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Chapter 1 Nisi Dominus 
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I promise I didn't know what was going to happen after I lit the candle. I promise I didn't mean to blow it out. Perhaps if Hera and I had known about the door we were opening and the darkness on the other side, we wouldn't have done the things we did. Maybe I wouldn't have this remorse and guilt, and maybe we wouldn't have to bury Hera in the vine cemetery. 

The appointment at the chapel for the open-casket mass was at twelve noon. Sofia and I arrived right on time, Noah arrived half an hour late because he was sent back for showing up out of uniform, and Anna was there from eleven because she was part of the choir. 

Principal Parsons had the idea to have the girls' choir sing one last song during the wake since Hera was always involved in extracurricular activities with them. Hera used to sing during Sunday morning Masses, and the chapel would fill with her voice. Now that we only have her body and no longer her soul, the chapel feels a bit dark. 

I entered the chapel as the choir began their song. Since they didn't rehearse funeral songs or elegies, the choirmaster chose a sad and melancholic song by Vivaldi. 

"Unless the Lord builds this house,  

They labor in vain who build it. 

Unless the Lord guards this city, 

The watchmen spend the night in vain. 

It is vain to rise at dawn, 

And to lie down late and eat the bread of lamentation." 

On each side of the chapel were twelve wooden pews, filled with those who knew Hera and the acquaintances of their acquaintances. Sofia and I went to the front and sat there. We saw Hera's face and felt peace and sadness, but above all, the guilt that intensifies during funerals and among temples. 

"I didn't want this," Sofia whispered in my ear and cried on my shoulder. "Be brave," I replied. Because, in that instant, when the cold and darkness envelop you on the threshold of despair, it is the most important moment to be brave. 

Hera was a good companion and friend, but, above all, she was our accomplice in a profane search that resulted in her death. And if that weren't enough, the wake and this solemn song were not the final consequences of our actions. The wake was, perhaps, the midpoint between day and night, the meridian of the history of sin, the midway between doing wrong and suffering for it. 

There in the chapel, among my classmates and the faculty, among my friends and the people I preferred to avoid, among the statues of saints and the stained-glass windows of canonical scenes, I promised myself that I would not give in to fear and sadness and that what we began would be resolved, even if things don't end the way I wanted and even if I joined Hera again, as when we were roommates, and even if at the end of the search, upon crossing the threshold and the darkness, the candle goes out again. 

It would be very difficult for me, in this note, in this epistle about the last time I saw Hera, to recount all the events that brought us to that point, to the chapel with the open coffin flanked by statues of the Virgin Mary and Saint Augustine in his golden robes. Let's just say for now, in that religious school, where we weren't allowed to leave the premises except with permission from the faculty and our parents, or for special events or vacations, where our daily lives were highly regulated, and where our actions and thoughts obeyed predetermined canons that neither our parents nor the faculty allowed us to question—in that prestigious and feared school, Hera, Sofia, and I decided, perhaps out of rebellion or out of contradiction, to seek out the forbidden magic we'd been warned about so many times. And let's just say for now that we found it. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2 Horror Vacui 
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We had driven for almost five hours in the Tacoma. We left at five a.m., so it was still early when we arrived. It was a crisp February morning and my first day of high school. My parents, both very busy with their jobs in Denver, unilaterally decided that I would attend a Catholic school, and they chose a boarding school on the other side of the state. I had attended public school up to that point, but my mother insisted that when applying to colleges, "it's the last four years that count." I guess they didn't care much about tuition. That school would be my new home, and it wasn't my decision. When my parents told me I would be attending Our Lady of Hope, a Marist school northeast of Montrose between Bostwick Park and the Black Canyon of the Gunnison, I didn't protest. "Don't worry about the distance. If you need anything, we can drive there," my mother told me. Actually, I didn't mind, even at that moment, moving far from home. There wasn't much tying me to Denver and I was home alone most of the time anyway. There wasn't much to do in Montrose either, but even from the age of fourteen, a gray melancholy took hold of me, yearning to get out of the city, and I didn't mind getting lost in the darkness and distance like Mary Wollstonecraft's monster. 

When we arrived at the school, the parking lot was half full. Many parents had arrived to drop off their children and were probably getting to know the premises, as we would later do. When I got out of the Tacoma, I felt the fresh, light Colorado air, although here it felt cleaner than in the city. My father helped me with my bags.

Upon passing through the school gate, three buildings came into view. In the center stood the principal's office, a rustic and authoritarian building with wide stairs leading to a heavy green bronze door. To its left stood an academic building where art classes are held, which resembled the first one, except that on its roof, separated by blue tiles, were twelve chimneys that, from the outside, resembled towers, suggesting to me that it was an even older building. And to the right of the principal's office was the Chapel of Our Lady of Hope, whose façade was composed of twelve projections that resembled columns, although I doubt they had a structural function. Each one told the story of one of the apostles through reliefs and detailed decorations. Behind the projections was a tall tower decorated with representations of various animals, such as turkeys, chickens, rabbits, and many others that I couldn't distinguish at first glance. Among the decorations scattered across the tower, dozens of black holes whose aesthetic purpose I couldn't fathom triggered a slight feeling of trypophobia. The chapel caught my attention, and I decided to explore it later.

Principal Parsons greeted us. After welcoming me, and probably because she had many other students and parents to meet that day, she told us to follow Prefect Bloch. She led us to my dormitory. At twelve noon, the prefect said, I had to go to the assembly hall for a welcome talk to the entire student body.

The dormitories were about three hundred yards behind the principal's office. The school lawn was well-kept, though not as much as a French garden, as it gave the impression of having something organic and wild in its layout and relief. Prefect Bloch, a blonde woman who, when talking to my parents, revealed herself to be thirty-three years old and to have a degree in education, told us that the Marist school of Our Lady of Hope covered almost one thousand hectares, that the classroom, administration, and dormitory buildings were relatively close together, and that the rest of the area was used for horseback riding, hiking, cycling, and all other activities that require a lot of space. From the principal's office to the dormitories, we passed through a central plaza situated between the most important buildings on campus, surrounded by green areas and statues. We also saw a fountain dedicated to the goddess Thetis, whose water flowed through a channel surrounding an area of well-kept shrubbery and marble benches. Beyond, from what I could see between the buildings, were trees of all kinds, as if a small forest surrounded the school. Beyond that, behind an arid, semi-desert wasteland, the white and blue mountains of Gunnison Park decorated the horizon. 

The dormitory building was three stories high. At the entrance, a vestibule featured several chairs and tables, a couple of coffee makers, and a life-size bronze statue of Miguel de Cervantes. My room was on the second floor, in the left wing. Each wing of the dormitory had at least ten rooms. This wasn't the only dormitory building. There were two other, one dedicated to sophomores and another for juniors and seniors, on another part of the campus. 

The prefect opened the maroon door to my room. The space was large and comfortable. In the center was a desk, and on each side, a single bed. The floor was wooden and had a blue rug in the middle. On the left side of the room was a closet, and next to it, a smaller desk. The room had its own bathroom with a shower to the right of the entrance. Each room on that side of the building had a large window facing northeast, offering a beautiful panorama of the snow-capped mountains. Between the mountains and us, we saw a beautiful forest, part of which is located on campus. On the bed to the right side of the room was a black leather backpack. "It seems your roommate has already chosen her side of the room. She arrived a couple of hours ago. She should be somewhere on campus. You'll meet her soon," the prefect said. 

My parents returned to the principal's office to fill out some paperwork. The prefect told me to take some time to explore the campus but to remember to be at the assembly hall at twelve. I left the room and explored the hallway and was pleased to discover a small library. There were six heavy, dark wooden bookcases. One dedicated to English literature, another to world literature, another to history, another to philosophy, another to science, and at the end, another to various books in foreign languages. There was enough space and tables to hold study sessions. The windows were high, and their curtains were navy blue. The small library was illuminated by antique-looking lamps forged in metal. Then, I went down to the first-floor lobby. I checked the types of coffee available for the coffee makers, and then my attention was drawn to the statue of Miguel de Cervantes. 

"What was the first book he wrote?" a female voice said behind me. 

"Don Quixote?" I said before turning around. 

"Wrong! His first book was Galatea. It's a pastoral tale of two men who fall in love with a woman, but she doesn't love them back because she's in love with freedom." 

The person who asked me that trivia question was another student. She was wearing her winter uniform, which consisted of navy blue pants and a navy sweater, along with a white shirt. Since it was still cold, she wore a plaid wool coat over it. Her hair was black, and her smile was cute. She wore a delightful perfume that smelled like summer wildflowers. 

"Is it a good book?" I asked her. 

"No. I don't like Miguel de Cervantes. I prefer Calderón de la Barca.” 

"I don't know his work." 

"In the library on the second floor, they have Life is a Dream. It's brief, and I think you'll like it. But read it in Spanish, or don't read it at all. Do you know Spanish?" 

"A little. My mom is Mexican." 

"What's your name?" she asked me with sweet curiosity. 

"Valentina, and you?" 

"Mirjana. Mirjana Sassen. They assigned me to room 29B in case you ever need anything." 

That was a pleasant coincidence, as it was also my room. If anything had made me anxious about going to boarding school, it was the prospect of having an unpleasant roommate, but Mirjana made a good first impression. 

"Hey, Mirjana, there's still time until the welcome assembly. I want to see the chapel. Will you come with me?" 

"Let's go." 

Although I appreciate the artistic value of the chapel's façade, I found something unsettling about the tower. I really didn't like its organic look. Inside, the chapel is illuminated by the different colors of light that shine through the stained-glass windows. Blue banners with the image of Our Lady of Hope embroidered with silver thread decorated the interior flanks. The walls everywhere had drawings of saints and other biblical representations. I recognized in one part of the ceiling the scene of Abraham preparing to sacrifice his son; in another part, I saw Solomon's judgment. On one of the walls, I found scenes from the New Testament, such as the resurrection of Christ and even the story where Jesus, in a very human fit of anger, cursed a fig tree because he was hungry. The place smelled faintly of candle wax and perhaps some kind of liturgical incense. There was a solemn silence. 

Mirjana and I explored the various images and representations. When we reached the altar, flanked by two statues, I asked Mirjana: 

"Are you a believer?" 

"Not really. I'm here by my parents' decision, like many others. What about you?" 

"Same." 

Raised above the floor, behind the altar, and visible from the entire interior space was the image of Christ crucified. His wounds bled, and his suffering evoked compassion and guilt. When we reached that part of the chapel and looked up to see the most sacred representation in detail, I thought I saw Mirjana shudder slightly as if a chill had run through her body, but it was subtle, almost imperceptible. 

"Can I ask you a favor?" she said. 

"Sure." 

"I don't like my name. I can't do much about the faculty, but if we're going to be roommates, but more importantly, friends, call me Hera." 

"Of course. No problem." 

We still needed to find the assembly hall. Before leaving the chapel, for a fraction of a second, Hera hesitated. Her gaze remained fixed on Christ's suffering as if under the effect of a mysterious force of attraction, and the same intuition that told me that Hera had a good heart also told me something inside her, like the Christ of the Baroque churches, suffered and bled.
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Chapter 3 Topos Hyperuranion 
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"Fucking shit," I heard the philosophy teacher say as soon as I entered the classroom. It was our first class after a couple of days of induction courses and some rather repetitive hours discussing the school's history and values, as well as the many rules that had to be followed. It was barely eight in the morning, and I was taken aback by the fact that Professor Sidwell was already in a bad mood. For a moment, I thought he was angry with me for some unknown reason, but before I chose my seat in the classroom, I realized he hadn't expressed himself that way because of me or anything I had done. The philosophy teacher was reading the textbook we would be working with during class, and he looked very annoyed. We had barely sat down when Professor Sidwell looked up and randomly asked a boy: 

"Let's see. You. What's your name?" 

"My name is Fabian Sutton," the boy said, visibly nervous. 

"Mr. Sutton, answer me one thing: What does Descartes have to do with Imhotep?" 

"I don't know, Professor." 

"Well, neither do I! Help me understand, Mr. Sutton, why the first unit of the philosophy textbook deals with those two figures! I have repeatedly written to the publisher and the educational board that the only way to learn philosophy is chronologically, or rather, to learn the history of philosophy, because philosophy in its true sense, as an activity, no longer exists..." 

After that class, we had math and then religion. Then we went to recess, and I, not knowing what to do, went to read in a grassy area near the Thetis fountain. 

"Hello, Vale; what are you reading?" Hera arrived accompanied by a blonde girl. The previous day, before going to sleep, Hera asked me if she could call me Vale because my full name seemed too strong and formal. I said yes, although I thought she might have an intense fixation on names. 

"The book you recommended, Life is a Dream. I find it very interesting on a conceptual level." 

"A bird is born, and with finery that gives it supreme beauty, it is barely a flower of feathers, or a bouquet with wings, when it freely cuts through the ethereal halls, refusing the pity of the nest they leave in peace, and I, who have more soul, have less freedom?" the blonde girl recited in a sweet voice. 

"Vale, I want to introduce you to Sofia. As you can see, she likes Hispanic literature more than I do." 

"It's a pleasure," I told Sofia. From there, we went to the cafeteria near the library, and while we were drinking something hot amidst the cool February wind and the green scent of the aspens, Hera, with her penetrating fascination with the subjects of our school, said: 

"What do you think of our teachers?" 

"I think Sidwell takes his job very seriously," I said, thinking of his blatant hatred for the textbook syllabus. 

"I think the religion teacher is a pedophile," Sofía said about Professor Heidt, whom I didn't pay much attention to since his class was a sentimental discourse on the love between parents and children. 

The comment made me laugh. "Do you really think that?" I asked. 

"You never know with those guys." 

"Sofia is a Wiccan," Hera said. "She doesn't do well in the Catholic environment." 

"Do you think they're very different things?" I asked, interested. 

"Of course. I believe in direct contact between myself and the deities, whereas here, we're taught that men who practice the sacred profession are their intermediaries. Do you really think that if God existed, he would use virgin men as managers?" 

"But even the most Republican of Protestants holds that position. Why are you a Wiccan?"

"I like their rituals and celebrations. I prefer them to the cannibalistic rite of communion." 

"It seems sensible to me," I replied. 

"And you, what do you believe in?" Sofia asked me in retaliation after she had firmly answered such a pointed question. 

"I grew up Catholic, but I don't believe in anything," I said.

"That's impossible. We all believe in something," Sofia argued.

"Well, I don't know. I believe good and evil exist in various forms, but I don't think about it much. I like the stories in the Bible about angels and demons, and I believe they're real, even though I've never seen them. Do Wiccans believe in demons?" 

"We believe in spirits. Some of us distinguish between elementals, fairies, and other things, but almost no one believes in demons and angels." 

"And what spirits do you believe in?" I asked.

"Nature spirits. When you look into someone's eyes, don't you feel like you see more than just their gaze? Just as I believe there's something inside us—a soul, if you will—I believe nature is full of spirits. Look at that golden poplar, for example. I think it has as much life and soul as you and I," Sofia affirmed.

"And what do you think of ghosts?" Hera asked. 

"I won't believe in them until I see one," I affirmed. 

"Well, some think there's a place inside the school where you can see one," Hera said. 

"All schools have the same legend," Sofia said, reducing Hera's credulity to absurdity. 

"If you think about it, all schools have something macabre about them. They're institutions of discipline before anything else," said Hera. 

"But there's a long way from that to ghosts and specters." 

"It could be. However, the place where they say the ghost appears; while it may not be haunted, at least it's interesting," said Hera.

"Where is the ghost?" I asked. 

"At the old mission, the boys say." 

"Which mission?" 

"Inside the school grounds is an old Spanish mission. They say it's a spooky place, and if you invoke the spirits at night, they manifest." 

"Honestly, it sounds absurd, but I'd dare go just to see what's left of the old mission," I said, genuinely curious about the hidden places at the school.

Hera, with her strange fascination with things not of this world, which I sensed from the first time I saw her, was excited by the prospect of visiting a supposedly enchanted place and discovering its secrets—and if it didn't have any, at least imagining them. Eager to get a glimpse of what lurks behind the veil of twilight, she told us: 

"I'd like to go there and hold a séance. I want to walk in the darkness and summon specters of the night, even if it's just for disobeying, even if it's just for running the risk of being discovered in a profane act. I want to break every rule of this damned institution." 

The feelings Hera hid, I realized, emerged from the deepest recesses of her psyche every time specific topics were touched upon, and for her more than anyone else, studying at Our Lady of Hope, the rites and themes of the imposed canon, but above all the morality of the weak evoked a reaction, almost allergic, almost violent, in which her will, in whatever way, had to be made manifest. Hera had a need, a vice, to impose herself on the sacred, and I, who had come to appreciate her character, her intelligence, but above all her friendship, who did not care about or feel distressed by the word of God or the Calvary of Jesus or his miracles, took a strange pleasure in indulging her outbursts of heresy and decided to participate in her preternatural quest, whether out of boredom and to rebel myself against monotony and authority, or for the pure aesthetic value of invoking the souls, or perhaps, because within my own secular psychology, there was a voice that said: the only truth is in the whispers of the dead.
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Chapter 4 Planchette 
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Before we went to sleep, Hera told me she saw a boy among the students wearing a discreet pentacle necklace. Since neither of us knew how to practice witchcraft, it occurred to her that we could ask him if he practiced that form of spirituality to assist us in our search for the occult. 

That night, after Hera fell asleep, the clouds cleared, and a full moon illuminated our room with its white light. The moonlight reflected off Hera's peaceful face, giving her a ghostly radiance. For a second, my roommate seemed like a specter to me, a still-breathing manifestation of delusional psychosis, and perhaps, without knowing how to interpret it at the time, I felt a premonition of the ultimate consequences of crossing the veil as we did. I stared at her beautiful face in the pale light until the moon set. I didn't sleep very well. 

I'd like to share a conversation from our religion class to enlighten my classmates and their philosophies. Professor Heidt was genuinely curious about our ideas and interpretations of sacred texts, so instead of devoting class time to a sermon, he opened with a question: "What is your favorite part of the Bible?" 

He posed this question to the entire class and invited anyone who wanted to respond to explain why they liked the chosen chapter or verse the most. In the background on the right, a classmate responded: "Mark 5:9. And Jesus asked the unclean man, 'What is your name?' And the man answered, 'Our name is legion, for we are many.'" 

This response, I'm sure, was intended to antagonize the teacher, but it didn't have the desired effect, as Heidt, despite being a Marist Brother, was excited that a student knew a part of the Bible that lends itself to so much discussion. 
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