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Glossary
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Aachen

A city in Germany where the narrator pursued doctoral studies at RWTH Aachen and first encountered the lectures that inspired his journey to Fudong.

Adelina Almeida

A Portuguese-descended painter living in Beco dos Beguinhos who created vivid paintings of Flor do Mar based on her dreams.

Avenida da Ilha do Navio

The seaside avenue on Ilha do Navio traversed during the Second Santa Agatha Procession.

Amitabha

The Buddha of Infinite Light whose statue stands in Praça da Ilha Sagrada as a symbol of eternity.

Baroque Architecture

The dominant architectural style of Fudong’s Portuguese heritage buildings.

Beatrix van Beek

A guest professor at RWTH Aachen who delivered lectures on the concept of the “Nectar of Beauty.”

Beco das Canas

A narrow lane on Ilha do Navio connecting residential quarters with the coastal avenue.

Beco de Carneiro

A long and densely populated street forming part of the route of the Second Santa Agatha Procession.

Beco do Jasmin

A narrow alley where the Flor do Mar-shaped platform had to negotiate difficult turns during the procession.

Beco dos Beguinhos

A historic alley on Ilha do Navio where the Santa Agatha Procession unfolds in a particularly solemn atmosphere.

Beauty Water

The sacred water in the pool of Xi Shi Temple, believed to bestow beauty and eternal youth.

Beethoven’s Symphony No. 9

A monumental work performed at Flor do Mar Concert Hall.

Biokong

Temple attendants responsible for assisting worshippers and rituals in Chinese temples.

Buddha Amitabha

See Amitabha.

Catania

The city in Sicily, Italy, where Saint Agatha lived and was martyred.

Cello

A musical instrument serving as a recurring metaphor for beauty, melancholy, and spirituality throughout the novel.

Cheng Beng

The Chinese ancestral grave-sweeping tradition.

Columbarium

A structure for preserving cremated remains.

Crematorium

The facility used for cremation in Laguna Fudong.

Cristiano

Maria’s older brother, long presumed lost, who is eventually found living in Laguna Fudong as a marine archaeologist.

Dewi Xi Shi (Goddess Xi Shi)

The goddess of beauty and immortality worshipped on Ilha Sagrada.

Dougong

The traditional Chinese wooden bracket system supporting the roof structure of Xi Shi Temple.

Durga Goddess

A Hindu goddess representing divine protection, strength, and the victory of good over evil. Her presence in Laguna Fudong reflects the multicultural and multireligious character of the lagoon.

Egmont Overture

A composition by Beethoven performed at Flor do Mar Concert Hall.

Faculty of Architecture, Building and History

One of the faculties of Fudong University.

Faculty of Economics

One of the faculties of Fudong University.

Faculty of Medicine

One of the faculties of Fudong University.

Flor do Mar

The legendary sixteenth-century Portuguese ship whose disappearance forms the central mystery of the novel.

Flor do Mar Concert Hall

A grand concert hall shaped like a Portuguese ship, serving as the cultural heart of Fudong.

Flor do Mar Ship

See Flor do Mar.

Flor do Mar voltou

Portuguese for “Flor do Mar has returned.”

Fudong

The mysterious lagoon that serves as the principal setting of the novel.

Golden Mazu Statue

A mysterious golden statue of Mazu that appears during Lunar New Year celebrations.

Gonçalves Lopes

A sailor of Flor do Mar who survives for five centuries under a mysterious curse.

Great Cross

The large processional cross carried at the head of every Santa Agatha procession.

Hallelujah

The hymn heard during the miraculous appearance of Flor do Mar.

Hino a Santa Agata

The official hymn sung throughout the Santa Agatha celebrations.

Hiolow

A large incense burner used in Chinese religious practice.

Hwesio

A Buddhist monk responsible for prayers and rituals in Chinese temples.

Hypothermia

The condition suffered by Cristiano before his arrival in Fudong.

Ilha de Vela

The educational island where Fudong University is located.

Ilha do Bolo

The island where the Temple of Kwan Im stands.

Ilha do Navio

The island that preserves the Portuguese heritage of Fudong and serves as the center of the Santa Agatha celebrations.

Ilha Sagrada

The sacred island at the center of the lagoon, regarded as Fudong’s spiritual heart.

Ilha Sagrada Procession

The grand procession of February 5 that carries Saint Agatha to Ilha Sagrada.

Ilha Sagrada Tunnel

The cave passage linking the island’s harbor to its summit.

Imagine

John Lennon’s song, regarded as the moral anthem of Fudong’s utopian society.

Inscription

The two ancient wooden tablets that must be returned to Flor do Mar.

João Coelho

The captain of Flor do Mar, owner of the Peninsula Hotel, and guardian of one of the inscriptions.

Joachim Ulringen

A guest professor at RWTH Aachen who lectured on parallel universes and space-time transitions.

Kimsin

A sacred Chinese deity statue.

Kwan Im

The Chinese name of Avalokiteshvara, Bodhisattva of Compassion.

Kwan Im Temple

A temple on Ilha do Bolo dedicated to Avalokiteshvara, the Bodhisattva of Compassion.

Laguna Fudong

The mysterious lagoon where the story unfolds.

Lasem Courtyard House

A traditional Chinese-Indonesian mansion inspired by the historic houses of Lasem, Central Java. Characterized by enclosed courtyards, high perimeter walls, carved wooden doors, and a blend of Chinese, Javanese, and colonial architectural elements, Rumah Lasem appears in Laguna Fudong as a symbol of cultural memory, maritime heritage, and the enduring connection between the Chinese communities of Java and Southeast Asia.

Li Hwa

The narrator’s close friend and guide to the Chinese cultural traditions of Fudong.

Mazu

The Chinese sea goddess and protector of sailors.

Merbabu Cemetery

The Dutch cemetery in Sabang where João Coelho is buried.

Montagabendgespräche

An academic discussion forum at RWTH Aachen where influential lectures were delivered.

Mozart Piano Concerto No. 23

A composition performed at Flor do Mar Concert Hall.

Mysterious Trench

The deep underwater trench through which Cristiano enters Laguna Fudong.

Nectar of Immortality

A symbolic gift associated with Xi Shi and eternal life.

Nectar of Beauty

A philosophical concept introduced by Professor Beatrix van Beek describing transcendent beauty.

Opa Coelho

The family nickname used for João Coelho.

Original Statue of Saint Agatha

The authentic sacred statue preserved within the Relic Chapel.

Padre

A Catholic priest in the Portuguese tradition.

Pailou

A traditional Chinese ceremonial gateway.

Parallel Sea

A symbolic term describing the realm into which Flor do Mar disappeared.

Parallel Universe

The central concept suggesting that Fudong exists in a reality parallel to the ordinary world.

Parallel World Portal

The term used by the narrator to describe the connection between Sabang and Fudong.

Pipe Organ

The musical instrument accompanying Masses dedicated to Saint Agatha.

Praça da Fortaleza

The square within the Portuguese fortress complex.

Praça da Ilha Sagrada

The main square of Ilha Sagrada.

Praça de Santa Agata

The main square in front of Saint Agatha Church.

Praça Xi Shi

The ceremonial square in front of Xi Shi Temple.

Return Procession to Saint Agatha Church

The concluding procession following the appearance of Flor do Mar.

Rua de Santa Agata

The principal street connecting the fortress and Saint Agatha Church.

RWTH Aachen

The Rheinisch-Westfälische Technische Hochschule Aachen, where the narrator pursued doctoral studies.

Sabang

The Indonesian city serving as the gateway to Fudong.

Santa Agatha

The patron saint and spiritual protector of Laguna Fudong.

Strait of Malacca

The historic waterway where Flor do Mar was lost.

Stalactite

A limestone formation hanging from the ceiling of the sacred tunnel.

Stalagmite

A limestone formation rising from the floor of the sacred tunnel beneath Ilha Sagrada.

Thurible

A censer used during Catholic liturgical ceremonies.

Fudong University

The principal university of Laguna Fudong, located on Ilha de Vela.

Yogyakarta

The Indonesian city where the narrator witnessed the total solar eclipse of 1983.

Lunar New Year

A major festival associated with the mysterious appearance of the Golden Mazu Statue.

Marian Grotto

A Catholic pilgrimage site in Laguna Fudong.

Relic Chapel of Saint Agatha

See Capela das Relíquias de Santa Agata.

Santa Agatha Procession (First)

The opening procession centered around Saint Agatha Church.

Santa Agatha Procession (Second)

The procession passing through the fortress, old streets, and waterfront of Ilha do Navio.

Santa Agatha Procession (Third)

The evening procession returning to Saint Agatha Church.

Space-Time Leap

A theory discussed by Professor Joachim Ulringen concerning travel between parallel worlds.

Solar Corona

The luminous halo surrounding the sun during a total eclipse.

Stations of the Cross

A Catholic devotional ritual practiced in Fudong.

Swiftlet

A bird inhabiting the sacred tunnel of Ilha Sagrada, contributing to its unique atmosphere.

Total Solar Eclipse

The cosmic event marking the return of Flor do Mar.

Treasure Chest

The chest containing sacred objects associated with Flor do Mar.

Treasure of Flor do Mar

The sacred relics and treasures associated with the legendary ship.

Xi Shi

The legendary Chinese beauty revered as the goddess of beauty and immortality in Fudong.

Xi Shi Temple

A temple on Ilha Sagrada dedicated to Goddess Xi Shi.
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Cultural Note
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Flor do Mar in Laguna Fudong is a work of fiction that draws inspiration from the history, architecture, religions, and maritime cultures of Southeast Asia, China, and Portugal.

The setting of Laguna Fudong is an imaginary lagoon society where different civilizations coexist in harmony. While many places, rituals, and characters in this novel are fictional, they are inspired by real cultural traditions and historical events. Among them are the Portuguese maritime presence in Asia, Chinese folk religion, Catholic devotion to saints, Buddhist concepts of compassion and eternity, and the multicultural heritage of port cities throughout Southeast Asia.

The legendary ship Flor do Mar (Flower of the Sea) was a real Portuguese carrack that sank in 1511 after the conquest of Malacca. In this novel, the ship becomes both a historical memory and a symbolic vessel that connects history, myth, spirituality, and the possibility of parallel worlds.

Saint Agatha, the patron saint of Laguna Fudong, is inspired by the historical Saint Agatha of Sicily, a Christian martyr venerated throughout the Catholic world. In the novel, devotion to Saint Agatha merges with local traditions, creating a unique cultural expression shaped by centuries of coexistence.

Readers will also encounter figures such as Mazu, the Chinese goddess of the sea, Xi Shi, the legendary beauty of ancient China, and Amitabha Buddha, the Buddha of Infinite Light. Their presence reflects the syncretic spiritual landscape of Laguna Fudong, where different traditions are not portrayed as competing beliefs but as complementary paths toward beauty, compassion, wisdom, and transcendence.

Many Portuguese, Chinese, and liturgical terms appear throughout the story. These terms have been retained to preserve the cultural atmosphere of the novel. A glossary is provided to assist readers unfamiliar with these traditions.

Ultimately, Laguna Fudong should not be understood as a geographical location but as a symbolic landscape. It represents humanity's enduring dream of a society where cultures coexist peacefully, where beauty and spirituality remain alive, and where history, memory, and hope continue to sail together like a ship upon an endless sea.
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Chapter 20: Ilha de Vela (Island of Sails)
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Ilha de Vela

Like Being in Mala Strana

AFTER CROSSING THE bridge between Ilha do Bolo and Ilha de Vela, I immediately noticed that the architecture of the Ilha de Vela, was entirely different from that of the two islands we had visited before. While Mianbao Dao and Ilha do Bolo were dominated by Chinese architectural traditions, Ilha de Vela belonged unmistakably to Europe, its buildings shaped by the grandeur of the Baroque style. The moment she set foot on the island, Maria remarked that she felt as though she had arrived in Mala Strana, Prague. Indeed, everything around us seemed overwhelmingly Baroque.

Li Hwa explained that the architects and master builders responsible for the island's construction had been brought from Italy and had eventually settled in Fudong. Every building on Ilha de Vela rose three stories high and was painted in a soft shade of pale yellow, harmonizing beautifully with the cream-colored shoreline and the deep green forest stretching along the island's northern edge. Many of the buildings featured balconies as well as gallarijas. These gallarijas projected outward from the walls like enclosed balconies or large bay windows, crafted from wood and adorned with intricate ornamentation. Their purpose was to create a semi-open space that sheltered occupants from the weather while allowing light and air to enter freely.

The island itself was occupied by a university composed of various faculties. Its students came not only from Fudong but also from cities throughout the Strait of Malacca. From one end of the island, it was possible to see that the university buildings formed two long rows separated by the principal avenues, Rua Arquimedes and Rua Copernico. These two thoroughfares converged at Praca Universitaria. Beyond the northern row of buildings stretched a dense forest bordered by a defensive wall built to protect the island from enemies approaching from the open sea. I noticed that the terrain here was gentler than that of Ilha do Bolo. The buildings on both the southern and northern sides were connected by long porticos, creating a sense of intimacy and continuity between the various spaces. Beneath those porticos were small shops, cafes, and restaurants attached to the university buildings, bringing daily life and commerce into the heart of the academic environment.

That afternoon the porticos appeared far busier than Avenida da Ilha de Vela, crowded with students walking from one building to another. Li Hwa explained that the Lunar New Year holiday had ended and classes had resumed. We continued toward Praca Universitaria, where a statue of Galileo Galilei stood facing the lagoon, surrounded by a fountain. Li Hwa suggested that it would be better to walk along the street rather than beneath the porticos so that we could fully appreciate the architecture of the campus. Although the university had been designed with remarkable care, its scale remained modest, fitting the dimensions of Ilha de Vela itself, an island barely one kilometer long and four hundred meters wide. As we passed the statue of Galileo Galilei, Li Hwa pointed toward the large building rising behind it. That, she explained, was the rectorate, the administrative heart of the university. Students moved constantly in and out of the building, busy arranging their registrations and administrative affairs for the new semester. Because every academic building was only three stories high, the streetscape felt intimate and welcoming. Between the buildings, smaller tertiary streets led toward the beaches and the forest beyond. We continued walking until we reached the far end of the island, passing beneath four elevated portico bridges that connected the northern and southern rows of buildings. The journey from one end of the campus to the other was remarkably pleasant. Rows of trees lined the streets between the roadway and the buildings, providing shade and a refreshing sense of calm.

At the end of the avenue we stopped before a church built in the Baroque style. The church stood perpendicular to the street, facing east toward the rising sun, a symbolic orientation representing hope and new beginnings. Its name was Igreja de Nossa Senhora do Mar, Our Lady of the Sea, though it was more commonly known as Igreja Flor do Mar. Before the church stretched a plaza called Praca da Igreja Flor do Mar, at whose center stood a three-meter statue of the Virgin Mary holding a ship's anchor. Li Hwa explained that the anchor symbolized steadfast faith amid the many temptations and uncertainties of life. The church façade displayed the grandeur and symmetry characteristic of Baroque architecture, resembling the stern of a great vessel, with an elaborate carving of the Flower of the Sea above the massive entrance portal.

Twin bell towers rose on either side of the façade, creating a powerful visual balance. Each tower was crowned with a small dome and adorned with the ornamental details typical of the Baroque style. The main façade was framed by pilasters that emphasized the entrance, while decorative arches and triangular pediments above added a monumental quality to the composition. A clock mounted on the left bell tower introduced both a functional and symmetrical element. The cream-colored walls gave the church a warm appearance that contrasted beautifully with the bright blue sky behind it. Visitors wandered across the forecourt, bringing life and movement to the public space. Altogether, the church embodied the spirit of Baroque architecture, distinguished by its elegance, harmonious proportions, and rich ornamental beauty.

We stood for a long while studying the statue of the Virgin Mary holding a ship's anchor at the center of the plaza. The monument seemed perfectly suited to the Baroque church behind it, the two elements complementing one another with remarkable harmony. After walking from one end of the island to the other, I could not help noticing how different the spatial atmosphere here felt from that of the previous two islands. Li Hwa explained that to the left of the church stood a hotel, a cafeteria, and an auditorium. To the right were the Cappela de Sao Tomas de Aquino, the observatory, and the student center. Praca da Igreja Flor do Mar extended seamlessly from Praca de Vela, its surface paved with stone in the traditional Portuguese style known as calcada portuguesa.

Li Hwa went on to explain that the symbolic meaning of the Church of Flor do Mar lay in its ability to represent the spiritual journey of humanity, uniting the theme of maritime exploration with the journey of faith. The name Flor do Mar recalled the Portuguese settlers who had drifted into the lagoon after surviving a terrible storm. In this way, the church reminded its congregation never to forget the importance of courage, hope, and divine protection when confronting the challenges of life, just as sailors depended upon those virtues while crossing vast and uncertain seas. The title Igreja Flor do Mar possessed a powerful resonance, blending history, seafaring heritage, and spirituality into a single enduring symbol.

Igreja Flor do Mar
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The Center of Life on Ilha de Vela

WE ENTERED THE CHURCH through its open doors. After making the sign of the cross, we stood frozen in astonishment. Above us, a magnificent Baroque mural stretched across the ceiling, unfolding a breathtaking visual narrative. The Flor do Mar was depicted sailing upon a vast blue ocean, surrounded by towering waves and driven forward by powerful winds that filled its white sails. The ship appeared majestic and noble, every detail rendered with remarkable care. Its bow was adorned with carvings of the Flower of the Sea and the emblem of the Portuguese cross, symbolizing the faith that guided each of its voyages.

Within the mural, amid a sky glowing with golden light and above the restless sea, appeared Nossa Senhora do Mar, also known as Stella Maris, Our Lady Star of the Sea. Her face radiated serenity and compassion. She wore a soft blue mantle whose edges shimmered like the surface of the ocean itself. One hand was extended toward the ship, as though offering protection and guidance to the vessel struggling against the waves. Around her, pastel-colored clouds merged with streams of heavenly light, creating a vision of divine presence filled with peace and grace.

The mural overflowed with symbolic details, portraying Mary as Stella Maris, the eternal guide of sailors and of humanity itself. Angelic winds seemed to fill the sails of the ship, symbolizing divine assistance throughout every journey of life. The roaring sea beneath the vessel, though fierce and threatening, appeared subdued by the calming presence of the Virgin, surrendering its fury to her protection.

The light emanating from the mural seemed to mingle with the elaborate Baroque decorations covering the walls of the church, filling the interior with an almost supernatural atmosphere. Anyone who lifted their eyes toward the ceiling could feel the grandeur of a spiritual voyage, as though invited to sail aboard the Flor do Mar across an ocean of trials under the protection of Our Lady of the Sea. The mural was more than a work of art. It was a prayer brought to life through color and form, inviting all who gazed upon it to entrust the voyage of their lives to divine guidance.

We continued deeper into the church, our curiosity growing with every step. From the statues and carvings outside to the murals and decorations within, everything formed a continuous symbolic narrative centered on the Flor do Mar. The statue of Nossa Senhora do Mar, Our Lady of the Sea, stood above the main altar within a special niche in the wall, surrounded by flowers and candles. According to Li Hwa, the official name of the church was Igreja Flor do Mar. Its motto was Navigando na Fé, Guiados pelo Mar da Vida—Sailing in Faith, Guided by the Sea of Life. The church was a unique place, enriching not only the spiritual life of the university but also serving as an architectural and cultural landmark that connected maritime history with the journeys of the students who studied on the island.

Behind the main altar stood the Tabernacle (Tabernáculo), an ornate sanctuary reserved for the Blessed Sacrament, the consecrated Host. Positioned beneath the principal cross and illuminated by a red sanctuary lamp, it signified the presence of Christ. Above the altar hung a crucifix, the central visual focus of the sanctuary, reminding worshippers of Christ’s sacrifice. Behind it rose the reredos, an elaborate decorative panel adorned with paintings. One image depicted the Virgin Mary holding the helm of the Flor do Mar, guiding the ship through uncertain waters. To the left of the altar stood another statue of Nossa Senhora do Mar, her calm expression seeming to watch over the entire church.

The church also contained numerous religious artworks. Stained-glass windows portrayed Nossa Senhora do Mar, while mosaics, paintings, and additional stained-glass panels illustrated biblical scenes and maritime imagery, including sailors praying for protection amid stormy seas. Above the altar were inscribed the words Dominus Fortitudo Mea—The Lord Is My Strength—and Salvum Fac Nos, Domine—Save Us, O Lord. Liturgical furnishings completed the sanctuary: altar cloths changing according to the liturgical calendar, large altar candles burning on either side of the sanctuary, and fresh flowers arranged as offerings of devotion and gratitude.

We sat in the second pew from the front. Maria and Li Hwa knelt in prayer, while I remained seated, quietly observing the visitors absorbed in their devotions. To me, the Church of Flor do Mar was as mysterious as the Temple of Kwan Im on Ilha do Bolo. I found myself wondering why a ship that had sunk centuries ago had become such a powerful source of spiritual inspiration. My eyes returned again and again to the ceiling mural depicting the vessel’s voyage across the sea. The strange symbolism surrounding the altar filled me with a growing sense of awe. My heart beat faster as I contemplated the extraordinary union of faith, history, and legend embodied within this sanctuary.

What would happen, I wondered, when this church celebrated Christmas or Easter? How magnificent would the ceremonies become beneath the watchful image of the Flor do Mar, sailing eternally across the heavens above?

Then Li Hwa explained that the construction of this church had originally been intended as a critique of the Church of Santa Agata on Ilha do Navio. She said that the true patron of sailors was Stella Maris, Our Lady of the Sea, not Santa Agata. For years the intellectuals of Ilha de Vela had questioned why the image carried aboard the Flor do Mar had been Santa Agata. Had there been a misunderstanding preserved through history? Could the statue that washed ashore on Ilha do Navio have been Stella Maris rather than Santa Agata, misunderstood by later generations? In their view, the entire maritime symbolism that had developed throughout Laguna Fudong was far more closely associated with Our Lady of the Sea than with Santa Agata. That was why the Church of Flor do Mar had been built with a different identity, serving as both a theological and cultural statement that sailors throughout the ages had sought the protection of Stella Maris as their guide across the vast and uncertain seas.

Hearing this, I fell silent. Yet Maria immediately replied that her grandfather, Opa Joao Coelho, had been a devoted follower of Santa Agata for as long as anyone could remember. When he was still a child, the village where he lived had been struck by a great flood that swept away almost every house, including the contents of the Church of Santa Agata. Opa Coelho himself had been carried away by the raging waters. The flood smashed through homes, uprooted trees, and dragged everything downstream. At the very moment when he was about to drown and his strength was failing, his hand seized an object floating on the surface. Later he discovered that it was the hand of a wooden statue of Santa Agata. Because it was carved from wood, the statue did not sink but remained afloat upon the floodwaters.

By clinging to that statue of Santa Agata, Opa Coelho survived until he was finally rescued. From that day onward, he believed that Santa Agata had protected him from death. The event left a profound mark upon his life and shaped a faith that never wavered, even in old age. For that reason, during every voyage he ever undertook, whether under calm skies or through violent storms, Opa Coelho always carried a statue of Santa Agata as his protector and companion. Hearing this story, Li Hwa appeared astonished, for it was the first time he had ever heard it.

Maria continued that this was precisely why Flor do Mar and Santa Agata could never be separated. Historians might still debate whether the image that had truly sailed aboard the vessel was Santa Agata or Stella Maris. For Opa Coelho, however, the matter had never been a question. Whenever he heard the name Flor do Mar, he remembered the figure of Santa Agata who had once saved him from the great flood. The ship and the saint had become inseparable in his memory, united as a symbol of divine protection. Thus, throughout his life, he remained convinced that within every threatening wave of the sea, Santa Agata continued to accompany the voyage of the Flor do Mar.

Capela de Sao Tomas de Aquino

AFTER SPENDING A LONG time inside the church, we finally stepped back into the plaza and made our way toward a chapel that Li Hwa introduced as the Capela de Sao Tomas de Aquino, the Chapel of Saint Thomas Aquinas. The building was much smaller than the Church of Flor do Mar. Once inside, I found that it resembled many chapels I had seen before. Saint Thomas Aquinas is the patron saint of Catholic education, philosophy, and theology. He is remembered as one of the greatest philosophers and theologians in Christian history, whose works, especially the Summa Theologica, became a foundation of Catholic thought. Many Catholic universities regard him as their patron because of his immense contribution to both knowledge and faith. According to Li Hwa, the Capela de Sao Tomas de Aquino reflected the character of Saint Thomas Aquinas himself, a figure associated with education, philosophy, and theology. For that reason, the chapel was filled with elements symbolizing Catholic faith, learning, and wisdom.

The main altar was simple, crowned by a cross. It served as the center of the liturgy and the celebration of the Eucharist, adorned with altar candles, fresh flowers, a statue of Jesus Christ, and symbols of the Holy Trinity. Nearby stood a statue of Saint Thomas Aquinas holding a book and a quill, emblems of wisdom and his influential theological writings. At that moment, sunlight streamed through a chapel window and fell directly upon the saint's chest, appearing almost like a symbol of intellectual enlightenment. The tabernacle, where the Blessed Sacrament was reserved, occupied a place upon the main altar. Li Hwa then pointed out the stained-glass windows, which portrayed scenes from the life of Saint Thomas Aquinas, moments of divine inspiration while writing, and his teaching of students. The Bible was symbolized through images of an open book, a dove representing the Holy Spirit, and radiant beams of light.

The chapel also contained a private prayer area furnished with pews or chairs equipped with kneeling cushions, as well as devotional candles that visitors could light. Near the entrance stood a small library containing prayer books, Bibles, and theological works, including the writings of Saint Thomas Aquinas himself. The space encouraged visitors to study and reflect upon their faith. Above the pulpit appeared the well-known motto associated with Saint Thomas Aquinas, Veritas—Truth—and Hominem ad Deum ducere—To Lead Humanity to God. There were also seats reserved for the padre and liturgical ministers during Mass and communal prayer, a designated area for the choir, and bells or musical instruments used during worship. Decorative motifs of books and scrolls appeared throughout the chapel as tributes to knowledge and education, accompanied by the emblems of the university itself.

This chapel served not only as a place of prayer but also as a place of reflection, connecting students, professors, and staff to the intellectual and spiritual values embodied by Saint Thomas Aquinas. The three of us sat quietly for a while and prayed that our mission in Laguna Fudong would succeed. Afterward, we stepped outside. Li Hwa mentioned that in two days there would be an academic procession from the central administration building to the chapel to mark the beginning of the academic year. Maria remarked that we should take part in the procession because it might prove to be an important opportunity to uncover new information about the Flor do Mar.

Observatory

FROM THE CHAPEL OF Saint Thomas Aquinas we proceeded to the neighboring observatory. To be honest, I knew very little about astronomy. Li Hwa had brought us there because most visitors to the island were curious about the observatory. Inside stood telescopes designed for observing celestial objects. Above them rose a great dome, capable of rotating and fitted with a narrow opening that could be uncovered at night. A caretaker was present and willingly explained the instruments to us. Unfortunately, we had arrived during the day and therefore could not observe the stars through the telescopes. What caught my attention was the caretaker's remark that by the fifth of February there would already be long lines of people waiting to witness a solar eclipse. Quietly I wondered whether there could possibly be a connection between the observatory, a solar eclipse, and the Flor do Mar.

The observatory also contained a small library filled with books on astronomy. The three of us casually browsed the shelves, discovering that nearly all the volumes were very old. Naturally, I was not particularly interested because I could not read them. Li Hwa was equally indifferent, being a historian whose field had little to do with astronomy. Suddenly Maria approached carrying a book in her hands. It was old and appeared to have been opened only rarely. The title read Astronomia e Flor do Mar. I was startled. Although I could not read Portuguese, I could easily guess that the book concerned the relationship between astronomy and the Flor do Mar. Maria began turning its pages.

After reading several passages, she explained that the science of celestial navigation, which studies the movements of heavenly bodies for navigational purposes, was closely connected to the disappearance of the Flor do Mar because ships of that era relied upon observations of the sky to determine their direction and position while at sea. Portuguese sailors used calculations based on the positions of stars, the sun, and the moon to navigate, and these methods formed an essential part of the navigational astronomy of their age.

The Flor do Mar departed from Malacca for Portugal on 18 November 1511, shortly after the victorious conclusion of the campaign that had brought the city under Portuguese control. Two days later, during the voyage, the ship encountered a violent storm somewhere along the coast of Sumatra, a catastrophe that ultimately led to its sinking or disappearance. Within this context, the science of celestial navigation played a crucial role in guiding the vessel across the ocean. Yet one possible factor connected to the loss of the Flor do Mar was the extraordinary dependence upon calculations derived from the positions of heavenly bodies. In that age, navigational technology was far less sophisticated than it is today, and severe weather conditions, especially a powerful storm, could easily disrupt observations based upon the stars, the sun, and the moon. If the vessel's position was calculated incorrectly, or if the sky remained concealed beneath clouds for an extended period, sailors would find it exceedingly difficult to determine their location with any degree of certainty.

Furthermore, errors in calculation or unforeseen natural phenomena, such as a large tropical storm, could have caused the Flor do Mar to lose its course or become stranded despite the navigational knowledge available to its crew. In this sense, the ship's disappearance could be interpreted as the consequence of a navigational system heavily dependent upon celestial observations, a system inherently vulnerable to adverse weather and the unpredictability of nature.

Maria fell silent and reflected for a moment before opening the book once more. Meanwhile, Li Hwa, who had been watching her discovery with growing curiosity, murmured that she had never seen the volume before. Someday, he said, he would have to return to the observatory and read it himself. Maria resumed her reading. According to the
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