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"What is this?" Raquel shouted in shock in front of the PC monitor while sitting at the small desk in the room. "Look! Come here! Quick. Look at this!"

"What is it?" César replied from a distance, not close enough.

"This..." She pointed at the monitor where she was seeing the photos they'd taken during vacations.

"I can't see a thing. You've made it too large," he said, meaning the zooming. "I can only see stones."

"Yes. The stones," she said, wrapped up in her words. "Can't you see a face?" 

"No."

"Here." She pointed at a very particular place in the photo, distorted after being enlarged, which showed a patch below the tiles that finished the roof on a Romanesque church in the town of Son.

"And here?" She showed another photo, seeing César couldn't make out anything. Now he was by her side. "Can't you see a face on that window?"

"No and enough of nonsense. It's late already," he answered on his way to bed.

"Wait, wait... one more," she insisted.

"No. There's nothing. I won't waste more time on that."

"Just this one. It's here. Look."

"Okay," he replied, approaching the monitor again.

"Can't you see a face on that rusty cross? Like an evil being. A demon or something like that..."

"No," he answered with apathy. "I just see what you said: a twisted rusty cross-like piece of iron and what seems to be mold or, perhaps, some paint badly put."

"Well, I see a face there." She pointed with the index in a clenched hand. "I don't care what you say. I'm seeing it with my own eyes."

"Imagination runs wild. Specially at these hours." It was almost two in the morning.

"I have to find out what happened there."

“Where?"

"At that church."

"Ha. Don't count on me. There's nothing in those photos, and I won't change my mind," he said, already willing to drop off. "Tomorrow, we have to visit Lleida."

"Well, you'll visit it alone," she stated. "I'm going back there."

"What? Are you going to Son again?"

"You heard me," she said again while turning off the laptop.

"So you're not coming to Lleida?"

"Tomorrow I'll take a bus and go back."

"Don't be ridiculous." He sat up among the sheets. "Gosh."

"You go see Lleida and then go to Murcia. Once I find out what happened there, I'll go back."

"What are you talking about?" he said, still surprised. "Do you plan to go there on your own?"

"Don't worry. I'll manage." Those were her last words before turning the lights off. 
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The next morning, after a shower and breakfast, Raquel got ready to retrace her steps.

"Going to Son then?" César asked her holding his baggage in the lobby of La Pobla de Segur Hotel, where they had stayed those days.

"Yes.”

"So it’s a fact," he said downhearted, "we're not going to Lleida..."

"Will you come with me?" she insisted.

"No."

"In that case," Raquel went on, "you can visit it without me."

"Vacations are over. I'm returning to Murcia," he said bluntly.

"Don't be a fool. Visit the city. Perhaps there's a lot to see there."

"No, if you're not coming," he stated conclusively.

"As you wish. I've made up my mind."

"I'm taking the car then," César told her.

"I knew it. Well, it's yours. And it's me who's going off the plan."

"How are you getting home then?"

"Well... Excuse me," she asked the young woman at the counter. "Is there any bus from here to the Pyrenees, to Esterri d'Aneu?"

"Yes," the clerk replied with a little of a Portuguese accent. "On your left, you'll see a bus stop."

"Thank you," she said and turned to César. "I already have transportation."

"Come with me. Let's go on with this journey," he insisted. "Vacations are short, and we shouldn't waste them."

"No. I want to know what happened there. I’ve already told you."

"Nothing," César said bluntly. "Nothing happened."

"Ok. You say you can't see it, but it's there. I can see it."

"As you wish," he said while heading toward the exit. "If you need something, just call me."

"Come with me..."

"No. Just call me when you come back."

"At least, to give my things back..."

They said goodbye under the threshold. Inside the truck of his car, César placed his suitcase and two from her: a big one and another they called for weekends. Meanwhile, Raquel walked toward the bus stop, carrying a middle-sized backpack full of what she needed for a couple of days. If she wanted something else, she'd buy it at that moment.

A personal adventure had begun. Something she'd never done. She'd never left César go on his own. She'd never said no to a trip. She'd never investigated anything. All of it was new and, in a way, puzzling. Now, she was alone, waiting for a bus, which would take her to the mountains to see an ancient temple that, according to her, had some faces on its stones. 

It could be that it all was personal folly, nonsense, delusions, and that she should go on with César, do the planned layovers. She was telling herself all that while buttoning up her jacket because a chilly wind was coming down from time to time. That was another concern. It was November. It wasn't a terrible weather, but the forecasts had announced it would get considerably worse in some days. If that were true, it would add another inconvenience.

The bus arrived, and she got on. Almost nobody there. The driver, some elderly locals, and a few foreigners from Portugal, who, she thought, were going to Sort since, despite not talking to them, she heard them talking, but without paying attention to their words. She knew this because, when she was in that town, which was the starting point to the valley, there were several workers from that country. So, certainly, they were going in that direction too.

It happened to be a bumpy journey. Bends. Jamming on the brakes. Narrow roads. Other vehicles in the opposite direction on bridges large enough for only one at a time. Music she didn't like. Many stops. In every town, it'd halt as much to get more passengers as to let them get off. That just made it seem unending. It was a long time since she had last traveled by bus, so she began to feel dizzy. Luckily, she was very near her destination, so breakfast remained where it belonged.

Already in Esterri, she realized transportation was a problem again. She had to reach Son, but she had no car. Renting a bike didn't seem to be the most appropriate way for her since, despite being almost there, the path was too steep, so, possibly, she'd never reach the place. In the end, she took a taxi.

"Are you free?" she asked a driver, probably the only one in town.

"Yes. Get in." He also entered the vehicle. "Destination?" She answered as if expecting a spectacular chase: "To Son."

"Son?" he asked, frowning. "What did you lose there?"

"Nothing," she answered inside the car, already in motion toward her destination. "I just want to visit."

"To tell you the truth, it is a very nice town with amazing views of the valley. And, if it were placed a little higher, one could see France..."

"I was there some days ago," she told him.

"Oh, been there. So it's a second time."

"Yes.”

"That's good. You liked it. Good food, but, for me, it's rather small."

"That's what I like," Raquel pointed out.

"Oh, if I told you about my last visit there... I spent some winter days in that town with some friends. That snowstorm is something I will never forget."

"Fireplace and winter clothes."

"Exactly, and we were lucky the pantry was full," he said, remembering his adventure with satisfaction, "because we got cut off. Impossible to leave the house. The snow reached the roof tiles."

"And the snowplows?"

"Who knew where they were. No one came. It just snowed, and we couldn't leave until the melting. It was weeks before we could get out of the valley."

The conversation went on while going to the town. The driver just wanted to distract Raquel to learn why she was going there. It was clear she wasn't spending winter there, despite her being a tourist, since she wasn't carrying enough baggage for that. On the other hand, she'd already been in the place. She knew it. That only intrigued him even more. She was making sure she didn't spill the beans about the real reason for her going back there. She had a feeling that she had to be discreet and not reveal her purpose.

"We arrived. Would you like me to take you somewhere? It's a little place. You can go anywhere by walking."

"No. Wait for me for a while. You have to take me back."

"The taximeter is running."

"I know.”

"This machine is still on whether the car is moving or not..."

"I know. Just wait for me."

"Alright."

––––––––
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Leaving the taxi parked beside the wall of the church, she walked toward the restaurant in front of it, on the other side of the street, looking for the man who kept the temple keys. Some days ago, he'd opened the church for them to see inside.

"Good morning," she said while entering.

Nobody was around. The place was empty. It was dark with the shutters almost sealed. Only some weak strings of light slipped through, outlining the shadows from tables with chairs on top with their legs upturned and showing an aisle among them, leading toward what seemed to be the kitchen, on a wooden floor creaking under her steps. When she'd almost reached the door to the owner's house, realizing it wasn't a kitchen, the door opened completely, letting in a beam of light, which was annoying in that gloom, and, in the middle of it, a black silhouette of a man called for her.

"Ma'am..."

"Yes?"

"Joan just told me you're looking for me..."

"Joan?" she asked, confused.

"The taxi driver from Enterri."

"Oh. Yes. Wait. I'm going out."

"But you were here some days ago."

"True.”

"And your friend?"

"He had to go."

"I see. And, what brings you back?"

"The church."

"I'll be glad to show it to you again. You liked it, huh?"

"Yes. A lot. To the extent of intriguing me."

"I don't get it," Tony answered. He was in charge of guiding tourists through it, of keeping it in some order, and of keeping the priest's key.

"Me neither."

The man said nothing, just waited, and escorted her to a door on the wall, which led to the cemetery, which, after a path flanked by flowers and tombstones, took them to the double door at the temple entrance, which was locked. He opened it, and they stepped in.

––––––––
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For a moment, they didn't say anything. Raquel just started examining the walls, roofs, columns, ornaments. She approached some of them while her guide watched her through inquisitive eyes.

"You told me the altar-piece wasn't Romanesque, but the church is, right?"

"Exactly."

"But, did it ever have a Romanesque one? It seems that behind it there is something like a blackened painting."

"I think it's possible it had one once because it appears that, or so those from the government, who have come to study it, say, there was a fire in here."

"A fire? When?"

"There is no agreement. Some say that happened, but there are no dates. They think it was around the 12th or the 14th century though," he told her enthusiastically, knowing his words were being heard attentively. Words he'd learned through rigorous study, and that he would revise occasionally since most tourists just came for some photographs, to be told about in which century the church was built, and that was it. "But there are others who think that none of that happened, that it was just neglect, and that there was no money to keep it up, so, around the 16th or 17th century, it went through restoration."

"That explains why the altar-piece is Baroque and the Christ is Romanesque..."

"Exactly."

"But the whole temple is Romanesque."

"It's dated at the 12th century."

"A bit belated to be in the place it has now," Raquel stated.

"Why do say that?"

"Well, we're in the Pyrenees, a territory that was regained very early. It's strange there was no church from a couple of centuries before, to help the people settle down."

"If there was one, I don't know. But that may be true. According to some archeologists and historians, this one had already been rebuilt. So if there was one before..."

"It could've been rebuilt on top of the older one."

"Yes. Exactly."

"And the baptismal font?"

"Romanesque too."

"I see. And do you know who made it or where it came from?"

"No. It's always been there. Almost as old as the church."

"Or perhaps older," she said kneeling next to it. "Did the historians see it?"

"Yes, they did.”

"And what did they say?"

"Nothing special. That it's from the same time as the church. Why?”

"I’m not sure yet. I may be wrong, but these marks..."

"The drawings...?"

"Yes.”

"What with them?"

"If it has always been in here and if it wasn't brought from somewhere else, they're a bit strange."

"I don't get it."

"I saw them the other day," she said thoughtfully. "In a monastery in Navarre. They were from the 10th century."

"Strange, indeed."

"If I'm not wrong, and it'd be strange if it had gone unnoticed to the people who had studied it before," she said, weaving her thoughts, half to herself, half to her guide, "this font was installed in the 10th century or not after the 11th."

"So it's older than we thought..." the guide affirmed between satisfaction and surprise.

"I'm no historian. I just say what I see," she said. "My view."

"It makes sense. If there was a fire and part of it fell down, its documents were also destroyed. And, when it was rebuilt, a new written record was made too." The guide gave his ideas out loud as well, mingling his knowledge with what Raquel shared. "But money never came, so a part of the structure remained: the baptismal font and the Christ. The altar-piece was reduced to nothing reusable, so, in the following Baroque restoration, they made a new one."

"Convincing."

"I'm going to write that down, and, then, I'll send it to the Department for Heritage Conservation of the Regional Cultural Ministry."

"Why?"

"If it is older than what we believe and, if they can confirm that... Perhaps they will invest more budget for the upkeep."

"You may have luck there."

"Do you want to see more?"

"No."

"Your visit has been useful."

"What do you mean?" she asked, puzzled, but then realized the message. "Oh, yes. Of course."

"It's not a question. I'm stating it. It's been useful."

"Uh. I'm glad to hear that."

Raquel returned to the taxi, where Joan was still waiting with the taximeter running, as it should be, leaving Toni focused writing his letter with his recent conclusions. Going back to the valley was a silent trip given her pondering about what they had talked up there. She didn't converse with the driver. And, seeing her so lost in her thoughts, he didn't ask her anything either.

Now one thing was clear: there was something suspicious about that church. It was dated at the 12th century, with some parts from the middle of the 17th century, and some vestiges, according to her, from the 10th and the 11th, but the official history started, at least, a century later. A hundred years might be a twinkling for those stones, but, in that time, countless things might have happened. Those faces on the stones, for example. Those screaming faces that she saw, that seemed to be invisible for others. A century had gone lost, and she wanted to find it. Perhaps, the previous investigators had just seen a common Romanesque church and had made a routine study, but she had gone beyond that and, now, she wasn't going to leave unanswered questions. She had proofs or so she thought.

"Ma'am," Joan told her, taking her from her abstraction, "we're here already."

"Oh. The town."

"Yes. We're back," he said with some irony. "We landed, I'd say."

"What do you say that?" she asked, not understanding what he really meant.

"Nothing, it's..."

"Tell me, please."

"Where do you want to go now?"

"To Urgel."

"That's far from here."

"I know. Don't worry. I have enough money to pay you."

"Well, as you wish. By bus it would take a little longer," the driver warned her, "but it'd be cheaper."

"Thanks for the information, but I want you to take me. Buses make too many stops, and I don't know what kind of driver will take me. It could get bumpy."

"That's true too, but it's eighty-five kilometers, and not on a road to be precise."

"In that case, head straight for Urgel. The faster we get out from here, the sooner we'll arrive, and you will get back earlier too..."

No words were exchanged during the journey. Raquel was immersed in her thoughts, peering through the window while Joan was focused on the traffic. That day, it was heavier than usual on those roads, so it didn't matter which one he took. It was as if everybody had decided to take their cars and drive through the same paths that day. And he was aware his passenger didn't want to talk at all. She was ordering and classifying her ideas. About what? She had gone to find something in Son, in the church, but hadn't found anything, he thought. But this sudden trip to La Seu d'Urgel... People from town used to tell him in advance when they wanted to go far. He called home to tell his wife not to worry for his being late.

"This is Urgel," the driver said when entering the city. "Where should I leave you?"

"Near downtown."

"Around San Ermengol seems ok to you?"

"I don't know. Where is it?"

"In the center. Near La Seu."

"Right there then."

The taxi stopped on the suggested place. Raquel paid the fare and started looking for a map. One of those saying you are here for tourists to have directions since, despite being in downtown, she had no idea where she was standing.

Once you knew her position, she went in search of a place to eat. Her stomach had remained empty since she'd left La Pobla de Segur, and it had been grumbling for some time. Before long, she found a pub, and, since the kitchen was already closed, she had to make do with a mayonnaise-covered tuna snack and a soft drink.

Also, given the time of the day, she couldn't pay a visit to any public institution where she could go on with her research. They were all closed, so she resigned herself with finding the town hall, the bishop office, and some museums in the city to see their archives and try to know more about Son and its church. Once, their locations were clear, she looked for accommodations in one of the hotels in town.

––––––––
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III

The next morning, after having breakfast at the inn, carrying her few belongings, she headed for town hall.

"Good morning," she said at the information desk.

"How can I help you?" the clerk replied.

"I'm looking for information about the area..." she said, but the clerk cut in.

"You may find ample information at the tourism office..." But now it was her turn to cut in.

"I don't want touristic information," she pointed out in order to explain her exact needs. "I'm looking for records with accurate information, original if possible, from the 11th and the 12th century."

"Oh. A researcher. Wait a moment. Let me give that a check."

The man left the counter and entered into a backroom nearby. Before long, he came back with what could be the information Raquel was looking for.

"Have you visited the Diocesan Museum of La Seu?"

"No."

"It's specialized in Romanesque art from the 10th century onward."

"And where is it?"

"Very near. Just go to La Seu. The place has a sign. It's in the cloister."

"Oh. I didn't realize," she said a bit annoyed. "I came straight here to ask for information, and it turns out I've just walked in front of the right place."

"That happens when we have already decided where to go from the beginning to avoid making mistakes," he said, trying to justify her situation, which was common in people.

"Thanks," she answered, leaving the place.

She went to the cathedral, as the clerk had told her, and, once in front of it, she looked for the diocesan museum.

"Is there a special entrance for researchers?" she asked the man selling the entry tickets.

"This is the whole exposition," he answered plainly.

"But surely you have archives for researchers..."

"You need to make an appointment for that."

"Fine. But where? I've just arrived and I'm kind of confused," she said, trying to justify her ignorance on historic research, "after so many hours driving."

"You have no appointment?" he said, puzzled behind the ticket window.

"No."

"Where are you from? If I can ask you that."

"Murcia."

"Oh, you should've told me," he answered, still puzzled for her not having an appointment and coming from so far. "I have some uncles there. Do you know Aledo?" Raquel nodded. "Well, I have a cousin who works as a teacher in Mazarrón."

"I know the place."

"She went there from here to apply for a job," he said, eager to have a chat. "You're lucky. This morning is quiet. Just a few people. Let me see if I can find someone."

Grabbing the receiver, he made a phone call. After a short dialogue, he asked: "What do you want to see?"

"I want some documents from the 11th and the 12th century."

The phone sent the message, and, after some moments of waiting, in which a couple bought some tickets for the museum, she had the answer.

"You're really lucky today. And this is not usual, but, since you come from so far and it's so quiet here, the director will see you."

"Thank you very much."

"They're coming for you in a moment, but I think you won't find what you're looking for."

"Why?"

"Well, access for original documents has to be requested in writing, in advance, and with proper identification, but knowing you come from so far, perhaps..."

"Well, that's something."

Raquel waited a bit more next to the collector booth while other people asked for tickets in order to get inside.

"Who's waiting for me?" a young woman asked the collector, who had called her, announcing the unexpected visit. She was partially wearing a dark uniform.

"Her," the clerk said, pointing at Raquel.

"Hi. Would you follow me?"

"Yes, of course.”

Both of them left, taking the corridor the woman had come from, going through several doors and rooms without saying a word. They also met some museum workers with whom the woman talked a bit. Finally, they halted in front what seemed to be a waiting room. They approached the door, and her guide, after gently knocking at it, opened it.

"May I enter?"

"Yes, come in," the director replied from inside.

"The person who wants to see you is here." The woman gestured Raquel to enter and, then, left the place.

"Albert Puig," he introduced himself, offering his hand. "Director of this puzzle."

"Raquel Imbernón," she answered, slightly shaking his hand. She propped her backpack against an armchair.

"Sit down, please. You're a researcher..."

"Occasionally."

"What do you mean by that?" he said, rather puzzled.

"I don't do it professionally," she said to clarify. "But, after visiting the town of Son, in Esterri d'Aneu, I saw something that caught my attention, so I'm researching about it."

"Oh, I see," he said, regretting having considered a tourist's plans. "That explains the irregularity of your visit."

"I think so."

"You're fortunate. It's a smooth day today," he said, justifying her presence in the office, "so there are loads of empty places on my agenda. How can I help you?" He went straight to the point bluntly. He wasn't interested.

"I know this is not usual," she replied, knowing that, given Albert's tone, such situation would never happen again, at least not with her. "It may even be a bother, but it's important to me."

"Tell me, tell me... in Son. I know it."

"I suppose it's impossible to have access to documents from those years." The director nodded at that, confirming the refusal. "But, perhaps, something might've been published about that town during the 11th and the 12th century."

"It's very scant," he said, shaking his head, "and it's always been so. The only thing published you may find will be about its Romanesque church."

"So nobody has ever been interested in that town?"

"In the last thousand years, I believe you're the first one who seems to be interested in what might have happened there a thousand years ago," he said categorically, leaning backward on his armchair.

"Well, that's great."

"May I ask you what it is about?"

"You may, but I won't answer. It's my research at the moment."

"Good point. I'd do the same. A photograph is for the one who took it."

"I thank you that you don't insist if you can't help me further."

"Help you..." Now, he leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table and holding his chin. Having mumbled something, he added: "In any case, the records you're asking for aren't in this museum. They belong to the archives at Girona's cathedral."

"Will they let me see them?"

"No."

"What could I do then?"

"Ask for Fray Perera, a Franciscan friar," he told her thoughtfully, forcing a memory. "He's lived among incunabular books, codices, and old records all his life. If there is someone who can inform you about those years, that's him."

"Given that I can't have access to any codex, he will tell me about it."

"Exactly. If you're not a researcher and if you don't wait enough for it, you won't. That will never happen. But this man is specialized in the 10th and 12th centuries in the Pyrenees."

"In that case, I can't waste more time. Thanks for your help."

"It's nothing."

Raquel grabbed her backpack, reached the street, and, after asking the locals for the bus station, quickly went to get a bus.



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


IV


[image: image]




After arriving in Girona, she searched for a taxi at the same bus station in order to get to a hotel. The one she chose was located in the new area of the city, very close to the river. It didn't take them long to get there given that the traffic was light then. It was all thanks to a bus delay after having a journey longer than expected through a bendy road, many spans of it on mountains, leading to the city. So, on this occasion, she didn't talk with the driver either. She felt exhausted of so much traveling. She just longed for her hotel room, for a shower, and for sleeping as much as she could.

"Good evening," the receptionist told her.

"Hello. I have booked a room."

"Your name, please."

"Raquel Inbermón."

"Oh, yes. May I see you ID?" She handed it at once, and, after the necessary paperwork, he gave it back. "Thank you. Would you, please, sign here?" She did as told. "Here is your key. On the third floor. On the right."

"Thanks," Raquel said almost inaudibly. "And the elevator?"

"To your right," the receptionist told her.

Once she entered the box, she felt like a robot, acting mechanically and repeating programed movements. She stepped out, looked for the room, swiped her keycard on the reader, threw her backpack on the bed, turned on the heating, and went under the shower dressed, but without shoes. She thought that having her clothes on while under water would save washing them. They'd be dried for the next morning. So, after soaping them up, she took them off and let them on the floor for rinsing using the water coming down. She finished and, to let it drain, hung her clothes on the screen separating the shower from the rest of the bathroom. After drying herself, and with her hair in a towel, she flung herself onto her bed.

The next morning, she woke up barely on time to have breakfast. The hotel dining room was about to close. Despite full of wrinkles, her clothes were dry, and, since she wasn't going to any elegant party... She went downstairs nimbly to have something, which was included in the fee. It was not her intention to look for a posh place to eat.

"Could you tell me how to reach the cathedral?" she asked on the counter.

"When you leave the hotel, turn left and walk straight," the man said, pointing at one of those maps of the city fixed on the counter for guests to see. "You'll see a bridge over the river, and, when you're on it," he said while making the way on the paper with a pen, "turn left and you'll be almost in front of it. It's on the right bank."

"Can I keep the map?"

"Of course."

She left following the directions given, and, certainly, once the bridge was under her feet, she could see, over the roof tiles from the old quarter, the cathedral tower marking her destination. Shortly after crossing the river, she found an office for informing tourists, but, since she already knew where she was going and since she wasn't there as a tourist, she went on, jotting down mentally where this street directory was.

Making her way up the medieval area, she treaded through the narrow and winding streets at the Jewish quarter, which was perfectly preserved despite the centuries. She saw railed windows, Arabian roof tiles above, some with small plants growing among them. Some sidewalks were paved, some others had cement or asphalt on them, and some were cobbled, which, apart from the light rain that had started, made it really difficult to step onward and obliged her to walk firmly. In every other street, she would find people with very different features, strolling through those forgotten paths while holding their cameras.

When she thought the cathedral facade was around the next corner, she realized it was the wrong street and, instead, appeared on the square in front of the temple. There was a big stairway between them. She had to go up by it. So, step after step, she reached the main entrance. She felt fortunate that it was open because, on her way up, some people had mentioned that it may be closed. It seemed, during those days, it was impossible to know when it was going to be available for visitors.

After entering, she started looking for any religious person or anyone who seemed to work in there. It was clear there were priests in the confessionals since she saw some people waiting outside them, but it wasn't her intention to be in line to give a confession. She just wanted someone to inform her. So she went on searching until she saw a priest, walking toward a chapel to celebrate a Mass. Quickening her pace, she reached him before he entered to attend the people waiting for him inside.

"Excuse me..."

"Yes?" the priest replied.

"Can I ask you something?"

"If you do it quickly... They're waiting for me."

"Where can I find friar Perera? I've been told he's here."

"...Perera. Yes, sounds familiar," he said in a low tone and slowly. "He's a Franciscan. But..." He stopped. "He works at the Bishop's office now."

"In the very Bishop's office?"

"I couldn't tell you about that. You will have to go there and ask. Now if you excuse me..."

"Yes, of course. Thank you."

After leaving the cathedral, heading for the bishop's palace, it dawned on her that she hadn't asked about its location. That brought her to a halt while going down the stairway on one of the landings. After unfolding her map on the floor, she found her new destination and set off without further ado.

"Good morning," she told a man, sitting at a desk with a sign saying information on it.

"Good morning. How can I help you?"

"I'm looking for a Franciscan friar. Friar Perera. I know he works here."

"Yes. He's the librarian."

"Oh. Can I meet him?"

"Have you arranged a meeting?"

"No. But it's really important."

"Let me see if he's not too busy, so you can see him," he said while rising from the revolving chair behind the desk. Then he called another clerk: "Manel!"

"Did you call me?"

"Come here at the desk. I'm going inside for a moment."

"Alright." His colleague took his place.

Several minutes went by, but the clerk hadn't returned with good or bad news. He'd only gone to make a question, and now it seemed he'd gotten lost or vanished from the face of the earth. It was almost fifteen minutes now. It might have been that the library was very deep inside the building or in another one nearby, but the man hadn't left the place. He had just entered an inner office through a lateral door.

"Will your colleague be back soon?"

"No idea."

"Well, it's been quite a while already."

"It surely has to do with what you asked."

"I just asked him if I could talk with a Franciscan friar."

"Ooh, are you looking for Perera?"

"Yes. You’re right. Do you know him?"

"Who doesn't? He's rather nutty..."

"What do you mean?"

"That perhaps my colleague is trying to get him down from the ceiling after the friar started an exorcism on it... or who knows what."

"He does that?"

"No, but he says he does. According to him, a soul haunts him, waiting to possess his body and get the time he lost in the centuries spent in torment back... but, of course, if you get to meet him, you'll see that soul hasn't made the right choice by picking the friar's body to regain the lost centuries. He's almost a soul himself."

"But, if he's not right in the head, why isn't he in a sanitarium?"

"He's a close friend to the bishop, and, instead of sending him to a loony bin, the bishop keeps him here like a real haunting soul."

"Why do you say that?"

"You can never be sure where he is, which surely is what is keeping Francesc occupied now. He's even been found at night by security on the corridors warning people on the street about the Devil being around. Always shouting from windows from the top floor," he said, describing the extravagant monk.

"Oh, that's a pity. I doubt he'll be able to tell me anything in that state of mind."

"You may be wrong there," the man said contradictorily. "If you ask him something about what he knows, he goes back to sanity."

"So...unusual."

"Yes, sometimes, we think he spent a difficult childhood, and now we're suffering his senile dementia."

"Ma'am," Fransesc said, having returned finally. "He's waiting for you. Follow me."

She followed the clerk. Beyond that lateral door, they went through, what seemed to her, a labyrinth of intricate corridors and rooms, occasionally with paintings or hangings on the walls, in others with nothing but air, in others with a carpet, even with some plants on the corners, until they reached the library. Inside, apart from the classical paraphernalia, the many books on the wooden shelves closed with as many double doors, she could see who seemed to be friar Perera.

He was an elderly man, seemingly over his eighties, hunching a little bit, white-haired in the beard and in the scant hair on his scalp, with a kind expression. He was wearing a typical brown habit made from strong cloth, similar to that of a sack, with a hood over his back and a hempen cord around the waist, which hung carrying three knots along itself up to a point below the knees. That could have been any Franciscan's appearance, but it was his own.

"Friar Perera..." Francesc said. "This miss is looking for you."

“How do you do?" the monk asked.

"Fine and you?" Raquel replied.

"Somewhat upset. It could be better. I've felt better, actually. There have been moments in my life when I've felt much better. But it's God's will that I am in this situation," he said, quickly introducing himself without taking breath. "And about that, we, his lowly servants, cannot do anything but accept his will as best as we can and try to clear the hurdles and surmount the tests He puts on our way as best as we can until the day comes when He calls for us to share his eternal glory if the weight of our sins allows it."

"Well, I leave you," Francesc said. "I can't leave the entrance unguarded..."

"So what is it about?" Perera asked Raquel straightforwardly, after his long initial greeting, which could have been one of those few occasions in which he showed some sense and that Manel had told her about.

"I come from Urgel. Albert Puig, the museum director, told me to look for you."

"Albert, Albert. He'll go a long way. He was my pupil at school. Long long ago... And you won't believe me, but, back then, the only thing he contemplated in a painting or any work of art was how lustful and sinful the characters were, and, now, there you see him, a museum director. What did he tell you about me?"

"It was me who asked, actually," Raquel pointed out. "And he mentioned you."

"Well, ask me."

"I'd like to know if there's a book with accounts of what happened in the Aneu Valley during the 11th and the 12th century."

"Aneu..."

"Yes. About the town of Son to be precise."

"Son!" he exclaimed, opening his eyes like saucers, which seemed to pop out from the sockets or grow all over his face. At the same time, he seemed to bristle like a cat would do in front of danger. "Don't go there!"

"I've already been in Son."

"Well, don't go back there! Don't! Forget it exists. Forget everything you could have learned about it..."

"Why?”

"What drew your attention there? That's the reason. And no more."

"What is it that you won't tell me?"

"I know it all and know nothing. Just don't go back there. Forget it!"

"I don't understand you, friar."

––––––––
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"If you love your soul, just stay away from it. Not even say its name again. It’s remained in oblivion through these centuries, but it could wake up if you insist..."

"Who? I just want to know what happened there. I have suspicions about..."

"Knowing what happened there is almost as much as crossing the thin line to eternal damnation. I won’t help you."

"Do you know where I can find documents with information about what happened there?"

"Of course, I know, but you must not. Knowing about it will doom you or drive you mad."

"So you know."

"I already told you. I know." He was pacing up and down, between a table and a shelf. "But I won't tell you."

"I've traveled tens of leagues to know about it," Raquel insisted. "I've been researching it for days..."

"Curiosity is controlling you. It's the first sign that you've been there and have seen it. Now it is calling you incessantly."

"Nobody's calling me."

"Yes. It is calling you!" he exclaimed. "You can't notice it, but it is. You can't feel it, but it is guiding you."

"Nothing is guiding me. I asked for information first to be here with you."

"It wants The Black Codex," he murmured deeply with a blank stare.

"Is that the thing? Is it there?"

"What do you mean?"

"What you just said."

"I haven't said anything. Whatever word you've heard, I haven't said it."

"Well, it just came from your mouth."

"Sometimes words come out from our mouths, but that doesn't mean we've uttered them," he said still in denial.

"What do you mean?"

"You know too little, and the paths you want to tread are too winding."

"Is that Codex here?"

"No."

"But you know where it is. It contains what I want to know."

"Believe me. You don't want to know about it. It's it who's pushing you," he warned her, and, then, said slowly and almost whispering: "Go home. Ask your family not to let you come back here for a time, and it will go away. When it feels you’re gone it will be impossible for it to fulfill its objective. It will leave you alone."

"Nobody is obliging me."

"Trust me. You're not aware of it."

"The Black Codex. That's the name," she insisted, believing that was what she needed. “Where can I find it? Please, tell me."

"No. This conversation is taking too long. Please, leave this place. I don't want to go on with this."

"Please..."

"It won't be me who leads you to suicide," he said, downcast with his hands resting on a desk full of books.

"What do you mean?!!"

"You don't like that, right? But that's what you're looking for. Return home and don't come back in seven times seven years," he said finally.

In silence, Friar Perera left the room through a door in front of them leading to a hole among the shelves. Raquel stayed standing for a moment lost in thought after the monk insisted in her going away to make her stop researching, to help her forget about the matter. It was as if he were afraid of what she could find or, even, as if he knew what she was going to find out and didn't want her to have access to it. It appeared to be something evil. Even then, she wanted to find out, to know what had happened in that place.

It wasn't difficult finding the way out although many times she thought it'd be impossible without help, but she did it. After saying goodbye to the clerks who had helped her when she'd arrived, she left and sat on a bench to see her map and calculate how far the university was from her current location.

Once there, she found the Faculty of History and asked for a professors' directory to look for a specialist on medieval history. She found one: Xavier Rivas Bernal. Professor of Catalonian Medieval History. She asked for him, for his office, but he wasn't in Girona at the moment. He had gone to a symposium on The Establishment of Stable Frontiers on Christian Territories during the 11th century, organized by the University of Murcia. However, he'd be back the next day for classes. So she decided to return. That was the man.
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The next morning after the almost mandatory rituals, Raquel headed for that university since, the previous day, according to one of the workers there, Mr. Xavier would be there around ten since, despite not having classes, it seemed that his tutorials were sacred to him, so he'd be on campus undoubtedly.

"Good morning. Professor Xavier Rivas, please?" she asked the janitor at the entrance.

"Good morning. Second floor. Office twenty-three. On the right."

"Thank you."

Following the directions, some minutes later, she was facing the door to the office. There was nobody around. There weren’t students waiting to enter. It must have been too early for that. She knocked softly. Inside, Professor Rivas frowned. It wasn't usual to have visits at those hours, even during tutorials, but, as was natural, he told whoever it was to get in.

"Good morning. Professor Xavier Rivas?"

"Yes. That's me. Are you a student from one of my classes?"

"No."

"Oh. I haven't realized. There are few of them who..."

"I'd like to make some questions if you're not occupied."

"Not that I have a lot of time, but, if I may be able to help you and if you are fast..."

"That will depend on you probably."

"Have a seat, please."

Raquel was also surprised. She'd been waiting for an older man, very close to retirement, white-haired, and rather bald, living more on the clouds of the past than in the vertiginous present, wearing almost moth-eaten old-fashioned clothes, and half-moon glasses on the nose tip. But she was wrong. Despite his being a university professor, he had to be almost her age. She thought that some people take advantage of time more than others. He wasn't an antiquated man at all. He was of athletic build with green eyes, dark hair. He was even in front of a laptop on the desk while manipulating a PDA with telephone included next to him. He had faded jeans on, with a hole or two, long hair, a goatee, a shirt that would've looked great on a rapper, an earring... and, to top it all off, she liked the man.

"How can I help you?" he said, seeing she had her mouth half-open, not knowing if she was closing it or not.

"Oh, yes. It’s the Black Codex. What can you tell me about it?"

Now it was him who didn't know what to do next: whether opening his mouth or closing it, rubbing his eyes or checking if his ears were clean.

"What did you say?"

"About The Black Codex."

"Well, definitely, you're no student of mine. You're an adventurer looking for a myth."

"Why do you call it a myth? I've been told I must look for it."

"Who's been the genius who told you that?"

"Friar Perera from the Bishop's archive."

"Now I see!" he said while sighing, covering his head with his hands.

"What’s wrong with him?”

"Everybody knows Friar Perera isn't in his right mind. He suffers Alzheimer’s or, perhaps, another type of dementia, but what is clear is that he cannot be a trustable source of information in the least. Unless he's the object of a medical study."

"You sound too certain. I found him really sane until he mentioned that name. It was then that he seemed to go a bit mad, and, then, he left me alone in his library."

"Sane... you don't know what you're talking about. What did he tell you?"

"He didn't want to. It wasn't his intention to tell me the name. He regretted having done that. It was a lapse."

"The Black Codex doesn't exist. Just a made-up name. A sort of mythic book that people believe is magical."

"Is it a book about magic?"

"I mean magical. Not about magic."

"What is this book? Where can I find it?"

"I think you should start by saying your reasons."

"You know where it is?"

"What are the reasons of your interest?"

"It is the town of Son in Lleida that drew my attention. I'd like to know its earliest history."

"So that's why. I can tell you about that without involving that book from which you won't get anything useful, just a waste of time, money, effort for nothing."

"No. Tell me about the Codex."

"There is little to tell. It's a mythical book. Little is known about it. Nobody has seen it, so it is just a legend."

"Well, Perera appeared to be very convinced of its reality."

"Of course. Did he tell you where to find it?"

"No."

"Of course not. He doesn't know."

"And you?"

"Me neither, of course. It doesn't exist."

"What does the legend say about it?"

"The Black Codex, as I told you, is a myth. Only what is rumored because nobody has seen it. Things that happened centuries ago. It's a record of a series of events, tragic supposedly. The thing is that, once you know, by any means, the nature of it, you won't be able to read it. So, it means the book will look black. All of their pages will be black, without letters since the ink will cover everything."

"It can't be read then."

"It depends. That intense and persistent black ink will stain, in black, the fingers and hands of whoever had held the book, so that they will never cease to have that color, even after death."

"What is the purpose of a codex that can't be read?"

"It can be read. I've told you it's supposed to be magical. Only, for those who don't know about its content, the pages will be as they were when it was written: white pages with dark letters, allowing the content to be read. So it's not advisable to look for it. Only those who don't know about it can read it..."

“But what causes that?"

"Nobody knows. But, possibly, nothing good. In the case the legend were true, of course!"

"But where should I start looking for it?"

"Looking for it? I just told you it doesn't exist."

"Let's imagine, for a moment, there's a minimal possibility to find it. Where should I go?"

"I wonder about your interest. Actually, the legend says that, when the Codex enthralls a person in its shadows, this person will only think of finding it to see the light."

"Do you think I'm possessed? You don't believe it is real in the first place. Why would I look for it if I were already possessed by it?"

"What did Perera tell you?"

"Nothing useful for me to find it, not even a hint of direction."

"For a time, when Dali started painting in his peculiar style, there were some people, living in the region he was from, who started saying he was possessed by the power of the Codex, and that those strange shapes he made with his strokes were due to his attempts to resist its call and avoid the effects from its dark influence. But it was just rumors people made up out of ignorance. Very soon, those ideas vanished when he began having recognition for his work."

"Figueras?"

"No. On the coast region."

"But Dalí worked most of his paintings in Figueras."

"He worked on the coast as well. In Cadaqués specially. It was there where people started saying that, perhaps, the Codex had him bewitched, which would explain the tormented aura in some of his work."

"I never saw it that way. I always thought that he'd suffered bad migraines and that he used to paint after them..."

"You did, perhaps, but people from his years... with little knowledge and a lot of superstition, didn't."

"I see.”

"If I were you, if you really want to go after this chimera, I'd go to Cadaqués."

"What if I find it?"

"Ha ha ha," Xavier roared with laughter. "In that case, I'd like to be the first to grab hold of The Black Codex even if that meant having my hands blackened for the rest of my life."

"Didn't you say you don't know about its content?"

"I know. However, if that happened, no matter the risks involved, I will run those risks. If you find it, call me immediately."

"I will."

"Be sure that your call will be welcome if it happens. But I doubt it very much."

"I'll do it if I ever get the book."

At that moment, somebody knocked on the door. 

"Yes?" the historian said.

"Professor Rivas," a student said, slightly opening the door. "May I come in? Are you busy?"

"Wait a moment. I'll be finished in a minute."

"Well, I leave now."

"Yes. I have a waiting list. My students must be out of bed by now."

Raquel left the university with an idea in her mind. It had nothing to do with what the professor had told her. However, that was the cause of it. She had to travel between Cadaqués, Roses, and Ampurias, and do it with ease. So there was no excuse anymore not to hire a car. There was no need for a big car. A two-door SUV would be enough to go around that sector of the coastal region where everything was close at hand.

She stopped in front of a hotel near the river bank that wasn't the one she was staying in. There, she asked for the nearest place where she could hire a car. Despite not being a guest there, the workers gave her the information to find such place. It wasn't so far away, so no taxi was needed this time. Once there, she asked for a SUV, as she had planned. She didn't need more.

With the new car, because it smelt like a recently bought one, she drove toward downtown, near the hotel she was staying in, looking for parking space. None was available, so she had to pay the parking meter. Coincidentally, it was more than two in the afternoon, so she had to take a light lunch in one of the restaurants in the area: bandrada de bacalao, a small cup of white wine, and some jamón a la catalana with lima beans.

When she arrived to her hotel, she got a big surprised at the lobby. Her things were next to the counter in front of everybody around.

"What is this?" she asked the receptionist, feeling puzzled and upset. "Why are my things here?"

"What do you mean?" the worker asked too.

"My things. What are they doing here?"

"Oh. Are these yours? I don't know about this. I've been told they had to be there and that somebody would come for them."

"Who said that?"

"I’m not sure. I've just started my shift a moment ago. That's what they told me."

"I want to see the manager."

"Mr. Antonio isn't here at the moment."

“Who brought them down?"

"But I was informed you were leaving, and your room wasn't empty at twelve."

"Who told you I'm leaving?" she asked with indignation.

"This is what is usually done."

"Call the manager."

"I..."

"You have no idea. I want to see the manager."

"He's not here at the moment, madam."

"So who the hell is in charge? Who brought them down?"

"Well... I think it was the maid or the cleaning woman."

"Call them then! What are you waiting for?"

"But..."

"Call them!" she shouted while other guests were staring at her in shock. They were waiting for their turn to be at the counter, not knowing what the discussion was about.

"One moment, please." He put a radio phone on his ear. "Just wait. The maid of that floor is coming."

"Alright."

Her indignation could be seen oozing from every pore in her skin. She waited while thinking what she was going to do to that person. It was unacceptable that her baggage and some other stuff, some of them scattered around, were in the open air. She felt her privacy had been spilled at the foot of the counter in the lobby.

"That's the woman," the receptionist told the maid.

"Good afternoon."

"Who are you?" Raquel asked.

"Carmen Domènech, the maid on your floor. I think you have a problem, and you sent for me."

"Yes. Do you think this is a small problem? My things have just been thrown there." She pointed toward the counter. "Why did you do this?"
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"A maid found a note on the desk saying to do this when she entered that room to clean it."

"Impossible."

"It was really strange for us, but it said that we had to put it all in the lobby, that you would come to pick them up."

"Who could have written this?"

"Haven't the slightest, but if you weren't..."

"No."

"I have the note here, look." She produced a wrinkled paper from the pocket in her maid uniform. "Look." On it, Raquel could read: Please, put my baggage and stuff in the lobby as they are. I have no time to do this. When I come back, I'll leave the hotel immediately. Raquel. Thanks.

"Impossible!" she said in shock after reading the short text.

"Is that your handwriting?"

"Well, now that you mention it..." She paused while her eyes seemed to grow wider than her mouth. Giving a gasp out of fright, she said: "Yes."

"So what is this all about?"

"I haven't written this."

"Haven't you just said it is your handwriting?"

"Yes, but I haven't written it."

"Of course." 

"I tell you I haven't."

"Well, it's not strange you can't remember. The minibar was empty of alcohol."

"How dare you! What do you mean?"

"What you heard. It was empty. But so much for you. Do you want your things in the room again? Fernando!"

"Yes?" the receptionist replied.

"We're putting this baggage back to her room."

"Impossible. It's already occupied."

"What?" Raquel couldn't believe what she was hearing. "What will I do now?"

"We'll look for another room available."

"Well, you're taking your time."

"You'll have to wait for a moment. I must finish with these visitors," he said, referring to the people who had been waiting throughout her indignation outburst on the counter.

"In that case..." the maid went on, "I have to return to my obligations. When it is ready, call me."

"Don't worry," Raquel answered. "I'll take them myself. There's no need for you all to get tired for me."

When the rest of the guests were attended to and a new room was given to her, Raquel got all her stuff in her arms and walked toward the elevator, which would take her finally there.

Once in front of the door, she swiped the magnetic keycard and waited for the green light. She entered and flung her stuff on the bed. At first sight, it all looked normal. A chair, a mirror, an armchair, a desk, a clean bathroom, towels in their places, lamps on bedside tables, a TV set, the remote control, a large two-pane window... but there was something weird. A smell. At that moment, she didn't know what it was. A kind of sweet odor. It wasn't the stench of stagnation a room gets after having spent too much time closed. It was pungent with a sandy texture, very persistent...

She opened the window before she started putting her things around the room. Her few clothes on the pegs and shelves in the closet. She placed the laptop on the desk and plugged it to electricity in order to charge the battery. She could see a guide and some other papers also over the table and her identification too... But the smell was still there despite the wind from the street started rushing in. It was a fragrance, for want of a better term. It seemed a flavor then given the density it had in her nose, which seemed familiar to her and somewhat unpleasant already.

"Reception, how can I help you?"

"I'm Raquel Imbernón," she said through the intercom. "From room 618..."

"Yes. I hear you."

"Look. There is a strong smell in the room..."

"Open the window."

"I have done that already. Don't you have another free room, a cancellation or an unexpected departure?"

"No. Everything is full."

"This is unbearable. I don't know what was in this room before me, but..."

––––––––
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"Don't worry. It must be stale air. Anyway, I'll see what I can do."

"The best option is another room," she insisted.

"I'll send someone up there to see to it."

"Thank you."

Thunder crashed outside. Dark clouds had taken over the skies, and, in few minutes, the day had advanced many hours. The streetlights were on. The stores had their lights on too. The wind was picking up. The streets were forced to be emptied. With so dark and noisy omens overhead, only a few passers-by dared to walk around the paths, holding umbrellas and raincoats. The rain had just started. It was an almost torrential rain from the onset, without a drizzle for introduction or a foreword of some drops brought by the wind. No. Loud thunder rolled. It was one of those that seem to go from one corner of the sky to the other, as if a crack would appear among the clouds. The rain poured fiercely. It was so thick that one couldn't see the opposite building's facade. She felt forced to close the window.

Someone knocked at her door. She opened it. Nobody was around, but, on the floor, there was a room spray. She picked it up. By its weight, she noticed its true place was in the dustbin instead of being pressed in order to see if there was still something inside. She didn't know what to do first whether to scold the receptionist, to remain silent for the moment and go the next day to fix things or, instead, to leave the room right that moment, but where would she go with that rain falling? Her car wasn't close enough, and to what hotel would she go in those circumstances, with so much haste...?

She didn't want to have dinner. She'd just eaten some snacks. So, given that torrential downpour wouldn't cease, she couldn't leave the hotel. The next morning, she would have to wake up early, so she had to go to bed immediately, covering her head completely to avoid the bad smell. Perhaps, once sleeping, she wouldn't notice it. That made her stay that night. Spraying some deodorant, just a bit given that the can was almost empty, she decided to see some TV, but a blackout surprised her. It seemed to affect that area of the city at least, if not all of it. It was all darkness. Not even the small lamp was on, or the laptop, or the TV... Just the deem emergency light on a corner in the room would give flashes from time to time, apart from the screen on her cellphone.

At that moment, she recognized that disgusting smell. It was impossible that her room smelt of it. It made no sense. But, maybe... it might have remained on the carpet. How come it hadn't been uninstalled and, then, replaced with new materials. She didn't know what to do. She had to sleep, but on the bed, on the armchair, cuddling, with the blankets on the floor? It was the stench from a corpse when the body has reached an advanced stage of decomposition, when it turns into an almost formless mass between jelly and a sticky substance. 
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The next morning, she woke up anxious and nervous. Terrible nightmares had assailed her. They hadn't woken her up, but her body had thrashed from side to side on the bed. To increase her shock and puzzlement, the room was a mess. Her things were lying on the floor, the window was closed, the door too with a chair she had put behind it. Electricity was back, and, on the laptop screen, she could read:

Stop your research. Don't discover what is hidden. Don't move what remains quiet. Your soul is the goal. The prize. Keep or lose. You give it a price.

The text, unsettling as the whole scene, wasn't signed. What is more, there was no software running that could show the text on the screen; however, those letters were there. 

Those were complicated minutes. She was torn between ignoring the whole thing and going to reception in order to shout at somebody. She wanted to inform the police, pick her stuff up, and leave the place, finishing her vacations. She wasn't the sort of person who could be scared by messages despite not knowing how they could have been made. She couldn't be reduced by some threats either. 

The smell seemed to have dwindled. She felt grateful for that. 

She reached the conclusion that she didn't know how or why everything had been altered, but one thing was clear: she wasn't going to do anything about it. That had been her last night in that hotel. Her belongings, despite in a mess, were complete. She knew what they were going to say: that it was all because she wanted to damage the hotel's reputation because of the bad smell and having been almost dislodged by mistake from her first room. Personally, she hadn't suffered any injury. So she packed everything, took a shower, had some breakfast before paying the hotel bill, and then she left.

Her destination was Figueras. She felt she was at a good vantage point from which she could follow her research with the hints professor Rivas had given her. Roses, Cadaqués, and Ampurias were close to her current position. Hotel accommodation was the problem now. She hadn't booked a room. She didn't even know if there were hotels or their names, if there were any. Being at a lost, she decided to ask for a room as soon they started appearing on her way until she found one where she could stay.

There were some establishments with varying categories and years of service, but that didn't make her choose. She just wanted a free room. It was in the third hotel she saw where she found one. It was on the outskirts. A three-star hotel, from the seventies, but it was well kept. After leaving her things in the room, she stayed there just to refresh herself by throwing some water on her face and hands. Immediately, she headed for Cadaqués.

She went along a winding road, not very broad, that lead her through mountains and a road by the sea. It had few straight spans. And, sometimes, it took her so close to the French frontier that, on her cellphone, the mobile phone operator would change. After a not so long journey, before her, there appeared a small town with white houses, very close to the bay which still had most of the flavor that must have inspired the work of its most admired inhabitant.

––––––––
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Once in town and after many questions made to the locals, stores, and the help from an officer from town hall, she managed to find the man who was known as the chronicler of town.

"Good morning," she said when the door, she was told to knock at, opened. "Mr. Pere Roset?"

"That's me."

"I'm Raquel Imbernón." She offered her hand, which was held softly by Mr. Roset. "Nice to meet you. I'm looking for the chronicler of Cadaqués. I've been told it is you."

"That's right," he replied with satisfaction and pride. "How can I help you?"

"I'm doing research and, at the point in which I'm, I need your help."

"Well, if it is about our town, I'll give you any help I can gladly. Come in. The threshold is not the right place."

They entered the house, and she followed him to his office.

"Have a seat, please."

"Thank you."

"Something to drink?"

"No, thanks."

"How can I help you?"

"I'll inform you. I'm looking for a book. In the archives at the Cathedral of Urgel, they told me I should go to the Town Museum, where, in turn, I was told," she said, giving details of her journey while her host was looking at her intently, "that I should go to Girona's cathedral instead, where I should've stopped my journey, but I found Professor Xavier Rivas, who gave me some hints. One of them Cadaqués. I look for a book called The Black Codex. Is the name familiar?"

"No."

"Nothing?"

"Well, right now, nothing comes to mind with that name."

"The professor suggested I go on from here because, according to some locals, when they started seeing Dalí's works, it was believed he was possessed by this book."

"Ah! That. But it was all just rumors."

"What rumors?"

––––––––
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"Yes. Let me recall it..." He was remembering. "That happened when I was still a young boy. It is all very blurry. But I'll try to unearth it."

"Please."

"I'm right there... yes. But that doesn't make much sense. It was a rumor brought by people from the south. They weren't from here."

"From Andalucía, Murcia?"

"No. Much closer than that. They were from Ampurias. They started gossiping, and you know what happens in towns like this one, especially in those years. Everybody repeated the rumor until, during a time, whenever his name was mentioned, people would only talk about that."

"And how did it disappear?"

"With time. As people stopped being so ignorant and went to school more regularly. They heard the radio, watch TV, and finally saw that he was a genius, a treasure for this community and not what their gossip said about him."

"And those who came from Ampurias?"

"Some went to France, others to Salamanca, and the rest returned to their hometown. Only Uncle Antoni and Aunt Carme stayed here, but if you want to see them, they died years ago."

"And the children?"

"Who knows? They left years ago. According to some people, one was in Madrid, another in Tenerife, and a third one in Mexico."

“They’re quite scattered now."

"That's an understatement. It was a family, but now they are all dispersed."

"So it was a rumor created by people from another town."

"Yes.”

"Now I don't know what to do. I had planned to go to Roses to see what they could tell me about this book."

"You won't find anything there. You should go to Ampurias. When that happened, Roses was a fisher town, more or less like Cadaqués or even smaller, not like now. But those tales didn't come from there or were believed there."

"Of course."

"If there were someone who could say something, which would be difficult, it'd be because that person was from here or because they had a strong relationship with people from here or traveled here a lot."

"I'm grateful for your help."

"You're welcome. Are you sure you don't want something to drink?"

"No, thanks."

"It's no bother..."

"I hope you don't think I don't appreciate your offer, but you know. I'm a woman. A snack here, another there, almost nothing, but, in the end, you know where they all end? In the butt. And to get rid of them is another story."

"As you wish. If you don't mind, what is The Black Codex?"

"I really don't know. That's the reason of my research."

"Oh," he said, puzzled.

"I really don't know what it is. I'm trying to find out what happened in a town in Lleida, in The Pyrenees, around the 11th and the 12th centuries. But there is no document about that. But I've been told that if something remained after all this time, that Codex must tell about it."

"What about the archives and libraries?"

"Unfortunately, those have nothing. It's a mystery. Supposedly, it exists or did, but it is nowhere to be found."

"But it's like looking for a needle in a haystack."

"Yes. But I am stubborn."

"Do you think you'll find it?"

"I don't know. It is all tied to chance."

"Well, I wish you good luck. I think you'll need it."

"Well," she said, rising and concluding her visit. "I leave you. I'm sure you have many things to do. I don't want to waste more of your morning."

"Don't worry. A visit is always good, and more if it is a pretty girl like you. Your presence is flattering for this old tired and almost dead man."

"Don't say that."

"It's the truth."

"Alright, but you're nothing of the sort."

––––––––
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Again on the street, she said goodbye in the usual mandatory way. Raquel headed toward the car to reach her next destination.
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After her conversation with Antoni Pujol, and considering what Rivas had told her, the whole picture was taking form, becoming more precise. It had stopped being a delusion from a monk everybody thought was out of his mind. Now, she had two scholars in history behind her back: one from the Great History and the other from the Local History. Both of them had given her information about the Black Codex. That gave her confidence.

Investigating in Ampurias was now her objective. The coast was a region of blending and of mixing of people and customs, of transmission of legends, and also of departure to other places. She needed to talk to elderly people. People who could still remember the days the Cadaqués's chronicler had mentioned. People who might have heard those rumors from those unkind tongues.

That afternoon, she visited the town. She wanted to see the surroundings. It was her first time there, so she didn't know how to reach the place. She arrived there thanks to a road map. Ampurdan's Venice. She'd heard about it once. Indeed, there were canals all around, as in the Italian city, through which ships of many sizes circulated and on which the houses' gardens ended.

She didn't get out of the car. During those hours, she wasn't going to find anybody with whom to talk about the reason of her presence there. She left that for the next day. In that visit, she was just going to see, listen to, and be silent. It was just a first contact with the place, but not with the people. At those moments, she was thinking of the reason for her research. She thought that friar Perera's words had to be true in part at least because, at times like those, she felt that journey had to end, which would be like giving credit to the professor. But still she didn't know what impelled her to discover that. It was an incessant desire.

She found some interesting buildings in Castelló d'Empúries. She also went to the innards of town where she went on with her wandering through winding and narrow streets, flanked by one-story houses, many of them with simple facades, seeing what was in them, but not intervening in them. There were some people walking around, or forming lines at banks or at some stores and shops she passed by. Some of the shops were houses, with rooms arranged for that purpose. She reached a square with little movement. 

Having reached Castell, she entered the cathedral, also known as the church of Santa Maria. It was under repairs and it seemed they had been doing it for a long time and it would still go on. Inside, she found scaffolding in some places, large cloths covering what shouldn't get stained, and a big cleared space because most of the benches had been placed on the sides of the temple due to the repairs, apart from the fact, she thought, that they weren't so necessary now that the attendance to churches had grown smaller nowadays.

At the back, next to the main altar and before some large railings blocking the access to it, there were two elderly women. Probably retirees. That drew her attention. She didn't know if they were a sort of guides to show the temple to visitors, if they were there to keep watch because church was open and there was no one inside, or, instead, if they were doing maintenance, cleaning or something of the sort. At any rate, she was going to find out since she went straight toward them.

"Good afternoon," she said to them.

"Hello." 

"Can I ask you some questions?"

"Yes. Ask please."

"Does it sound familiar that once in this town the name Black Codex was mentioned?"

"What is that? I've never heard it. Pilar and you?" Her companion shook her head.

"Another question. I know this is not the place, but do you know if here there have been rumors about people from this town who have been possessed by demons?"

"Hail Mary," one lady answered while crossing herself.

"Conceived without sin," the other woman said doing the same sign swiftly.

"No, never," the first woman said.

"Don't you remember when people gossiped about the painter from Cadaqués...?" The second woman cut in this time.

"But that happened long ago. I barely remember what people used to gossip about back then. I was a child."

"Couldn't you tell me about it?"

"They're just rumors, shadows, flashes from memory now. I can't tell you anything somewhat coherent."

"Pity."

"Do you want to see the parish museum?"

"Museum?" she asked, puzzled.

"Yes. We have gathered all of the parish's objects with artistic or religious value and, now, are on exposition while the repairs take place in the sacristy and the priest's oratory."

"Oh," Raquel said.

"It's really nice. Would you like to see?"

"Well..."

"It's just a euro. It's to help the restoration."

"I hadn't planned this."

"It's just a euro to fix our church. See how bad it is. We don't get any money. We're just here to help and watch."

"Alright... here you have." She gave them the euro.

"Enter." They opened the door in the railings. "If you need something, just call us. We'll explain it to you."

"Thanks. I will. Don't worry."

She went inside without company. Both of the ladies stayed outside talking about their things. That area of the temple was already restored. Humidity on the walls was fixed as much as possible. The paint in the pictures had been rejuvenated. The metals seemed to glitter. The floor looked recently polished. It was as if it were a different place from the rest of the temple. 

The alter-piece was very close. She could walk around it and entered in the lateral rooms. The first of them had its entrance in front of an old-fashioned map, those who used to be used at schools, bearing the heading Imperi Catala. It showed both Mediterranean coasts and all the Iberian Peninsula, marking the different territories that had once belonged to the Aragon Crown. Apart from this, there was a vast collection of books in that room. On short shelves, all of them seemed to have witnessed several decades and some of them even centuries.

Then, she went on to the next room. In this one, the makeshift museum showed different works of art, canvases, and, mainly, carvings, in which, as was obvious, the local artists were predominant, and those of the region too. Their historical-artistic value was not so high. Those that were had been taken to institutions where its safety and security was guaranteed. Those works were on exposition there because of a sentimental value. Apart from the fact that, without the special condition of the restoration, those adorned the temple daily.

They contained the images of saints, virgins, Christ, and eminent personages, who surely, due to a special work for the well-being of town or after having earned the locals' affection or even as a promise from themselves or a relative, had gotten a place among the most renowned denizens in that treasure trove of the church. They were depicted in various poses, always dignified, always showing their remarkable deeds to people, the suffering they got in exchanged, regardless of being saints, Christs or locals.

After the brief trip around the room, lit by a large lateral window, which looked toward the vale beyond the church, the temple was the limit of town, she left the room in order to leave the temple, but her attention rested on the first shelf containing the books. To her, it looked rather different. Perhaps, it was the light. It wasn't the same anymore. Its angle had changed, so that made her look at it.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
w

ck Codex

o i
& i = >
) 7

Adveﬁiureg, intrigue, action and
| thrill in a medieval story -

/





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





