Museum of Art in Andorra a month and a half ago, you know it, and look where we are!" Miguel shouted.

"The Culture Councilor of the City of Les Escaldes is calling me at least twice a week, and I don't know what else to say," he kept on screaming.

"We have to move fast. I'm coming up. I want to see for myself where we really stand in the work process," Miguel continued as he groped the metal ladder attached to the scaffolding.

Marc started sweating at the prospect of having Miguel so close.

"Miguel, I'd like to know why you keep using the first person of the plural when you talk, when it's me who does all the work," Marc snapped from above.

Sandra gave him a sharp nudge and an angry stare.

"Well, me with the invaluable help of Sandra," he was quick to correct.

The scaffolding jiggled as Miguel began his ascent.

"Damn!" Marc murmured. "That good-for-nothing is coming up."

Marc stood halfway, ducking to avoid touching the ceiling, and peered over the edge of the scaffold.

"No need to come up, I'll go down," Marc shouted, and began climbing down the outside of the scaffolding.

Miguel had already reached the first floor, as Marc ran down the stairs skipping steps, three at a time, sliding while supported by the sidebars.

The collision was inevitable. Marc slumped against Miguel's head, making him lose his balance and let go of one of his hands, hanging in the void by the other.

Marc clung with arms and legs to the scaffold’s major structure, which was swinging from side to side in ever widening arcs. Sandra squatted on the upper platform and screamed, holding on to the railing to avoid falling into the void.

The wall anchors for the scaffolding had come loose, and it was leaning in such an unstable position that it seemed it would soon break.

"Help, help me, please!" Miguel shouted, his feet still in the air. "Marc, you're an idiot."

Marc got back inside the scaffold, but Miguel's frantic movements kept it tilted and about to tip over.

Stretched out on the metal platform on the second floor, Marc leaned the top half of his body outside the scaffold, stretching his arms to reach for Miguel's hands, but the distance between them was too large.

"Marc, help me! We must stabilize the scaffold!" Sandra screamed.

"I'm going to fall, dammit! If I die, I'm gonna kill you, Marc!" Miguel shouted, his strength wavering by the second.

"That doesn't make much sense, does it?" Marc replied.

Marc stood up and climbed down from the outside of the scaffold until he reached Miguel's level. With his fingertips, he grabbed Miguel by his belt, but the struggling man was desperate and kicking.

Marc held him with both hands and pulled with all his might to get him back into the structure, but Miguel's compulsive movements had put the scaffold in a more tilted position than the Tower of Pisa.

Feeling the scaffolding fall was inevitable, Sandra clung as she could to the top of the altarpiece, which was also being dragged into freefall.

The loud scaffolding fall split it in two as it hit the ground. The roar was considerable, mixed with Miguel’s terror screams, while Sandra was hanging from the upper corner of the altarpiece, which seconds later also collapsed on top of the scaffold remains.

Wood chips flew into the air and a fine rain of two thousand year old woody debris covered the bodies of the three specialists.
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During the fall, Marc had dragged most of Miguel's body behind the protecting metal structure, but one of his legs was still out, caught between the tubes, fractured beyond repair.

Miguel's screams sounded more like howls and they could not tell whether they resulted from pain or from despair upon seeing the valuable altarpiece almost destroyed.

"Sandra, are you okay? Where are you?" Marc shouted. "Answer me, please!"

"I'm fine. I think I'm still in one piece," she replied.

"And what about me? Damn it, nobody cares for me?" Miguel yelled. "I am badly wounded! Take all this shit off me!"

Marc opened his eyes, pushed several planks of wood that had fallen on him, and felt the main parts of his anatomy. He smiled upon noting that, although bruised, they were intact. He scrambled to his feet and out from under the tangle of pipes and planks and walked toward the screams.

Miguel was a few feet away, his body trapped under a big scaffolding section still intact. Marc reached him and analyzed the situation.

The key problem seemed to be his right leg, and not for being trapped under metal tubes, but by its unnatural shape, a sure sign of a serious fracture.

"I see you have a leg facing south and the other north, pointing to the North Star," he told Miguel.

Miguel squirmed in vain under the rubble, his face dirty and scratched, red and enraged.

"You're a fucking bastard, Marc! If I get out of this alive, I will strangle you with my own hands. If only for the pleasure of doing it myself, I would gladly give my right leg."

"I think you won't have to wait too long to make your dreams come true," Marc replied, as he lifted metal pieces and threw them far away to clear the surrounding area.

"Sandra, are you okay?" he shouted, while he kept clearing away debris.

"Behind you, I'm here!" she said, embracing him from behind. Marc turned and hugged her back, staying still for several seconds.

"Stop touching her! I will add sexual harassment to the long list of complaints that will fall on you when I get out of here, you bastard!" Miguel shouted.

They remained in each other's arms, ignoring him.

"You okay?" Marc insisted.

"When the scaffold was leaning, I tried to climb down, but when I realized it was falling, I had to hold on to the altarpiece or it would have dragged me along."

"I'm glad you're okay," he said, pushing a few strands of hair from the sweaty and reddened face of the young intern. They stared for a few seconds without saying a word.

"The... altarpiece," she said.

"Yes, what about it?"

Sandra lowered her voice, approaching his ear. "I was clinging to it and a big part collapsed next to me. It’s probably destroyed."

Marc looked around. A tapestry of wood pieces in unrecognizable shapes and sizes lay scattered at his feet, peppered with scaffold rubble and various restorative materials.

Marc sighed and smiled. "Well, at least we will not be out of work. We now have many small altarpieces to restore."

"All you'll have to restore will be your face, bitch!" Miguel shouted, taking pieces of wood from the altarpiece and throwing them at Marc's face.

"I'll break your face into smaller pieces than these, and when I'm done with you, it will look like a prehistoric altarpiece." After saying that, he threw two pieces of wood at him and collapsed from exhaustion.

"Sandra, do you think you can reach that emergency exit and ask for help?" Marc asked.

Sandra nodded and jumped over the remains to head for the exit.

Marc took a metal tube and used it as a lever to lift the last block that clamped Miguel's leg. Once freed from the weight, he awoke from his slumber, screaming in pain.

"Don't move. I'll try to immobilize your leg with something rigid."

"And since when are you a doctor? I don't want you to touch me!" Miguel shouted, with a semi-hysterical shriek.

Marc took the metal bar and rested it again on Miguel's leg.

"If you want, I can leave everything as it was. You decide," Marc said, applying gentle pressure on the bar, which sank on the broken leg.

"Noooo, you bastard!"

"That's what I thought," Marc replied, easing the pressure and picking two metal bars to immobilize the broken leg.

Fifteen minutes later, a firefighting crew got there and evacuated Miguel on a stretcher.

When he reached the exit door, Miguel saw a nurse cleaning Marc's facial injuries. He asked the firefighters to stop for a moment and beckoned Marc to come closer.

When he was next to him, he pulled the oxygen mask away and smiled, speaking with obvious difficulty.

"By the way, nothing gives me more pleasure than to tell you... you're fired," and motioned for the firefighters to lift the stretcher and continue their march.

Sandra reached for him and put her hand on his shoulder. "Sorry," she said, throwing him an affectionate look.

"He should have been born in ancient Rome, with his palanquin, carried by slaves. He would have made an excellent Nero," Marc said, shaking his head from side to side.
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CHAPTER 6  -  Barcelona
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The water coming from the tap was ice cold. Marc left the faucet open for three long minutes. The house pipes were so old it took forever for the hot water to reach his bathroom.

He regretted not having modernized the installation. Erica, his ex-wife, had requested it countless times, but when their marriage was just starting, there were always other priorities where to spend his meager income as a restorer.

His marriage to Erica had never been a model of coexistence and marital devotion, but the first three years went by with no relevant conflicts.

When Erica became pregnant with their son Pau, Marc thought the baby would act as the catalyst to a much higher rapport as a couple. After the little one was born, he soon realized how wrong he was.

At first, Erica focused on the baby with feverish passion, leaving her husband in a modest second or third place. 

Marc did not mind suffering his wife's virtual indifference as watching his beautiful son grow filled him with fatherly pride.

Soon, the baby was not enough of a novelty to sustain Erica’s dwindling interest and she started unloading many of her tasks on Marc, who had to multiply to reach them all.

Erica's social and professional life always took priority over any other family need, unnerving Marc and causing many marital arguments, with Erica abandoning him for days with no explanation.

The worst confrontations occurred when Marc shamed her conduct and criticized her for not devoting more attention to the child.

They went through the classical child development stages, such as the daily multiple diaper changes (often urgent because of the risk of olfactory intoxication they entailed), the nightly shocks upon hearing the baby bawling in the distance, and the negotiations to decide who should get up to calm him (ending up almost every night with the same lucky winner), the endless fights to get the child to eat the whole dinner in marathon sessions where many artistic skills had to be called upon (child mime, silly songs, contortions, babbling, grotesque epileptic dances and other artistic expressions practicable only in the privacy of home).

Marc had been alone throughout those stages, and he bemoaned that to Erica, the baby seemed to be only a burden, a grievance, and an obstacle to her social climbing.

The gap between them had long become the Grand Canyon and threatened to engulf them if they did not act fast.

Divorce was not as traumatic as Marc had feared. Erica kept prioritizing her inner life over her marital life. She had no room inside her for Marc, but the saddest thing was that she neither seemed to have for Pau.

The judge did not give it much thought and granted custody to Marc, not because by then he was the only source of financial support for the child, but because the mother did not oppose it. The benevolent agreement granted the mother extensive visitation rights, and a shared regime that would allow her to see Pau as often as she wished.

Marc would soon realize it did not matter what the law had ruled, Erica's visits became less frequent. He had to take over from her during the many times she phoned him with excuses about why she could not visit the child on that day, something he loved.

Erica’s neglect kept their ex-marital relationship within the limits of courtesy, meaning that Marc not only had custody, but could spend most of the time with Pau.

That year was becoming one of the worst in Marc's life. He was adapting to his new life as a single parent, had lost his job as a curator, and the echoes of his mother’s death in a terrible and inexplicable house fire still tormented him.

After his father abandoned the family when he was young, his mother had become the only remaining bond with the past.

Marc’s greatest regret was not having said goodbye to her, or told her how much she meant in his life, or thanked her for so many things, so many unsaid truths that would never come to life, forever buried in the shadows of oblivion, in the twilight where unexpressed feelings live.

From that moment on, he made a promise to himself, to make every second of his life count, not keeping in the inkwell anything worthy of being written, not silencing any word worthy of being pronounced, never regretting not having had the courage to be true to his heart.

That is why he devoted himself to Pau, showing him that his father was there for him, growing with him as a father, as a friend in the shadows, as a guardian angel, so many roles for the same actor. 

Marc was thrilled. It was going to be his life's work.
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Even the morning light was freezing cold, but he did not notice the people with scarves wrapped around their thick sweaters all around him. The excitement of picking up his son for the weekend acted as a natural heater.

Marc parked two blocks away from Erica’s home. The walk did him good and his head was clearer than the day before.

He rang the bell and waited on the street. The metallic click of the opening door startled him. He bounced in and headed for the elevator. When the car reached the ground floor, out came Pau and Erica.

Marc gave a knowing smile. Erica had hastened to bring the child downstairs herself, not letting Marc go up to her apartment, let alone reach the door. She did not want to have to wait for him to leave, or maybe she had somebody else up there, he thought. He would ask Pau later, if only out of curiosity.

"Have fun, you two," she said, throwing Pau a kiss.

"We sure will. Is that right, my man?" Marc said, slapping his son on the shoulder and helping him strap on his backpack.

"Yes, dad. I have so many things to tell you. Will we go to the zoo? Are we eating hot dogs?" he asked, without stopping to breathe.

"Well, take it easy, boy. We’ll do a lot, but first, let's have breakfast. Have you had breakfast yet?"

"No, just a yogurt, a few muffins and some orange juice," he replied, laughing.

"And doesn't that count as breakfast?" Marc said, smiling.

"Not really, because I ate it while I was waiting for you. Just killing time," the little one replied, with a straight face.

"Killing time? The things one has to listen to. Well, no problem, let's take this poor starving child to eat some proper breakfast."

"Goodbye, Erica. Everything alright?" he said, turning to his ex-wife.

"Yes, everything is fine. Ah, don't be in a hurry to bring him back on Thursday. I might call you and ask you to keep him for a couple more days. I have to go away on a business trip, you know?" she said from inside the elevator, holding the door open.

"Don't worry, I can handle it," he replied, choosing not to mention his recent layoff, to avoid arguments or uncomfortable explanations.

Father and son walked to the car and started implementing the program that Marc had carefully planned for the weekend.

A good second breakfast with a healthy supply of hot dogs in a nearby bar, followed by a walk through the park, where they played soccer for two hours. After another heavy meal in the afternoon, Sandra joined them and they visited a crocodile exhibition at the Museum of Natural Sciences, followed by a hearty mid-afternoon snack feast.

The program for Sunday followed a similar pattern, a visit to the zoo, lunch in an “all-you-can-eat” (or “eat-until-you-drop,” according to Pau’s unique restaurant classification) Chinese restaurant, movies, and popcorn in the afternoon, and more snacks, all in the company of Sandra, who stayed with them until dinner.

"Dad, will I stay with you this week or I’ll have to go back to Mom?" Pau asked in a voice that came out mixed with a fun yawn.

"What would you prefer?" Marc dared to ask. He tried to avoid such questions, feeling that he was manipulating his son, but this time, he could not resist.

"I want to stay here. It's more fun with you. She's okay, too, but I really miss you."

The answer disarmed him. Marc put down the two wooden spoons and hugged his son over the salad bowl he was mixing for dinner.

All he asked from God was to give him clarity of thought and teach him how to be a good father to Pau, nothing more, but also nothing less.

They cuddled on the couch watching a movie and fell asleep almost at once. Moments like these outweighed all his troubles, the death of his mother, losing his job, and the loneliness.

Marc never lost hope nor stopped fighting in his quest for happiness.
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Erica was born for doing business. Her life had been nothing but a long series of transactions, some material, some emotional, some even spiritual.

That penchant for trade had been occurring since her childhood, when she sold and exchanged books, school supplies, and even quiz answers with her classmates. It had continued in her university days, when exchanges became of a different kind and included a more comprehensive range of services.

Her personal life had not been easy. Born in a small town in Girona, her family moved to Barcelona when she was two years old. They lived in modest apartments, moving at least twice a year, and not always for the better.

Abandoned by her father, her mother raised her with two younger siblings. One died in an accident when he was six, which just about unhinged her mother forever and destroyed the family or what was left of it.

Erica took refuge in a parallel world, one in which she was the queen, where things worked according to her will, and everyone had to bend to her whim.

Well equipped for studies, she got a college scholarship to study economics and graduated from a business school where her passage left a mark both among students and faculty.

One summer afternoon she met a handsome young man, a recent Art School graduate who spent his spare time visiting ancient Romanesque churches throughout the Catalan Pyrenees and who aspired to restore the world's most exclusive works of art. Erica decided to add him to her trophy list.

Less than a year later, they were walking down the aisle, sealing a marriage that would last less than what it took Marc to restore an altarpiece, but one which had made him the happiest man on Earth. 

He had seduced a beautiful and promising businesswoman, someone at odds with what he stood for and how he lived his life, but whose conquest also represented a challenge and a mystery he could not ignore.

The passion for mystery had always guided Marc's life. When people questioned his profession, commenting on how boring art restoration seemed, he always said he had the most exciting job in the world.

To him, an art restorer was nothing more than a specialized detective whose clients had died hundreds or thousands of years ago. He had to solve puzzles of the past based on a series of scattered clues hidden in the works of art he brought back to life.

At first, Erica worked in sales and marketing in small companies, but she made fast progress and soon joining a large pharmaceutical industry multinational became her primary objective.

As her career prospered, the gap between her and Marc became an abyss. There was little that united them and much that separated them, and her long absences and constant traveling did nothing to improve the situation.

Pau's birth had not been the game-breaker they had both expected, and it ended up breaking their marriage.

Free of her marital obligations, Erica had finally reached her goal, working in a big company she could use as a runway to a meteoric rise, an environment in which her methods and ruthlessness would not be questioned but celebrated. CD MEDICAL offered it all, and she soon moved up to a corporate management position.

After the divorce, during the days he stayed with his mother, Pau spent most of the time with a full-time housekeeper Erica hired. He saw little of his mother, and the time he spent with her was of poor quality. She was usually in the company of men and Pau rarely enjoyed his mother's exclusive attention longer than thirty minutes.

Erica entered the house and left the keys on the hall table. She took off her stilettos and threw them against the wall. In the kitchen, she fixed herself a fruit smoothie and laid down on the sofa, channel surfing on the giant TV screen presiding over the room.

Tired of sniffing through dozens of channels, she picked up the phone and called Marc.

"How are you?" was her opening sentence when he answered.

"I'm back from my trip. Yes, I was just coming through the door. Look, I'm backlogged this week. Do you mind keeping him a few more days? Really? I owe you one. You're the best. Bye," and she hung up.

She sat on the couch and dialed another number.

"Hi, I'm back. Yes, a few minutes ago, and I can't wait. Guess what I want to do tonight?" she whispered, trying to melt the speaker with her hot breathing.

"Okay, give me an hour and pick me up here. I'm excited to see you, or better yet, excited to have you. Don’t be impatient. Goodbye."

She threw the phone at the other end of the couch, got up, a feline smile crossing her face as she started undressing and headed for the shower.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 9

[image: ]


"Leave the backpack there, and get on with your homework," Marc said as they came through the front door.

"Dad, it's Wednesday. We don’t have homework on Wednesdays," he tried to argue.

"Well, I'm sure we’ll find something. Show me the agenda, please."

"Can we have snacks first?" asked Pau, using a well-rehearsed innocent face Marc could seldom resist.

"No, it's late and we'll have dinner soon. Bring your homework books while I get in the kitchen to fix us something for dinner."

Pau obeyed. He dropped his books on the table and stretched out on the sofa with the TV remote control in hand.

From the kitchen, Marc had to raise his voice to compete with the cartoon noises thundering from the living room.

"Pau, I'm going down to the grocery store to buy some bread. It'll only be five minutes, okay?" shouted Marc from the front door.

"Okay, dad, I will not move," Pau screamed back.

He was so engrossed in front of the screen, watching a fight between a team of astronaut children and what looked like alien giraffes casting laser beams through their noses, that he did not realize that the phone was ringing.

When the fight ended and the screaming gave way to a relaxed conversation between the protagonists, Pau heard the phone ring.

He could not reach it, so he got up and dropped the TV remote. Two pairs of small batteries spat out and came rolling down the living room, ending up under the couch. Where else?

The phone stopped ringing, and Pau tried to reach the batteries, stretching on the floor with his arm under the sofa.

When the phone started ringing again, this time Pau rose and jumped on the sofa like a cat, laughing and striding over the cushions to reach it.

"Helloooo," he said in an amused tone.

There was no sound, just some crackling static noise.

"Helloooo," he insisted, watching sideways the TV screen, in which two aliens fought amidst colorful dust clouds and stars.

Pau hung up, jumped off the couch, and sat in front of the TV, cheering for his favorite giraffe to destroy the human shelter.

The phone rang again, and the new interruption annoyed Pau. He let it ring for a while and waited for a commercial break to jump back on the couch to get it.

"Helloooo," he answered with a certain reluctance. The line was silent, disturbed only by the sound of interferences.

"There is nobody home. I'm not at home either, so don't call back or I will call my father!" he shouted on the headset, doing his best impersonation of an adult voice.

The front door opened and Marc came in with a grocery bag in his hands.

"Who are you talking to?" he asked, walking into the kitchen.

"I think it must be a galactic giraffe calling me from her starship," Pau replied in all seriousness.

"Oh really? How do you know?"

"It must be them. They were silent, and that's because they don't speak our language. I could also hear their ship rockets," he explained, with the patronizing tone of someone forced to tone down the level of his arguments so that the uninitiated can follow him.

"It’s a good deduction. Next time you pass me the phone, I also want to hear them, okay?"

"Yes. If you are not afraid of talking to them, I will," he replied, rolling his eyes.

"I'll try to be brave. Well, dinner will be ready soon. Please go wash your hands and then we'll eat."

"But what if the giraffes call again and they can’t find me?"

"I think we can take the risk; besides, I’m sure they have the technology to detect if you're already in bed or still awake, so you’d better finish dinner soon," he said, taking him by the hand into the kitchen. 

In the silence of the deserted living room, a small blue light started flashing on the phone’s handset.
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CHAPTER 10  -  Monastery of Sant Pere de Rodes (Girona). 1140 AD
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The long corridor to which all cells faced was empty. Bernat had only met a few monks on their way to the refectory, but none of them had noticed him.

Founded in the ninth century AD, the Benedictine monastery of Sant Pere de Rodes housed the holy relics of St. Peter the Apostle, secretly brought from Rome for their protection. 

A silent witness to the passing of time, from its spectacular strategic location, a hill facing the Mediterranean coast, halfway between the sea and the sky.

Bernat had made it to the outer cloister undetected. The magnificent arched walkway, from where one could access most monastery precincts, including the refectory, the library, and the main rooms, stood above a much more austere and ancient underground cloister.

He strolled by the open, empty cells along the main corridor in the dormitory building. All monks were in the refectory, and it was unlikely he would run into any of them. 

An involuntary shiver ran down his spine when he reached Father Arnau’s cell. It was the only one with its door closed.

Bernat looked right and left, swallowed, and grabbed the doorknob, pushing until the heavy door creaked open.

A gentle breeze caressed the surprise on his face when he noticed the cell showed no signs of the terrible struggle that had taken place there the previous night. Someone had been busy erasing all traces of the carnage he had been witness to.

The bed was made, the mattress intact, the dark stone tiles on the floor, shiny and immaculate. He looked around; everything was where it should be, at least the few objects the Spartan cells contained.

He looked out the window he had jumped from the night before. His first instinct was to take a small step back, impressed by the height to the ground. His second instinct was to thank God for helping him to avoid a more than certain death.

There was nothing in the cell to prove what had happened. 

He then paid more attention to the dense bushes growing at the foot of the monastery wall. Even from the distance, he could see the spot where he had landed and could follow the course of his body rolling downhill through the brambles until it reached one of the access roads to the monastery. It was a never traveled and rugged area, so the marks were quite visible.

Lifting the coattails of his robe, he patted his legs, feeling the deep scars and scratches he had after falling and running through the briar patch. Not very incriminating as a piece of evidence, but it was comforting to know he had not been dreaming.

"Are we being attacked by sea by the Saracens, brother?" a mocking voice said behind him. He spun quickly, hitting the window frame, opening a fresh wound in his head.

"Damn it!" he uttered, touching his temple.

"Brother, you must not talk like that. God is always listening."

"Uh... sorry, Father. That was painful and my will is weak. I will pray to the Lord to give me more strength," he replied in embarrassment.

"What you must ask of Him is not strength, but greater wisdom, to help you administer with Christian fortitude the strength you already have, big or small," said the monk from the doorstep.

"So will it be, Father," Bernat nodded.

"Tell me, do you know where Father Arnau is?" asked Bernat in a casual tone.

"No, he has missed our morning prayer, and no one knows of his whereabouts. His cell is empty. It looks like he has not slept in it. Why do you seek him? Shouldn't you be assisting in the refectory now?" he asked, taking a sudden interest in the young friar.

"He is my mentor. Several days ago, he commissioned me a task, and I just came to give him an account of my progress."

"The abbot must have entrusted him with a mission we’re unaware of. You will see him when he returns from his trip," he replied, wanting to end the discussion.

"Now, you must hurry and head to the refectory, or you risk being sanctioned," he added, with a sudden serious countenance.

"Certainly, I will do so immediately. A trip, yes. In all likelihood, he must have taken a long journey. Thank you Father, may the Lord be with you," Bernat said, bowing his head as he exited the cell, walking past the monk. Not looking back, he rushed away toward the cloister.

At the end of the stairs, he could head to the refectory passing through the outer cloister, but he chose not to.

He ran outside, crossed the defensive tower, and once in the main courtyard, he slowed down, walking close to the outer wall. The warm morning breeze felt comforting, and the hustle and bustle of peasants carrying food and goods offered excellent coverage.

Such a massive monastery required large amounts of peasant labor to work the surrounding land, donated over years to the monastery by counts and nobles of the area. Peasants also supplied food and utensils, and did construction and maintenance work throughout the premises.

Bernat reached the access gate to the courtyard but stopped upon seeing too many people wandering around in that area, the likelihood of someone recognizing him being too high.

He took a moment to consider what would poor Father Arnau have done in that situation. What would his mentor have wanted him to do with the package of instruments? He already knew the answer, to conceal or destroy them. But where?

Soon he had an idea. He ran through the yard, but instead of entering the church, he looked for the small access leading down to the ancient underground cloister. 

Bernat recalled it was a dark and lonely place, in a constant state of rebuilding, with ongoing works and excavations being carried on for some time.
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The so-called lower cloister was a rectangular area. A series of arches supported its vaulted ceiling, forming a long skeleton with lateral arched openings instead of walls.

Of great austerity, the cloister lacked the beautiful columns or capitals its big brother had upstairs, but that very simplicity gave it an enormous elegance.

The area was lit by a row of torches placed at various strategic points. At one end, several workers were busy hauling dirt on large wooden planks.

Bernat pretended to be praying while strolling under the arches of one aisle, trying not to lose detail about the evolution of the workers.

They were clearing the access from the cloister, removing soil to fill gaps in several of the adjoining annexes. They compacted it and finished by placing heavy flat stone slabs on top, making the floor of the enclosure.

Perhaps the workers noticed Bernat and wondered how could a friar stand still for over two hours praying, but considering they were in a monastery, he hoped they would not find it out of place. 

When the workers finally took a break, they disappeared through a lateral door, cracking jokes and conversation in very unreligious terms. 

Once alone, Bernat inspected all the open trenches, jumping into the deeper ones. Soon he noticed a trench dug into the farthest end of the room, almost filled with dirt and rocks.

Bernat had to hurry, so he took a shovel, jumped into the trench, and started digging as if his life depended on it.

To his surprise, the soil was softer than he expected because of the high humidity. Soon he had an irregular two feet deep hole before him. He rummaged through the stone piles on the surface and chose five small flat ones, and lined them up inside the cavity he had excavated, forming a small stone chest.

Removing the fabric package from the folds inside his robe, he opened the black box and caressed the brushes and small bowls of dried paint. He could not suppress a smile at the thought of his late mentor. What importance could those humble utensils have? Did it justify the loss of human lives?

God's ways were inscrutable, he said to himself. In the distance, the voices and laughter of the workers returning from their break made him react.

He took one last look at the box, then folded back the cloth and introduced the package into the small stone chest, covering it with the flattest piece of stone he could find.

He shoveled damp earth to cover the hole until all traces of it disappeared. He scooped lighter color dirt to conceal the fact that someone had removed soil at that spot and spread it with his feet. Satisfied with the outcome of his underground makeup, he climbed out of the ditch, just as the first workers returned.

Bernat crouched beside the trench, pretending to be in deep prayer. At first, workers passing by greeted him with a respectful nod. As he bent down, he discovered that his light brown robe was now stained with dirt and mud, which undoubtedly gave him away.

Upon realizing this, he started taking quick steps, moving laterally and staying low, always trying to keep his back to the workers.

"Are you all right, Father?" they asked, surprised by the strange behavior of a crouched friar walking sideways and banging against the walls.

"It’s a penance, brothers. Fear nothing. Pray for me and I shall do it for you," he replied, not looking up.

"Continue with your work. God rewards the work completed on time," he added.

The workers looked at each other in bewilderment, but immediately returned to work. Bernat pretended to be praying again for a few more minutes to watch them from a distance. He was relieved to see they went back to work, covering with dirt and stones the trench where he hid the package. 

Deciding not to raise more suspicions, he ran out of the cloister, shaking the dirt off his clothes, as he sighed with relief. The instruments were finally safe under heavy slabs of stone and would rest for centuries in a sacred place.

Deep inside, he knew that Father Arnau would have been proud of his pupil. It was comforting to feel that he had faithfully fulfilled his last will. 

When Bernat went outside and took a deep breath of the cool evening air, he decided his monastic life could now return to normal. But first he had to pray. This time for real, without pretending. 

He would go to church first, and then would visit his late preceptor's cell to pay one last tribute to his memory.
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Bernat spent almost an hour in a small chapel in one of the side apses, in a universal prayer for all the deceased. He asked God to accept Father Arnau like the wise, merciful, and patient man he had always been.

Prayer was the best way he knew to take the chilling events of the night before off his mind.

The sight of that infernal creature devouring his master would accompany him until the end of his days, even when he could never comprehend the reason for such barbarity.

The devil is always lurking, he told himself. Man must never lower the guard, since prayer and devotion to God are the best antidotes against the forces of evil. 

If there was anything he learned in the two years he had been under the tutelage of Father Arnau, it was to have respect and fear of the occult, the strong conviction that evil exists and that man can not only fight it, but is bound to do so, using all the weapon God puts at his disposal.

Too bad Father Arnau had not lived to see his disciple grow strong in faith, fearful of God and the devil, and increasingly firm in his convictions.

He left the church and walked for a few minutes in meditation, trying to internalize so many disjointed thoughts, unbridled emotions, so many conflicting feelings. He had to focus and proceed as his master would have expected of him.

Night had already fallen and the freezing air
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