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To my beloved parents, Antonio and Isabel, 

so that life will allow me to see them again.

 

To my brother, for many more years together.

 

And to those who are always around me,  

taking care of me.

 

 

 

"The fate of the world will be such as the world deserves".

 

Albert Einstein

 

 

 

 

 

The grey ghost will guide you…

 





The fourth door





The day I met Hugh Grant

 

Valentina woke up with her heart about to explode. This terrible feeling was not new to her. In her head she kept repeating, "Not again, not again". She pulled back the duvet and jumped out of bed blindly. It was still dark and the dim light barely let her see where she was going. Gabriel woke with a start.

"What is it, Valentina? " he asked, frightened.

"Lucy!" she shouted desperately, as she instinctively ran towards the girl's room.

Gabriel turned on the light on the bedside table and ran out after her. When he reached the bedroom he found Valentina with Lucy in her arms, rocking her as if to comfort her.

"What's going on?" Gabriel asked, not understanding what had happened.

"She was crying. Didn't you hear her crying loudly?" Valentina replied, her face stricken with fear.

Gabriel was puzzled. Lucy was sleeping peacefully in her mother's arms, as if nothing had happened. Valentina was still rocking her as if she could still hear her crying. He slowly approached her. He stroked her hair and kissed her forehead.

"Calm down, my love. It's all over now. Put Lucy in her cot and go back to bed. I'll take care of her if she cries again."

Valentina obeyed him, embarrassed. When she looked at her daughter's face, she was aware of what had happened again. She gently covered Lucy, took a deep breath and went to her bedroom, unable to look him in the face. When Gabriel turned off the light on the bedside table, he hugged her lovingly and kissed her hair. Valentina knew that sooner or later he would ask for explanations. She could no longer hide what was happening to her. But she didn't know how to sort it out either.

 

As she did every morning, Valentina got up to prepare breakfast, while Gabriel took a shower. After having the six o'clock bottle, Lucy slept peacefully, so they had some time to have breakfast in peace and quiet. But that morning Valentina was restless and nervous. The time had come to tell him the truth, but what truth was she going to tell him? That she had to carry out some missions? And when he asked her what the missions were, what would she answer to him? That he didn't know and that he had to wait for the signs? He knew nothing. He had not smelled roses again, nor had he had any dreams to guide her. She only heard children crying everywhere. If she told Gabriel about this, he would most likely think she had gone mad. The only thing she was sure of was that she was afraid.

 

"Valentina, I want you to go and see Doctor Guzmán,"  Gabriel said in a firm voice, as he placed his latte on the table.

She stared into his eyes, her cheeks flushed with the fear that filled her whole body.

"I'm not crazy!" she replied as she hid her trembling hands under the table.

"I know. But I don't want you to end up being so."

"Doctor Guzmán can't help me," she replied, lowering her gaze.

"And who can help you? " he asked desperately, as he held out his hand on the table for Valentina to take.

"I don't know," she lied with glassy eyes, but Doctor Guzmán surely cannot.

Valentina's eyes were still lowered and her hands were still under the table. Gabriel closed his hand tightly, to control the nerves that were boiling inside him.

"Valentina, you've been hearing children crying all over the place for two years. Do you think I don't notice? When Lucy was born, I thought you'd get better, but everything's been getting worse. Do you want to tell me once and for all what's going on?”

Valentina burst into tears.

"I don't know," she lied again, afraid that he wouldn't believe her story.

Gabriel got up from the table. His first intention was to approach her to comfort her, but the anger and helplessness he felt prevented him from doing so.

"As soon as I get to the office, I'll call Doctor Guzmán and make an appointment" he said in an authoritative voice, pointing his index finger at her”.

"I'm not going," she whispered between her teeth.

"Yes, you will go, even if I have to drag you there, and that's all there is to it!"

 

Gabriel grabbed his keys and jacket and headed for the front door without looking back. Before he left, he heard Valentina crying inconsolably. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath to try to calm the pain he felt inside. He wanted to return to her side to hug and kiss her, but his anger wouldn't let him. He left the house and closed the door tightly.

Valentina received that door slam, as if a dagger had been stabbed through her heart. Lucy began to cry. She stood still for a few seconds, unable to tell whether what she was hearing was real or imaginary. She got up from her chair and ran in search of her daughter. As soon as she had cradled her daughter in her arms, Lucy fell back into a deep sleep.

 

When Valentina got out of the shower, she looked at herself in the mirror. The pallor of her face, coupled with the dark circles of fatigue that had settled under her eyes, made her look sick. This situation had gone too far and she was not prepared to let it go on any longer. She had a decision to make and she knew exactly what it was. There was no way she would jeopardise her marriage to Gabriel.

When she had tidied up the kitchen and dressed Lucy, they went down to the car park to get the car. She wanted to go to the farmhouse. She needed to go to the farmhouse.

 

Hans was the first to come to the door, quick as lightning. Although he loved Valentina dearly, he now had a new priority. Lucy's scent set his new task in motion. No stranger would go near the puppy.

Anthony appeared through the door, before Valentina could put Lucy in her pram.

"Don't you dare put my granddaughter in the pram,"  Anthony said, stretching out his arms.

"Dad, I didn't see you leave. Take your granddaughter," Valentina replied, as she passed Lucy to him.

Hans wagged his tail energetically, never taking his eyes off the little girl. Although he was eager to get up on his hind legs to get up to Lucy's level, he held back, aware that he wasn’t allowed to do so. Anthony bent down slowly to let her sniff her, his hand close to avoid her effusive licks. Hans behaved himself.

"I didn't think you would come here today, daughter, but it's good to see you. I was just going to call you,"  Anthony said with a smile on his lips.

"What for, Dad? "she asked, puzzled.

"What do you mean, what for?" he asked wonderingly. "Well, to congratulate you. Today is your wedding anniversary. I thought Gabriel would have taken the day off to spend it with you two."

Valentina closed her eyes and clenched her jaw tightly; how could she have completely forgotten the day she was living in? When she remembered what had happened just an hour ago, she felt a pinch in her stomach, which brought a pained expression to her face.

"Valentina, daughter, what is it?"  Anthony asked, worried.

"Nothing, Dad. I had a bad night. That's all. Gabriel has gone to work, but tonight I promised him a special dinner at home."

"Do you want me to stay with Lucy so that you can be calmer?"

"No, thank you, daddy. She's still too little and would only be a nuisance to you."

"Are you sure you wouldn't rather be alone with Gabriel?"

"I'm sure of it. What I really need now is to be alone. I'd go to the hill, but I see there are people there. If you don't mind looking after Lucy for a while, I'd like to go to grandfather's room."

"Why don't you go to your room and get some sleep?  You look terrible. You have to work, but at a healthier pace."

"You're right, Dad. I'll give Lucy her bottle and go up to my bedroom to rest a bit."

With his granddaughter in one arm, he reached out the other to pull his daughter to his side. Valentina snuggled up to him like a little girl, seeking shelter and protection in her father's arms. Hans looked at her with concern.

 

Valentina opened her bedroom door, hoping to smell roses. She needed to talk to her grandmother again, but she didn't know how to go about it. As she entered, the room felt cold, as if it had been closed for a long time. She breathed in sharply. She smelled nothing. A shiver ran down her spine. She looked around for some sign, but the only thing that came to her  mind was his wedding night. She went to the window to pull back the curtain so he could see the hill with the cross on top. She turned and sat down on the ledge. She closed her eyes and felt all her skin crawl, remembering how she made love to Gabriel by that window. She opened her eyes with the certainty of what she did not want to lose.

"Grandma, I don't know if I need to talk to you, if you can hear me, or if I'm just talking to myself, but I have to tell you, and whoever else it may concern, that I have made a decision. I am not the person you need. I am not able to see the so-called signals I am supposed to receive. I am not ready to fulfil your missions. I just want to write my books, and be happy with my husband and daughter. Please make me stop hearing those children cry. I can't help them, I don't know how to help them. I have no powers. I just know that if I keep hearing them, I'll go crazy. I'm sorry. I'm sorry. I'm sorry to disappoint you, if you thought I was the one. Tonight I'll make dinner for my husband, we'll make amends and toast to many more anniversaries."

"Valentina, you can't run away from your destiny." When she heard those words in her mind, her body shuddered. She looked around with bated breath, but saw nothing.

"I'm sorry, but I can't do it."

 

As she uttered those words, she felt the chill in the room deepen. She watched in amazement as her breath materialised before her eyes. However, to her right, she felt an intense heat coming towards her. Valentina began to tremble. Breathing rapidly, she tried to slowly turn her head to see where the heat was coming from, but she was only able to roll her eyes. Her whole body seemed to be imprisoned by the cold that immobilised her. The heat struggled to take hold of her and free her. When she felt the defeat of her jailer in her body, she ran out of her room, without even closing the door. She ran down the stairs as if she was being chased and continued running until she reached the kitchen. Mrs Ana turned around  a startled when she heard her enter.

 

"Valentina! You scared me. You look like if demons were after you. Why are you running so fast, girl?" 

"To see if you'll bake me one of my favourite cakes," Valentina lied with a forced smile on her lips.

"I didn't know you were coming here, so if you wait, I'll make it for you."

"Where is my father, Mrs Ana?" she asked nervously, as if sensing some danger for Lucy.

"I think he's gone to the stables with the little girl. The man is already thinking about the future. If Lucy doesn't like horses, she'll break his heart."

Valentina could hardly pay attention to what Mrs Ana was saying. In her head she could only hear a multitude of voices talking at once, but it was impossible for her to understand a single word. A heat, which only comes when you are afraid, came over her body. Her face burned and her head was about to explode.

She cut Mrs Ana off. She ran out of the house to go to the stables in search of her father. She found him with Lucy in his arms and Hans at his side.

"Dad, I want to take Hans to the flat," she said, as she snatched Lucy out of his arms and hugged her tightly.

Anthony looked at her in surprise.

"What's the matter, child?" he asked in a firm voice.

"Nothing, just that I miss him. I'll take him back in a couple of days."

Valentina was on the verge of collapse. As much as she tried to conceal her state, the agitated breathing and the wild eyes, which looked from side to side, gave her away. Hans sat down next to her with a worried groan. Anthony took her by the arms, because he had the feeling that she would vanish into the floor at any moment.

"Let's go home and right now you lie down in your room for a while."

"No! Not in my room," she cried in fright.

Anthony looked at her in bewilderment and without understanding what was happening.

"Valentina, tell me right now what's wrong with you."

"Can you take me home, dad? I'm not feeling well. But I want Hans to come too. I want to be with him."

"I'll take you, but when you've calmed down a bit. Let's go home so Mrs Ana can make you some lime tea. I want you to lie down and rest, because you look sick. Give Lucy to me, I have a feeling you're going to fall.

	Valentina obeyed immediately, because she suddenly felt powerless. Mr Manuel, who had seen what had happened, approached her to take her by the arm. Valentina could not even say good morning to him. They walked briskly into the house. When Mrs Ana saw her, she could not hide the expression of concern that appeared on her face. Anthony put Lucy in the pram and between him and Mr Manuel they took her to the bedroom. Valentina's mind was collapsing.

When they tried to enter her room, Valentina reacted. She started screaming as if she had gone mad. All she wanted was to be released so she could run away from that place. Anthony and Mr Manuel could not believe what they were seeing. They grabbed her even tighter to try to calm her down and took her to her grandfather's bedroom. Mrs Ana ran to the kitchen to prepare some lime tea and bring some lemon balm. When she arrived at the bedside, Anthony hugged her tightly. Valentina's body convulsed in an uncontrollable tremor. She could not stop crying. Mr Manuel threw his hands to his head, frightened by what he was seeing. When they managed to calm her down a little, they took her off her shoes and laid her on the bed. Valentina was still shivering, but not from the cold. They covered her with a thick blanket and hoped that she would gradually calm down, while they thought about what to do. Mrs Ana rushed in with a steaming lime tea in her hand, which she left on the bedside table. She sat down on the bed next to her and made her drink a glass of lemon balm. Valentina drank it without objection. When she had finished her lime tea, she closed her eyes and curled up under the blanket. All she asked was that Hans stay with her. Anthony, Mr Manuel and Mrs Ana looked into each other's eyes, not knowing what to say. They left the room and closed the door. Hans began to smell her and sniffed around the room. His fine sense of smell told him that they were not alone, but he did not sense any threat to worry him. Even though he knew he was forbidden to do so, he ignored the rules and jumped onto the bed to snuggle next to Valentina. He wanted to be close to her. 

Slowly, the voices stopped ringing in her head and calm returned to her body. When she woke up, she would call Gabriel to apologise for forgetting the anniversary, and tell him how much she loved him.

	

Anthony didn't allow either of them to ask him any questions. He went straight to the dining room and called Gabriel from there.

"Good morning Anthony, how are you?" he answered with surprise when he received the call. 

"Hello Gabriel. I'm calling to tell you that Valentina is at the farmhouse".

"Has something happened to her?" he asked in despair.

"She's fine now. We've made her some lime tea and she's sleeping, but a moment ago I got really scared. Something happened to her that made her lose control, as I had never seen her do before. When she came to look for me at the stables, she almost pulled Lucy out of my arms. And she picked her up as if something serious was going to happen to her. She told me she wanted to take Hans to the flat. When your father and I took her to her room so she could lie down for a while, she started screaming as if the devil himself was inside. Anyway, can you tell me what's wrong with her?"

"Anthony, I am very worried. I don't know how to tell you this, because I'm the first one who doesn't know what's going on. I'll just tell you that, for a long time, Valentina hasn't stopped hearing children crying everywhere."

"What?!!!!!" he exclaimed in astonishment. 

"Let me explain, please. This morning we had an argument, because she woke up in the early hours of the morning in despair, because she said that Lucy was crying, when it wasn't true. I told her, while we were having breakfast, that I would make an appointment with Doctor Guzmán today, but she refuses to let him see her. She says he can't help her."

Anthony closed his eyes and sighed in fear. What his daughter had experienced at Stonehenge came to his mind, and he wondered if it had something to do with it.

"Did she ever tell you what happened to her at Stonehenge?"  Anthony asked decisively.

"Stonehenge? I didn't know she'd been there. No. I don't know anything. What happened to her?" Gabriel asked in surprise.

"It's a bit long to tell, and I'd rather she did it. I don't understand why she didn't tell you. Have you spoken to Doctor Guzmán?"

"Yes, I made an appointment for tomorrow morning, but seeing what has happened I am calling him right now asking him to come to the farmhouse as soon as he can."

"What are you going to do?" Anthony asked to get organised.

"I finish four quick things I have to do and leave for Lucena as soon as I can."

"Don't worry and go calmly, Valentina is here with me," Anthony said to reassure him.

"Thank you Anthony," Gabriel replied with his heart in his mouth. 

 

Nicole could not believe what she was hearing. Moments came to her mind when she had been shocked by Valentina's attitude, but at the time she didn't give it the importance she now sees it had. While she listened to Anthony, she was tidying up his desk. As soon as she got off the phone, she would pack her suitcase and leave for Lucena as soon as possible. The only thing she wanted was to be with her daughter. On the way home, she would call Natalie to tell her what had happened.

 

Gabriel made a couple of calls, switched off the computer and gave four instructions to his secretary. He left the office without saying when he would return. He got into the car, started it up and sped off to get to Lucena as soon as possible. When he left the city centre and took the motorway, he called Doctor Guzmán.

"Good morning doctor, it's Gabriel. Sorry to bother you again."

"Hello Gabriel. No bother, man. What can I do for you?"

"Anthony called me and told me that Valentina has had another anxiety attack, or whatever it is that's wrong with her. I've just taken the motorway from Córdoba to return to Lucena, and in half an hour or so I'll be at the country house. Can you come and see her this morning, please?" Gabriel pleaded desperately.

"Of course. I'll call Anthony right away and ask him to let me know how she's doing."

 

The sun that bathed the fields of Córdoba completely blinded Gabriel's eyes. That intense light, which entered his body through his pupils, made him think about what had happened that morning. In his mind there was only his beloved Valentina. He shouldn't have left the house the way he did. He was sorry. He should have controlled his temper. Immersed in his thoughts, he swore to himself that he would never leave the house angry with her again. When his eyes snapped back to reality, the only word he had time to utter was Valentina's name.

"Gabriel! Gabriel! Gabriel! Answer me! Answer me! What happened? What was that noise? Gabriel!" shouted Doctor Guzmán, frightened.

 

Valentina suddenly sat up in bed. Hans stood up in fright. When he saw the look in her eyes and heard her screams, he started barking for help. Madness had taken hold of her. Her eyes were wide open, but she couldn't seem to see anything. Her face was flushed red and the veins in her neck looked as if they would burst at any moment. She could only repeat the word “no” over and over again.

From the kitchen they heard the shouting and barking in fright. The three of them ran up the stairs as fast as they could, until they reached the bedroom. Lucy began to cry inconsolably in the kitchen. The phone started ringing in the dining room. Chaos had become the master of the house. 

Entering the bedroom, Anthony looked terrified at the scene before him. He ran to his daughter and hugged her tightly, not knowing what to do to calm her down. Under her father's shelter, Valentina stopped screaming, but her body seemed to be inert. Her arms fell to either side, lacking the strength to hold him. Hans stopped barking, but his nervousness was evident in his gestures. His ears kept turning from side to side, trying to bring order to the situation. His body was tense, ready to run off to wherever he was needed. 

Mrs Ana took Lucy in her arms. She immediately stopped crying. Her eyes looked from side to side as if she expected to see a spectre. Something inside her told her that misfortune would burst into that house at any moment.

Mr Manuel picked up the phone in fear. On the other end he found the trembling voice of Doctor Guzmán. When he recognised him, a lump in his throat prevented him from speaking. He tried to calm himself so as not to show the grief he felt. He was the last person she would want to talk to at that moment. After greeting him politely, she asked to speak to Anthony. Although he explained what had happened, and told her he was with Valentina, the doctor insisted on speaking to him urgently. Mr Manuel picked up the cordless phone to put him through, oblivious to the misfortune that awaited him.

Before Anthony could update him on Valentina's condition, the doctor cut him off to explain what had happened, while talking to Gabriel on the phone. He told him that he had taken his car to go to where the boy was supposed to be, before the phone went dead. When he arrived he was confronted with the scene of an accident. Gabriel's lifeless body had been taken by ambulance to the Reina Sofia University Hospital, from where she was calling him. 

Anthony looked at his daughter. She was lying on the bed, her eyes open, staring into nothingness. Her breathing had calmed down, but her body seemed lifeless. She turned her eyes to Mr Manuel, who was looking at her anxiously. Mrs Ana was beside them, crying silently, with Lucy in her arms. Anthony's expression spoke for itself. The only words Mr Manuel could utter were: "What happened to my son?"

 

Hans began to sniff around him for the smell he loved so much, but this time he could not wag his tail in joy, but rather moaned in sadness. Valentina's breathing began to become more visible. Her eyes seemed to be staring at something specific. Her words chilled everyone's blood.

"Gabriel, why are you saying goodbye to me? I don't want you to go. Where are you going? Don't leave me, please. Don't go away."

With that last plea, Valentina closed her eyes. 

 

 

 

PART ONE





Chapter 1





Gabriel

 

What my eyes were seeing could not be real. It had to be a terrible nightmare. I paced back and forth, nervous and anxious, not knowing what to do to wake up. I wanted to wake up. I had to wake up. If I were dead I shouldn't be anxious, should I? One is supposed to find peace and rest when one dies, because if one continues to suffer after death, when does one reach the eternal peace they talk so much about? I clung to that idea, unable to pronounce what my eyes were telling me. Not now. Not yet. As I watched that boy try with all his might to revive my lifeless heart, my only concern was Valentina. I had to live for her, so when they stopped insisting, and I was officially left for dead, I screamed at the top of my lungs. Just then I saw Doctor Guzmán arrive. He would help me. I ran towards him in desperation, but when I tried to hold on to his arm, I realised that my hand was just a reflex. I screamed his name relentlessly, until I realised that neither he nor anyone else could hear me. When I saw Doctor Guzmán cover his face with his hands to hide his crying, I closed my eyes. I was incapable of seeing the end of my life any longer. I tried to think what happened. The only thing I could remember was an intense light that blinded me, and in the blink of an eye I lost control of my car. No. It wasn't like that. I remembered it now. Something forced me to turn the wheel. Something drove me straight to my death. Within an hour of the accident, there was no trace of what had happened there. Life went on, even though mine had stopped. There was only me at the scene, or what little was left of me. I stood there looking around, not knowing what was next in store for me. I thought I hadn't seen my life flash through my mind in tenths of a second, nor did I see any tunnel of light to go to. What was I supposed to do, wait for someone to come and get me? I looked myself up and down, felt my head and chest. My body felt as if it were still alive. What a strange and unpleasant feeling. My clothes were intact without a single drop of blood, although the body I saw on the floor was completely bloody. That morning I had chosen my charcoal grey Hugo Boss, white shirt and black tie with an engraving of roses, a gift from my wife. I wanted to surprise Valentina on our wedding anniversary. If I could call the hotel to cancel the reservation I had made, I would, but I don't think I could in my condition. I felt in my jacket pocket and there was the little blue velvet box with a white gold ring and the word love strung with diamonds. I closed it and put it back in my pocket.

I sat on the tarmac, dejected and limp, not knowing what to do or where to go. I remembered how a few hours earlier I had closed the door of my home, furious and angry with my wife. I didn't even kiss her goodbye. "Valentina. My love, why has this happened to us?" in the place where my heart used to beat, I felt a tremendous pain that barely let me breathe, if I still needed air to live this way. I clenched my jaws tightly. This was a tremendous injustice, what kind of God could allow this to happen? My fists clenched tightly as if they wanted to hit someone and it was then that I felt the anger slowly take over my ethereal body. I stood up with an uncharacteristic energy. As I cried out in disowning my God, I began to feel a coldness that bordered on freezing burst through my feet and began to slowly creep up my legs. At first I thought I was paralysed, but as the cold continued its slow ascent, I felt myself growing stronger and stronger. The pain in my chest grew stronger and stronger, and the anger inside me grew stronger and stronger. Suddenly, grey shadows began to circle around me, whispering softly in my ear, words that filled me with hope.

"We will take you to Valentina. Come with us and you can live with her forever. Don't look at the sun, look at us."

The cold that numbed my body continued its slow but steady ascent. I barely noticed it as it reached my waist, absorbed and hypnotised by the sweetness of those voices. My body surrendered completely to that promise. "Valentina, Valentina..." they whispered in my ear.  When I closed my eyes to see her in my mind, I heard her voice. "Gabriel, why are you saying goodbye to me? I don't want you to go. Where are you going? Don't leave me, please. Don't go."

Hearing her plea, I opened my eyes, what was going on there? I wasn't leaving. Was I going towards her or was I doing the opposite? The grey shadows had stopped and were now looking at me face to face. That was the first time I could see them closely. Before me stood three women whose features forced one to think of a new way of defining beauty. Their melodious voices hypnotised you without resistance. Their complexions were immaculately white, contrasting with their long black hair and crimson lips. They wore flowing black chiffon dresses with plunging necklines, accentuating their waists and revealing sculptural bodies worth of sin. 

"Don't listen to her, it's not her talking, your desires are deceiving you. Come with us. We will bring Valentina to you," they whispered to me with a smile that highlighted their red lips.

If they hadn't uttered the last sentence, I would have believed them, but Valentina was alive. She had to be alive. And that's when I knew I'd rather live an eternity without her than have her die. My daughter needed her mother. There would be some reason to justify my death. When I looked at them again, I knew that those three spectres could not give me Valentina back the way I wanted. At that moment I was aware that the cold had reached my neck, and I could no longer feel anything in my body. With the little strength I had left, I followed my instinct and looked at the sun. Suddenly, the three shadows became as black as the thickest darkness. They began to swirl around me at such a speed that I could barely keep my eyes open. I was drowning. Now I really felt like I was dying. I could hardly see the sun, I had no more strength, but then I saw her with her sweet smile, and as I uttered in a whisper, "Valentina, my love, you are here with me", everything around me disappeared. With a threat, the three spectres whispered in my ear: "We will come back for you". Their words made me shiver, but this time it wasn't from cold. In the blink of an eye, my body felt free and light again. The cold that numbed my transparent being was gone in the blink of an eye. I was me again, or what little was left of me. What power did Valentina's name hide that they had fled without finishing their work? Who had I really married? As I waved my arms energetically to feel free again, I began to search desperately for her. I had seen her. I know she had come to me, but now I couldn't find her. I looked in all directions, called out her name relentlessly, but I couldn't see her again. She too had disappeared. In that moment of despondency and despair, I began to feel presences around me, emanating such a pleasant warmth that I felt reborn. I couldn't see who or what they were, but I knew they were there. The warmth of the sun intensified to the point where my skin crawled. For the first time since my death, I began to feel at peace. Did this mean that my time had truly come? With the feeling that my time was running out, I closed my eyes to remember the moments in my life that had marked a deep feeling in me, and in all of them was my wife. I wished I could keep them forever. I didn't want to forget anything. Those memories were my greatest treasure and the ones that had made me the person I was. With the conformity of one who knows that everything ends with death, I let myself be carried away by the feeling of protection that surrounded me, while I thought about what I was leaving behind me. Valentina had been mine. She had loved me and we had been happy. People would remember my tireless struggle to get the woman I had loved the most in this life, and I was leaving my dear Lucy, the proof of our love and a little piece of me. It had been worth it. At that moment I knew that my life had come to an end. Nothing could be further from the truth. 

 

Surrounded by those beings I was unable to see, I felt my body begin to levitate and rise at a slow and steady speed. A pleasant breeze accompanied us on this journey, which I couldn't put a time limit on. I don't know if it was seconds, minutes or hours. My mind only worked as if it were a slide machine showing me moments lived with Valentina, from our childhood until my death. Suddenly, the journey came to an end. Always held by those so"called guardian angels, my feet touched solid ground again. When I opened my eyes, an intense light blinded me completely, so much so that I had to cover my face with my arms. It was impossible to look at it head on. With extreme gentleness, I noticed how they guided my arms to lower them. I slowly obeyed without resistance. The light began to dim. I opened my eyes slowly, until I could finally see where I was.

"Am I in heaven?" I asked.

Then I heard them for the first time.

"That's right. Welcome."

The first images I saw of the place confirmed to me that J. R. R. Tolkien was an enlightened person. Surely before he wrote The Lord of the Rings he had been dead and for some strange reason was resurrected to describe to us mortals in his stories what heaven and hell were like. Was he in heaven or was he in Rivendell?

I looked at the ground. I was right in the centre of a huge square, where the compass rose was clearly visible. The main star was made of deep indigo blue crystals; the secondary star was also made of the same crystals, but of sky blue. Each peak of the main star ended at the stairs leading to the entrance door of a palace worthy of a fairy tale. All four shared the same construction, with a main tower in the centre and two smaller towers on either side. They all appeared to be made of glass, although I could neither see inside nor see any reflection in them. I looked up and there was the sun right in the centre of the square, shielding everything my eyes could see with its warmth and light. Both the square and the four palaces were surrounded by steep mountains, which made it inaccessible to reach, unless you flew there. The truth is that I had always thought that the sky had to be an open space, full of clouds and all white, but it was clear that I had been wrong.

Next to me I heard childish laughter.

"You have seen only the rallying point of the archangels' armies. Our world is much more than this square. Be patient."

When I heard that, I shuddered.

"It is clear that you can hear my thoughts. I'll bear that in mind," I replied, embarrassed.

"Are you ready, Gabriel?" they asked in that angelic voice.

"I would like to see Valentina one more time," I said as if I took it for granted that my last wish could be granted. 

As I spoke those words, the intensity of the light dimmed enough for me to see, for the first time, those around me. Next to me I found beings who embodied the good things that I also enjoyed in my life: gentleness, love, peace, serenity, joy. I could not find other words to describe them. Their ethereal bodies like mine seemed to float beside me. Unlike the garments with which I always associated angels, they were dressed entirely in white, but not at all in those long robes. Their attire was more suited to action than to playing harps. They wore boots two toes below the knee, tight leggings, a delicate turtleneck jumper, and over it a wide waistcoat, long to the top of the legs, fastened at the waist by a wide belt. Her long, curly hair was as golden as the sun and her pure, delicate features truly made you feel at the gates of heaven. Still smiling, they tried to reason out my request.

"It is too risky, Gabriel. Your death was plotted by The Darkness to bring Valentina down. We can't lose you, and if she hadn't come to your aid, we wouldn't have been able to get you back."

Hearing those statements, a host of unanswered questions came to my mind. Had I been murdered? How could my death kill my wife? Who was Valentina really?

"I don't understand," I said, puzzled. "Are you telling me that Valentina is in danger?"

The smiles disappeared, but the sweetness of their features remained on their faces.

"You must come with us. In due course you will get all the answers. You should feel very proud now. Never before has a being like you been chosen by the warrior of The Light, to be part of his army. You need to start your training as soon as possible. Valentina needs you."

If Valentina needed me, I had no time to waste. When they gently brushed my arm to guide me, I stopped in my tracks.

"No. I'm not going anywhere until you tell me why Valentina needs my help," I said in a firm voice.

"Gabriel, you have to trust us. When you are ready, you will come back to her.

"I can't. You must understand me. I will not waste my time in any army while my wife is in danger," I said firmly and decisively.

My words caused signs of fear to appear on her gentle features.￼[image: 6df199a2cf2e1f55b95ad88636dc4060.jpg] Before I could justify myself, an intense light blinded me. The magnitude it reached began to give off a burning heat. With my eyes almost closed, and covering my face with my arms, I could see how those beings bowed their heads in respect. When I heard that thunderous voice, my body shook from top to bottom.

"No one dares to refuse my army!" he shouted firmly. "There is not in either world a motive noble enough to justify a refusal to serve under me.”

 

 

"Valentina is my reason," I said, withdrawing my arms to reveal my face and puffing out my chest to demonstrate my false and arrogant confidence.

As I spoke those words the light dimmed and it was then that I could see what was in front of me. The beings that had accompanied me to the place where I was, gathered around me and smiled again with their heads erect and victorious. In front of me I came face to face with a soldier, or rather a great warrior. His chest was covered with armour that glittered as if it were made of thousands of diamonds. His light wavy hair swayed timidly in the breeze that enveloped him, and in his right hand he held tightly a sword almost as tall as he was tall, made of polished, gleaming steel. Under his armour he wore the typical garb of a Roman soldier. The blouse with elbow"length sleeves and the skirt were of a deep blue colour. From the belt came different leather ribbons that covered the entire skirt. Knotted at the shoulders of the breastplate was a deep red cape, which covered her back all the way down to her knees. I know his eyes looked up at me with admiration, but his jaw clenched tightly to prevent him from uttering the words that his pride would not allow him to utter. Behind him, standing in perfect formation, was his army. The one I was to join. They had appeared before me in the blink of an eye, occupying the quarter of the square that belonged to the palace at the tip of the star that pointed the north. 

"I will not beg you," he said firmly.

"I know, but I'm sure you'll understand why I can't accept your proposal," I replied humbly.

"You are a fool! You do not yet know what you are up against. Your tenacity and the unconditional love you have shown in your life have made you worthy of the honour you are now rejecting. Just as your actions have not gone unnoticed by our eyes, so too have they gone unnoticed by The Darkness. You have unwittingly become Valentina's weak point. You are her Achilles' heel. If you leave now, all you will achieve is her failure, and with her will die all our hopes of defeating our enemy on earth. You are not one of us, but you can become one if you take the opportunity I am offering you. When you become one of my soldiers, and join Valentina, you will together open the door that will give us the way to light up life on earth. If she dies or falls into their hands, the lives of mortals will be plunged into tremendous misfortune."

"How can she die? "I asked to start my training.

"If one of our people takes his own life while living as a mortal, his soul will be lost forever, with no chance for us to retrieve it. They have plotted your death to drive it to despair and suicide."

"Do you know what happened to her?" I asked fearfully.

"She’s fine because we acted quickly.  When she heard of your death, we feared the worst. We immediately plunged her physical body into a deep sleep, so that her soul could return to us. Now she is with her master. Our enemy blocked her completely as soon as she was born. My brother, Archangel Gabriel, is helping her to remember who she is and when she is ready to embark on her path, you should join her to help her, not to cause her to fail."

"How can I reach her? I don't want to leave her side ever again," I said in a firm, confident voice.

"But haven't you understood anything I've said?" he shouted, puffing out his mighty chest.

"I have understood you perfectly, and I thank you very much for explaining all this to me, because now more than ever I want to be with her forever. I beg your forgiveness, but what I want most of all is for someone to tell me how I can get to her."

My words enraged him that his light flared again with a burning, painful intensity, until a new melodious voice calmed him.

"Michael, you can't force him to meet this fate if he doesn't want to. This battle is no longer in our hands."

The warrior he called Michael closed his eyes, clenched his jaw and accepted his defeat.

"We can't help them if they fall into your hands," he said, looking him in the eye.

"He knows that, and if he still wants to continue on his way, we must let him go."

I would not be honest if I said that I was terrified to hear her words, but my heart kept crying out to me to come back to her, and that is what I decided to do.

"Who are you?" I asked respectfully and politely.

"I am the Archangel Uriel, and you are here because of all that I have written about you" he said, pointing to the book in his hands. "Among many other things, I am the divine observer. It is my task to keep track of the feelings, thoughts and deeds of human beings throughout their lives. And your life, unbeknownst to you, has led you to be a key player in this battle. He is Archangel Michael, the warrior of The Light, as you have already observed. His entire army is made up of souls born into our world and therefore virgins of earthly desires. You cannot imagine what it took to convince him to admit you into his army and train you, but as I feared, you remain true to the designs of your heart. I won't be the one to tell you what to do, but I'll just give you a thought: are you aware of how little time it took for The Darkness to get hold of you? If Valentina hadn't come to your aid, you would already be under their domination, and I can assure you that they wouldn't have taken no for an answer. Their methods are more persuasive, believe me. Their plan was perfectly hatched. Valentina, or rather Mem..."

"Mem? Is that what she's really called?" I asked quizzically.

"Yes, that is her real name. It means Water and symbolises the source of divine wisdom. She is a very special being of light. She is part of my brother Archangel Gabriel's army. She is his best soldier and our only hope." 

"Hope? For what?" I asked curiously.

"In a time long ago, our perfect world became fragmented. The seed of pride began to grow within one of our brothers, without any of us being aware of it. The first time we discovered the change in him was when he refused to accept the possibility that mortals could become one of us, after they had proved in their lifetime that their deeds made them worthy of this gift. In his words, mortals would only corrupt the purity of our lineage. That thought split us in two. To our astonishment, a great number of our people sided with him, making him feel like a leader, but we still managed to live in harmony for a while longer, until the pride that nested within him grew and took hold of him, eager for power. Our brother, the first angel of creation, wanted to become the new creator, to subjugate mortals to the earthly world and prevent them from attaining our status. For years we fought to overthrow him and restore peace to our world. Finally we succeeded."

"When my brother Michael succeeded in defeating the Fallen Angel, he gave him a chance to redeem himself before he died. With great cunning he said he was repentant and he asked to pay for his sins by living a life of penance on earth. He told us that he would devote himself body and soul to helping and serving mortals. And we believed him, as our brother he once was. When he told us which mother he had chosen, we believed his word to be true and agreed to forgive him. We told him that when he had served his punishment, he would return to be one of us again, and for that reason we did not deprive him of his immortality. We failed to see the evil that still throbbed inside him. Michael was the only one who did not believe him, but we persuaded him to forgive him, and so it was that our mistake allowed terror to begin to make its way among mortals. Without wasting a second, he began his purpose in his own gestation. Throughout those nine months he knew how to turn his mother into the source of The Darkness. When she took him in her arms, and gave him the first kiss of love, he gave her immortality. My brother Gabriel could do nothing but discover what had just begun. Mother and son were united in a dark bond full of power and evil. He has lived on earth ever since, with the sole purpose of making mortals fail in their lives and not allowing them to reach us. Finally, our brother has vetoed our way on earth and we can only communicate with mortals through his thoughts. We are that voice you call intuition. Fortunately, the foundations we laid centuries ago still prevail in that world, but unfortunately they are gaining the upper hand. When injustice, disease or death bursts into the lives of humans, and they ask themselves why, they are easy prey for anger, rage, pain, suffering or revenge. Many become their slaves, even before they have died. When we retrieve the souls of those who have accepted their death as part of their life, we bring them here to heal them and make them remember, but when they are reborn, the link that binds them to us is lost with the first wail they utter, and the blockage is total. My brother, the Archangel Gabriel, instructs souls during gestation, that they may accept their body as the instrument which will help them to carry out their role in the world of men. He strives to remind them that they are beings of light and that they will create their own destiny through their thoughts. My brother is the one who inspires artists, singers, dancers, writers, actors. All have an important role to play. Some communicate, others create. Those children who are able to create from their early childhood, whom humans call child prodigies, are nothing but beings of light who keep listening to my brother's voice. They are the engine that makes men evolve, but even so they are not free from falling into the hands of The Darkness. And Mem was born with a very important mission."

"She has to write her novels, doesn't she?" I said as if I knew everything.

"Yes, indeed, but that is only the way she will use to show the reality I am telling men. Her main mission is to open the door for us to enter the battle we will soon face so that we can return to help the mortals. She will return The Light to that world, if we finally win. Do you understand now why it is so important that she does not fail? The second part of her training was to live as a human being and to learn the meaning of the word "feel", both the good and the bad. But then we discovered that her greatest virtue was also her greatest flaw: love made her weak and vulnerable. Our enemy made it unable to communicate with us and eventually forgot its purpose. Even though we used Stonehenge, one of the gateways between the two worlds, to reunite her with her deceased grandmother and remind her of her purpose, she had become so attached to her earthly world and her love for you that she still couldn't remember who she really was and forgot her mission again. To be honest, we have The Darkness to thank for ending your life. It's the only way we got Mem back... and you."
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