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NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR JAVIER SIERRA RETURNS WITH A HEART-POUNDING, APOCALYPTIC THRILLER ABOUT MANKIND’S MOST ANCIENT DESIRE—AND THE MODERN EVIL SOME WILL UNLEASH TO OBTAIN IT. 


“Every religion has a story for how our species came to mix with yours and was doomed to this planet. We are the sons of exiles. Cursed. Even man condemned us, blaming us for all the evils of the world. On the one hand you worshiped us, these beings who brought knowledge from the heavens. But you also feared us for what we might want in return. . . .”


In approximately seventy-two hours, a little-known Middle Eastern terrorist group plans to bring about the end of the world. Convinced that they are the descendants of angels, they believe they are on the verge of at last being returned to heaven. Central to their plan is the kidnapping of Martin Faber, an undercover American scientist whose research has led him to an extraordinary secret.


Martin’s only hope for survival is his young wife, Julia Alvarez—a woman born with a rare psychic gift. But she must find the courage to save her husband, all while running from religious extremists and clandestine government agencies.


Sierra takes readers on an adventure across the world, from the summit of Mount Ararat to the high desert of New Mexico, from the monuments of Washington, DC, to the medieval city of Santiago de Compostela in Spain. Sierra spent years investigating scientific and historical mysteries related to mankind’s efforts to engage directly with the Almighty.


The Lost Angel bears all the hallmarks of Sierra’s erudite yet fast-paced brand of storytelling, combining historical fact and fiction with dazzling narrative feats.
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The Lost Angel





Twelve hours earlier


An enormous flat-screen monitor lit up in the National Security Agency director’s office as the electric blinds darkened the room with a whispered hum. A man in a tailored suit sat across a rich mahogany desk from the all-powerful Michael Owen, waiting to be told why he had been summoned so hastily all the way from New York.


“Colonel Allen.” The towering man with obsidian skin cleared his throat. “Thank you for coming so quickly.”


“I don’t think I had much of a choice, sir,” he answered.


Nicholas Allen was battle tested in these circles. He had spent two decades navigating the bureaucratic maze that is Washington, DC, and yet, he could count on one hand the number of times he had been in this room. If Owen, the agency’s director, had called him to his office in Fort Meade, Maryland, it was because he was in a bind. A big one. Rushing here was the least he could do.


“You’ll understand in a minute why I needed you here so quickly, Colonel Allen,” Owen said, his eyes fixed squarely. “Six hours ago, our embassy in Ankara sent me a copy of a videotape I need you to see. I want you to pay close attention to every detail and give me your thoughts when it’s over. Can you do that?”


“Of course, sir.”


Nick Allen had been trained to do just that. To follow orders without question. From every angle, he was the perfect soldier: a powerful physique, six feet tall, a square jaw and angular face bearing the scars of combat, and a piercing blue-eyed stare that could in a flash dart from kindness to merciless fury. He focused that gaze and leaned his tall frame back in the chair, waiting for the monitor with multicolored test bars to reveal its first image.


What he saw made him start.


A man in a room with cracked and stained walls sat with his hands tied in front of him and a black hood draped over his head. Someone had dressed him in an orange prison jumpsuit, of the kind worn by US federal inmates. But those hovering around him weren’t “friendlies.” Between the shadows, Allen could make out two, maybe three men dressed in Middle Eastern–style tunics, head scarves covering all but their eyes. From the border between Turkey and Iran, Allen thought. Maybe Iraq. As the jittery camera moved about, Allen finally saw graffiti written in Kurdish. The video had obviously been shot with a handheld camera. Maybe a camera phone. Once he heard the men speak again, he was certain where they were from. “Near the Armenian border,” he said. Plus, two of the men were carrying AK-47s, and, on their waistbands, each wore a curved scimitar, typical of that region. He wasn’t surprised to hear the cameraman also directing the scene. Nor that he spoke to the hostage in English with a heavy northeast-Turkish accent.


“All right. Now, say what you’re supposed to,” the voice ordered.


The prisoner struggled as menacing hands grabbed him by the back of the neck and roughly angled his face toward the camera, whipping off the black hood.


“Say it!”


The hostage looked shaken, unsteady. His whole demeanor told of abuse. Unkempt beard. Mussed hair and a gaunt, dirty, sun-scorched face. Nick Allen thought it odd that the lighting was so poor he couldn’t get a good look at the man’s face. The room looked lit by a single bulb. And yet, something about this man seemed strikingly familiar.


“In the name of the Forces of Popular Defense . . . I urge the government of the United States to cease supporting the invading Turks,” the hostage said in perfect English. Somewhere behind him, a swell of disgruntled yells called out, “Keep going, you filthy dog!” The poor man, whom Allen couldn’t identify no matter how hard he tried, began to tremble. He leaned forward and held up his bound wrists for the camera to see. Several of his fingers were black, perhaps frostbitten, but they appeared to be grasping a small stone pendant. The irregularly-shaped opaque stone dangling between the man’s tortured fingers caught Nick Allen’s eye. “If you ever want to see me alive again, please do what these men ask,” the hostage said, his voice choking back a deep sadness. “The price . . . the price for my life is the immediate withdrawal of all NATO troops within 150 miles of Mount Ararat.”


“Mount Ararat? Is that all? They’re not asking for a ransom?” Allen said.


The two men in the background began chanting in Kurdish and moving aggressively toward the hostage. One of them pulled a dagger and held it against the hostage’s throat, looking as if he were ready to plunge it into the man at any second.


“Now, watch closely,” Owen whispered.


Colonel Allen rubbed his nose and waited for the video to continue.


“Say your name!”


Allen had seen many similar videos in the past. They would force the hostage to give his name and rank and possibly the name of the town he was from, then they would press his face close to the camera so there would be no doubt about his identity. If at that moment the hostage was not important to the terrorist group, they would wait for him to cry and plead for his life and, finally, to say good-bye to his family before they bowed his head and slit his throat. The lucky ones would get a gunshot to the head to end the agony. Others would simply bleed to death on camera.


But this hostage must have been of considerable importance. Otherwise, Michael Owen wouldn’t have called Allen here. Nick Allen was, after all, an expert in special operations. His résumé included rescue missions in Libya, Uzbekistan and Armenia, and his unit was the agency’s most secretive. Is this what the director wanted him to do? To rescue this man?


The voices on the video surged up again:


“Didn’t you hear me?” the cameraman yelled. “Say your name!”


The prisoner raised his gaze to reveal dark circles under his eyes.


“My name is Martin Faber. I’m a scientist—”


Michael Owen froze the tape. Just as he had expected, Nick Allen was dumbstruck.


“Now do you understand, Colonel?”


“Martin Faber . . .” Allen muttered the name, still not believing it. “Of course . . .”


“And that’s not all, Colonel.” Still holding the remote, Owen pointed at the frozen figure on the screen and motioned a circle around the man’s hands.


“Did you notice what he’s holding?”


“Is that . . . ?” Nick Allen said, squinting in disbelief. “Is that what I think it is, sir?”


“Yes.”


Nick Allen pursed his lips as if he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. He stood within an inch of the screen to get a closer look.


“If I’m not mistaken, sir, that’s just one of the stones we need.”


A malevolent gleam flashed in the eyes of the man who commanded the most powerful intelligence agency on earth.


“You’re right, Colonel,” Owen said with a smile. “The good news is this last will and testament gives us the location of the missing stone. Pay close attention.”


Michael Owen aimed the remote at the screen and pressed play. The frozen image of Martin Faber returned to life. His icy blue eyes watered on the verge of tears.


“Julia,” he whispered, and then said in Spanish, “We may never see each other again . . .”


“Julia?” Allen said to himself.


Seeing his most trusted soldier’s face light up made the director of the National Security Agency smile. Even before the video had ended, the bureau’s finest agent knew his orders.


“Julia Álvarez—find her, Colonel Allen. Immediately.”
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For some strange reason, I had my mind made up the day I died, my soul would leave my body and float weightlessly to heaven. I was convinced that once there, guided by an irresistible force, I would come face-to-face with God and I would look into his eyes. And in that moment, I would understand it all. My place in the universe. My origins. My destiny. And even why he gave me a gift for perception that was so . . . unique. This is how my mother had explained it to me when I asked her about death. So did the priest of my church. They both knew how to quiet my restless Catholic soul. I envied their determination in defending all that had to do with what was on “the other side,” life after death, and the nature of our existence. And now I was starting to understand why.


On the evening of that first day in November, I was, of course, not dead. But nevertheless, I found myself face-to-face with the Creator. His giant face stared back at me serenely, his body more than fifteen feet tall, his arms spread wide, inviting, as I hovered inches from his nose.


“Don’t stay here too late, young lady.”


Manuel Mira, the head of security for the Cathedral of Santiago de Compostela, shook me out of my trance with a yell from below. He had spent the afternoon watching me set up my scaffolding and rigging around the statue of Christ in the Pórtico de la Gloria, the Portico of Glory, atop the archway just inside the church’s westernmost façade. And now that his shift had ended, I think he worried about leaving me there alone, dangling and at the mercy of ropes and pulleys he didn’t understand.


In truth, he had nothing to worry about. I was in excellent shape, an expert with these harnesses, and the alarm in this wing of the cathedral alerted security every time I climbed down from my scaffolding, usually before midnight.


“It’s not safe to work in a place so secluded,” he said to himself, but loud enough so that I could hear him.


“Don’t worry about me, Manuel. I don’t plan to have my last rites said for me here,” I said with a smile, without turning from my work.


“Be careful, Julia. If your harness gives way and you come crashing down, no one will know about it until seven in the morning. Think about that.”


“I’ll risk it. This is not Mount Everest or anything. Besides, I’ve always got my cell phone with me.”


“I know, I know . . . ,” he grumbled. “Still, be careful. Have a good night.”


Manuel, who was at least twenty years older than me and had a daughter my age, tipped his cap and gave up his warnings as a lost cause. Besides, he knew that given my present situation—dangling from a second-story height, enraptured with my work, wearing safety goggles and a hard hat crowned with LEDs and emblazoned with the logo of the Barrié de la Maza Foundation, tethered to a PDA and to the wall just below the statue of Christ—it was better to just let me be. My work required surgical precision, nerves of steel and total concentration.


“Good night,” I said, appreciating his concern.


“Oh, and, uh, beware of the ghosts, will you?” he said flatly, just as he was turning to leave. “Remember, it’s All Souls’ Day, and they love to haunt this place. They seem to like this spot, in particular.”


I couldn’t even bother to smile. I was holding a $60,000 endoscope designed in Switzerland specifically for this work. Death, despite my earlier daydreams, was still a long way off.


Or maybe not.


After months of writing articles about how to preserve masterworks of the Romanesque period, I knew I was on the verge of being able to explain the deterioration of one of it’s most important sculptures. What did I care that it was All Souls’ Day—the Day of the Dead? Deep down, I saw it as a fortunate coincidence. For centuries, pilgrims had traveled the Way of St. James, the oldest and most journeyed spiritual pilgrimage in Europe, to visit the very sculptures I was analyzing in the shrine to St. James at the Cathedral of Santiago de Compostela. They made this trek to revive their faith, reminding themselves that to cross under this archway meant ending their sinful life and beginning another one that was more sublime. And that’s how it received its name, the Pórtico de la Gloria, the pathway to heaven.


The more than two hundred sculptures here truly were a collection of immortals, an army impervious to man and time. And yet, since the year 2000, some inexplicable disease was causing these statues to crumble. Isaiah and Daniel, for example, seemed to be peeling in layers, while the musicians strumming their instruments above them threatened to come crashing down in chunks, had we not reinforced them. Heralding angels, characters from the book of Genesis, sinners and the convicted—all of the sculptures showed worrisome signs, a darkening, an aging that seemed to be sapping the life from them.


Not since the time of the Crusades had anyone examined these sculptures as closely as I had. The Barrié Foundation thought they had been damaged by humidity, mold or bacteria. But I wasn’t so sure. That’s why I came back here after hours when there were no tourists to wonder why I was obscuring the masterworks with my maze of scaffolding. And, of course, when there were no other experts to challenge my ideas.


Because I had another explanation.


One so controversial it had brought me nothing but trouble.


I was the only one of our crew who had grown up nearby, in a town along the Costa da Morte. And I knew—or rather, I felt in my bones—that there was more to the rapid crumbling of these ancient works than merely some strange lichen or acid. Unlike my colleagues, I didn’t let my scientific background blind me to other explanations that were more . . . let’s say unconventional. Any time I mentioned concepts like tellurism, the power of Earth’s magnetism, or magnetic fields or earthly radiation, they rolled with laughter. “There isn’t any credible research on that,” they’d scoff. Luckily, I wasn’t alone in my supposedly wild ideas. The dean of the cathedral agreed with me. He was a crotchety old clergyman whom I’d grown to love. They all called him Father Fornés. But I called him by his first name, Benigno—Spanish for “benign.” I guess I just loved how it contrasted with his personality. He was the one who always stood up to the Foundation for me and encouraged me to follow my instincts.


“Sooner or later,” he’d say, “you’ll prove them wrong.”


Someday, I thought.


At about one forty in the morning, after I’d spent who-knows-how-long using the endoscope to probe each of the nine cracks our team had mapped, my PDA chirped three times, signaling it was finally transmitting data to the computer we had set up opposite the Pórtico. I breathed a deep sigh of relief. If everything went as planned, tomorrow the University of Santiago de Compostela would process the data from the stone in the department of mineralogy at its School of Geological Sciences. Then, thirty-six hours later, we could discuss the results.


Tired but hopeful, I lowered myself and untied my harness to make sure the information was transmitting. We couldn’t afford any mistakes. I was relieved to hear the five-terabyte hard drive purring like a satisfied kitten, filling the cavernous room with a rewarding hum that put me in a good mood as it finished registering all the information—the topography of each crevice, the spectrographic analysis and the video files recorded by the endoscope. Everything seemed to be going according to plan. So with satisfaction at a job well done, I finally relaxed after untangling myself from my ropes, and started picking up my equipment. I fantasized about taking a hot shower, eating a hot meal and massaging lotion onto my tired muscles before curling up with a book to distract me.


I deserved it.


But destiny has a way of toying with our best-laid plans, and that night, it had something unexpected in store for me.


Just as I disconnected the powerful headlamp and removed my helmet, a darting movement at the back of the church made me start. The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end as if the cavern had been charged with static electricity. The entire room—all of its ninety-six meters in length and its one hundred eighteen towering mullioned balconies—seemed to come alive with a “presence.” My mind tried to make sense of what I was seeing. In the depths of the cathedral, I imagined I saw a flash. A fleeting spark. Soundless. A glow that emerged from the ground and traveled a lighted path toward the center of the intersecting aisles about a hundred feet away.


I’m not alone. My pulse quickened.


“Hello? Is someone there?”


A vast echo swallowed my words.


“Can anyone hear me? Is someone there? Hello . . . Hello . . . !”


Silence.


I tried to stay calm. I knew this place like the back of my hand. And I knew where to go in case I had to make a run for it. Besides, I had a cell phone and a key to the gate that led outside to the Plaza del Obradoiro. I had nothing to fear . . . I tried to convince myself that maybe I’d seen a flicker of light reflected from my metal lab tables into the moonlit cathedral. Sometimes, lights can play tricks on you. But I couldn’t convince myself. And I couldn’t manage to shake this feeling. That had not been a reflection in the strict sense of the word. Nor a lightning bug. Nor a falling ember from a church candle.


“Hello . . . ? Hello . . . !”


More silence answered.


As I peered into the cathedral’s shadowy darkness, it felt as if I were staring deep into the jaws of some massive whale. The emergency lights at the exits were scarcely enough to give shape to the leviathan. Without proper lighting, it was hard to even imagine where the altar was. Or, for that matter, the crypt. The gilded altar and the ornate wooden bust of St. James remained veiled in darkness.


Should I dial the emergency number? I wondered as I rifled inside my pocket for my cell phone. What if this is all in my head?


What if it’s some tortured, wandering soul . . .


I shook that idea out of my head. I tried to keep the window of fear in my mind from opening even a sliver. Still, I couldn’t control the runaway pounding in my chest.


There was only one way to face down the shaking inside me. I grabbed my coat and backpack, flipped on the LED headlamp and headed for the darkened area where I thought I’d seen the light. We only exorcise our demons when we face them head-on, I told myself. Still shaking, I headed up the aisle toward the transept of the cross-shaped church, praying all the way I’d find no one there. Saying my Hail Marys, I finally reached the door to the Plaza de Platerías, one of the cathedral’s main entrances, which, of course, was locked at this time of night.


That’s when I saw it.


Rather, I almost ran into it.


And yet, even seeing it up close, I couldn’t believe my eyes.


“Oh, God!”


The shadowy figure’s face was obscured by a black hood, like a monk’s. He looked to be rooting around for something he had just deposited at the base of the only modern statue in the entire cathedral, a sculpture by Jesús León Vazquez that marked the Campus Stellae. Thank God, he was skittish, not aggressive, as if he had just snuck into the church and was still trying to get his bearings.


I should have turned and run and called the cops. Instead, maybe on instinct, or maybe because we locked eyes for a second, I built up the courage to open my mouth.


“Hey! What are you doing?” I heard myself say before I knew it. “Didn’t you hear me? Do you have permission to be in here?”


The thief—at least, that’s what he looked like to me—casually stopped whatever he was doing, but not because I had scolded him. I saw him zip closed a black nylon bag as he turned toward me, as if he couldn’t care less who was watching him. Actually, it felt like he had been crouching there . . . waiting for me to find him. Unfortunately, it was too dark to make out his face. That’s when he mumbled something—something that shook my insides—in a language I didn’t recognize as he slowly walked toward me.


“Ul-a Librez?”


“Wha . . . What did you say?”


“Ul-ia Alibrez?”


Seeing my confusion, he formed the words once more, finally making them understandable—and equally disturbing.


“Are you . . . Ju-lia Álvarez?”
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Outside the cathedral, rain was falling. The orballo is the characteristic precipitation of northern Spain, inconspicuous until it had soaked through everything it touched. The cobblestones in the Plaza del Obradoiro were this rain’s favorite victims, and at the moment, the streets couldn’t absorb another drop. So when the elegant, burgundy sedan crossed the most celebrated esplanade in Galicia, it sent a wave crashing against the side of the Hostal de los Reyes Católicos before stopping at its front door.


Inside, the hotel concierge peeked out the closest window and shut off the television. His last guests for the night had arrived. He stepped outside, toward the car, just as the cathedral’s bells tolled two in the morning. Just then, the driver shut off the engine to the Mercedes, turned off the lights and set the time on his watch to exactly two, as if it were a daily ritual.


“We’ve arrived in Santiago, my love.”


The woman in the passenger seat unbuckled her seat belt and stepped out into the damp evening. She breathed a sigh of relief at seeing the concierge rushing toward her with a wide black umbrella.


“Good evening, sir . . . madam,” he said in perfect English. The scent of freshly soaked earth filled the rental car’s interior. “They told us you would be arriving late.”


“Excellent, thank you.”


“Let me escort you to your suite. We’ll take care of parking the car and making sure your luggage is delivered to your room as soon as possible,” he said, smiling. “We’ve also delivered a basket of fresh fruit to your room since the kitchen is closed at this hour.”


The driver looked out across the plaza noting the harmonious atmosphere conferred on it by the stones. It was amazing how the space seemed to flawlessly bridge the divide between the fifteenth-century cathedral with its Baroque facade and the neoclassical palace in front of him.


“Tell me,” he whispered as he handed the keys and ten euros to the valet, “have they finished restoring the Pórtico de la Gloria yet?”


The concierge glanced over at the cathedral. He hated that all the scaffolding disfigured the grand old church and scared away tourists.


“No, it’s a shame, sir.” He sighed. “The newspapers say that even the experts can’t agree on how long it’ll take. But it’s sure to be a long time.”


“You think so?” the man said, shaking his head. “Even with people working around the clock?”


He motioned toward the two enormous windows over the entrance to the cathedral, beneath the colossal statue of the apostle St. James, where a powerful orange light flickered menacingly inside.


The concierge’s face paled.


Those didn’t look like any work lights he had ever seen. They flashed and flickered with an ominous orange glow. He needed to call the police. And fast.
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“Julia Ál-varez?”


It took me a moment to realize that the “monk” was pronouncing my name. It was clear he didn’t speak Spanish. And his accent didn’t sound French or English, either. To make matters worse, my first efforts to communicate with him through gestures didn’t seem to be working. Still, call it a gut feeling, but I could tell from his calm, almost timid behavior that this apparently lost stranger meant me no harm. It wouldn’t have been the first time a person on a pilgrimage here had gotten locked inside the cathedral walls. Some of the ones who came from faraway countries couldn’t understand the signs written in Spanish. Every now and then, someone would stay behind lost in prayer in one of the twenty-five smaller chapels, emerging from their meditation to find themselves trapped with no one around . . . until they eventually set off a motion detector.


Still, there was something about this man that just didn’t fit. Being so close to him made me feel odd, dizzy. And it bothered me—not just a little—that he knew my name and repeated it every time I tried to ask him a question.


When I finally dared to shine my light on him, it revealed a lithe young man of a dark complexion with slightly Asian features and a small tattoo of a snake below his right eye. His demeanor had an infinite gravity. He was roughly my height, muscular like a soldier. Even attractive.


“I’m sorry,” I said, a little embarrassed as I studied him. “You . . . can’t stay here. You should go.”


But he didn’t budge.


“Ju-lia Ál-varez?” he repeated.


I attempted to stay calm and motioned toward my work space, trying to show him the way out. I gestured for him to pick up his belongings and follow me, but only managed to make him more nervous.


“Come on. Follow me,” I said, taking his arm.


Big mistake.


The young man shook his arm free as if I’d attacked him, held his black bag tight and yelled a bloodcurdling scream, something like “Amrak!” that put me on edge.


Just then, I had a terrible thought: Is he carrying some stolen artifact in that bag? Something valuable? One of the cathedral’s treasures? And if so, how unpredictable might he be? The idea terrified me.


“Listen, calm down,” I said, pulling my cell phone out of my pocket and showing it to him. “I’m going to call for help. They’ll get us out of here, okay?”


The young man held his breath. He looked like a cornered animal.


“Juli-a Álva-rez?” he repeated.


“Nothing’s going to happen to you, okay?” I said, ignoring him. “I’m just going to dial the emergency number. See? You’ll be out of here in no time.”


But seconds passed and still the phone wouldn’t connect.


I tried a second time. Then a third. Without success. All the while, my new scary friend stared at me with a vacant expression, clutching his bag. Finally, on the fourth try, just as the call went through, the stranger bent over and placed his bag on the ground, motioning for me to look at it.


“What is it?” I asked.


He smiled. And for the second time that night, this man managed to confound me with his answer. Another name. A name I knew very well.


“Mar-tin Faber.”
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Just a few yards away, two police cars, a private security van and a fire truck raced across the Plaza de la Quintana. They had come up Calle Fonseca, following another squad car of officers who were already there monitoring the flickering lights inside the cathedral after receiving a call from the Hostal de los Reyes Católicos about a fire.


“Doesn’t look like a fire to me, Inspector Figueiras,” one officer muttered, standing outside the Puerta de Platerías, the Goldsmith’s Door, getting soaked in the rain, but never for a moment taking his eyes off the cathedral.


The inspector, a rough-hewn type, hardened by the war against drug trafficking in Galicia, looked skeptically at him. There was nothing he hated more than being caught in the rain and having his glasses fog up. Needless to say, he wasn’t in a good mood.


“And how did you come up with that brilliant assessment?”


“Well, I’ve been standing here for a while, sir, and I still haven’t seen any smoke. Plus,” he added, “doesn’t smell like anything’s burning. And you know the church is filled with all kinds of flammable stuff.”


“Has anyone called the diocese?” Antonio Figueiras asked, annoyed. He hated dealing with church officials.


“Yes, sir. They’re on their way. But they’ve told us the conservation crews often work late into the night and the lights might be theirs. Do you want us to go inside?”


Figueiras hesitated. If his men were right and there was no sign of fire other than some light flickering in the windows from time to time, then breaking the door in would only mean problems. He could already read the headlines the next morning in La Voz de Galicia: COMMUNIST COMMISSIONER DEFILES SANTIAGO CATHEDRAL. Fortunately, before he could answer, he was approached by an official in a navy blue fireman’s uniform.


“Okay, so what does the fire department have to say?” Figueiras asked him.


“Your man’s got a point, Inspector. Doesn’t look like a fire,” the assistant fire chief, a man with thick eyebrows and a catlike appearance, said confidently. “The fire alarms haven’t gone off and we checked them less than a month ago.”


“So what do we think it is?”


“Probably an electrical surge. The network in this area has been overloaded for the past half hour.”


That only managed to pique the inspector’s interest.


“Why didn’t anyone tell me about this?”


“I thought you would’ve figured that out on your own,” the firefighter said flatly, gesturing around him. “The streetlights have been out for a while now, Inspector. Only the buildings with emergency generators have any power, and the cathedral’s not one of them.”


Antonio Figueiras took off his glasses to wipe them with a handkerchief, cursing under his breath. So much for his keen sense of observation. He looked up and saw that the plaza was, in fact, barely lit by the headlights of his patrol cars. Not a single neighboring house had a light on. Only the flickering lights inside the cathedral could be seen. They seemed random, like flashes in a lightning storm.


“An area-wide power outage?” he said.


“More than likely.”


Out of the corner of his eye, despite the driving rain and the low light, Figueiras noticed the outline of a large, towering figure rushing toward the Platerías door, as though he was about to force open the lock.


“Who’s that?” he shouted.


His deputy inspector, Jiménez, just smiled.


“Oh, that guy . . . Yeah, I forgot to mention him to you. He showed up late this afternoon from some United States law enforcement agency. With an official letter. Said he’s working on a case and has to find some woman who lives in Santiago.”


“Well, what’s he doing here now?”


“Well . . . ,” Jiménez replied, “turns out the woman he’s looking for works for the Barrié Foundation, and tonight’s her shift at the cathedral. When he heard there was a fire he followed us here.”


“So what’s he doing?”


Jiménez looked over and shrugged his shoulders.


“Well, Inspector . . . It looks like he’s going inside.”
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“Stop right where you are, and put your hands up!”


The words thundered throughout the cathedral, making me lose my balance for a moment. I fell to my knees on the hard marble floor as a cold rush of wind blew in.


“Don’t move! I’m armed!”


The new voice erupted from somewhere behind the intruder in black. I’m not sure what rattled me more, hearing that outburst in perfect English or hearing the young man with the tattoo whisper the name of my husband Martin Faber. But I had no time to think. Purely on instinct, I dropped my helmet and put my hands on my head. But the young man didn’t follow my lead.


It all happened so fast . . .


The young “monk” turned on his heel, whipped off the black habit and dove behind a row of benches to his right. He wore a running suit under his garment and brandished an object that I didn’t immediately recognize.


But if his reaction startled me, it was nothing compared to the series of silent explosions along the wooden bench that sent clouds of splinters into the air.


“Julia Álvarez?”


The same voice that had ordered us to put our hands up was now pronouncing my name. His pronunciation was better than the young monk’s. I heard the voice coming from behind me, but I was so shocked by what I assumed was gunfire that I failed to be surprised that, on that night, everyone seemed to know my name.


“Get down!”


Oh, God . . .


I hit the ground hard again and managed to crawl into a confessional against a wall. What sounded like three or four thunderclaps resounded through the cathedral, followed by flashes of light. But this time, the shots were coming from the young, tattooed monk. He was armed, too!


And then, for several seconds frozen in time, everything stood still.


A deathly silence fell over the cathedral. I curled up in the fetal position with my heart threatening to pound out of my chest, not daring to breathe. I wanted to cry, but fear—a visceral, gripping terror like I had never felt—had wrapped itself around my throat. What is going on? What are they doing firing at each other in a church filled with . . . Jesus Christ! . . . filled with priceless artifacts?


It was when I looked up at the roof to find a reference point, something that could help point me toward an exit, that I saw it. It’s still hard to describe . . . In the center of the cathedral, flowing the length of the aisle from the keystone of a crypt decorated with the Eye of God, was an ethereal substance, as a translucent veil some sixty feet in the air, flashing with bolts of orange light. I’d never seen anything like it. It was like a tiny storm cloud had slipped into the cathedral and came to float exactly over the tomb of the apostle St. James.


God, would Martin love to see this, I thought.


But then my survival instincts kicked in. I had to find a way out of there.


I was about to leave my hiding place to crawl toward one of the stone columns for better cover when an enormous hand pressed down on my back, keeping my nose to the floor.


“Ms. Álvarez, don’t even think about moving,” the voice said, as his hand pressed against my ribs.


I was frozen with fear.


“My name is Nicholas Allen, ma’am. I’m a colonel with the United States military and I’ve come to rescue you.”


“To rescue me?”


Had I heard him right?


That’s when I realized that this Colonel Allen had been calling out all of his orders in an English flecked with a mild southern accent. Like Martin’s.


“Martin . . . !”


But before I could ask another question, a fresh volley of what I assumed was gunfire exploded above us, splintering the wooden confessional and ricocheting off the stone wall.


“We better get out of here, fast,” the colonel said. “He’s got a gun!”
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Antonio Figueiras’s face grew pale.


“Were those gunshots?” Everyone froze. “Holy shit, those are gunshots!”


The six police officers and two security guards next to him looked at each other, confused, as if they doubted that the hollow volley of explosions could have come from a gun’s barrel.


“That son of a bitch got himself into a gunfight inside the cathedral!” Figueiras shouted, shooting a look at Jiménez, as if he were, to blame. He whipped out his sidearm, a nine-millimeter Heckler & Koch Compact he kept under his trench coat. “We have to arrest him . . .”


Jiménez just shrugged.


“Then you’ll explain to me exactly who this character is,” Figueiras spat. “Now, cover me. I’m going in!”


Four officers followed his lead, cautiously approaching the Platerías entrance, careful to stand on either side in case someone opened fire. Three others stood guard, covering the other exits, including the nearby Puerta Santa, the Holy Door, located behind the main altar. The driving rain was blinding and made it almost impossible to see the cream-colored awnings of the nearby Otero jewelry store. Moreover, the darkness caused by the blackout gave the oldest entrance to the cathedral a haunting feel. Almost sinister. The Old Testament scenes depicted above it didn’t help: the statue of an adulterous woman holding her lover’s severed head, famous among those who make the pilgrimage as a warning of divine justice. The scene of Adam and Eve being cast out of the Garden of Eden. And on the spandrels of the main archway, glistening in the rain, the angels of the apocalypse sounding their trumpets.


“What did you say this character’s name was?” Figueiras whispered as he leaned against one of the archway’s fluted columns.


“Nicholas Allen, Inspector. He flew in from Washington on a chartered flight to the Santiago airport.”


“And they let him through customs with a weapon?”


“Looks like it, sir. He must have had high-level clearance.”


“Well, I don’t give a shit who the hell he is, you hear me? Go back to the car and call for backup. Tell them to send an ambulance . . . and a helicopter! Have them land it in the Plaza del Obradoiro and send another unit to cover the northern exit. Go!”


Jiménez withdrew to carry out his orders. Figueiras’s plan—unless things went awry—was just to hang tight, cover the exits and wait for the American to show his face so they could arrest him. Better that no one should have to fire another shot.


So much for the best-laid plans . . .


Three powerful, hollow thuds caught everyone by surprise. Then just overhead, along the so-called Treasury façade, which runs from the Platerías door all the way to the Caballos fountain, a window shattered into a thousand pieces.


“What the hell . . . !”


Figueiras barely had time to look up. Above them, past falling shards of glass, he saw a scene that left him dumbstruck: the wiry silhouette of a man with an athletic build, his hair tied into a long ponytail and clutching something under his arm, leaped along the five-hundred-year-old rooftop, trailed by a cloud of strange, luminous dust.


The inspector, an atheist raised by leftist Spanish communists, felt the blood drain from his face, and shouted only a single phrase from his mother’s native language.


“O demo!”


The devil.
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When I finally left the cathedral, I was doused by a curtain of rain. The storm had plunged the street into total darkness and only lightning flashes lit the doorways of nearby homes. I felt stunned, like I’d lost the hearing in my left ear, and I couldn’t keep my arms and legs from shaking. It felt good to be soaked through by the rain. It reminded me that I was alive . . . and that anything could still happen. I clung to the sea of smells that washed over me—the smell of moss, of soaked earth, of wood burning in nearby chimneys. That and the rhythmic pounding of the rain helped calm my heart.


Not everyone was as lucky.


The man who led me out of the cathedral was raging. I could hear him arguing with someone who was waiting for him just outside the door. Luckily, someone quickly got me away from him. Two firefighters whisked me to an arcade to shelter me from the incessant rain, and then covered me with a blanket.


“Look!” one of them said as a nearby streetlamp flickered. “The power’s back.”


The firefighters thoughtfully brought me a plastic chair and a bottle of water that I downed in seconds.


“Don’t worry, miss. You’ll be all right.”


“Will I?”


The stress of this recent commotion, combined with nine uninterrupted hours of tedious work, should have shown on my face. Maybe it sounds superficial, but I instinctively looked for a place to check my reflection. I guess I was trying to busy my mind with something, anything, other than monks, gunshots and mysteriously glowing thunderclouds. And for at least a little while, it worked. The glass door of the only café still open at this time of night was all I needed to see the sorry shape I was in. There, in the reflection, was a girl with wild, tangled hair who seemed totally out of place. Her flame of red hair barely showed its usual fire in this dim, fading light, and her piercing green eyes faded into dark circles that made me shudder.


What have you gotten yourself into, Julia?


What worried me most about my reflection was what I didn’t see: suddenly I’d lost all my muscle tone. And I must have slammed hard into something during the commotion, because my upper back ached as if I’d fallen off my scaffolding . . .


The scaffolding!


I prayed that the gunshots hadn’t knocked anything loose. My work space was set up just below it, all the data from my experiments cocooned in that hard drive.


“The police will want to talk with you,” the nearest of the firefighters said. “Wait right here, okay?”


A cop wrapped in a beige trench coat, dripping wet and desperately trying to wipe the moisture off his white thick-framed glasses, trudged over, grumbling under his breath as he greeted me half heartedly. He dried his hands on the back of his coat and reached out to shake my hand with a rather stiff formality.


“Good evening, miss,” he said. “My name is Antonio Figueiras of the Santiago police department. Are you okay?”


I nodded.


“This whole situation is a little . . .” He hesitated. “A little embarrassing for us. The man who rushed you out of the cathedral said you were ambushed. He told us in his broken Spanish that you’re Julia Álvarez—is that right?” I nodded and the annoyed inspector continued. “Look, it’s my job to question you immediately about all this, but this character—he works for the U.S. government—says he has something important he needs to discuss with you.”


“The colonel?”


The inspector looked surprised to hear Nicholas Allen’s rank. He seemed to process the information before nodding his head. “That’s right. Do you mind speaking with him first? If you do, I could always—”


“No, no, not at all. As a matter of fact, I have a few questions for him, too.”


The inspector called him over.


I saw Nicholas Allen emerge from a car parked at the far end of the plaza and make his way toward me. When I saw him in the light for the first time, I was a little surprised. He was about six feet tall, about fifty years old, and had the demeanor of a perfect gentleman. His suit had been crumpled in the fracas, but his designer tie and crisply starched shirt still gave him an air of distinction. He carried a leather briefcase and pulled up a chair next to me before greeting me again.


“You can’t imagine how glad I am that I got to you when I did, Ms. Álvarez,” he said with a sigh of relief, reaching out to hold my hands.


“Do we . . . know each other?”


The colonel turned his face toward the light, as if pretending to model his face for me. But up close, I could see an alarming scar running the length of his brow and disappearing beneath his slicked-back salt-and-pepper hair.


“Well, I know you,” he said. “I was a friend of your husband’s. He and I worked together on several government projects, long before the two of you met. And since . . . well, let’s say I’ve followed your careers.”


Something about the colonel’s admission caught me off guard. I’d never heard Martin mention this man. For a moment, I wondered whether I should bring up the monk—or whatever he was—who had mentioned Martin to me. But I decided to hear the colonel out first.


“I need to ask you some important questions. But I think you and I should have this conversation in private,” Allen said, shooting a sideways look at Inspector Figueiras, who was lurking a couple of feet away.


“Whatever you think is best,” I said, shrugging my shoulders.


“Great, just let the inspector know and we’ll get to it,” he said, smiling.


I hesitated for a second, but my curiosity had gotten the better of me. I walked over to the disheveled-looking inspector and asked him for a few minutes alone with Allen. He agreed, even though he looked uneasy about it.


“Thank you,” the colonel whispered.


We ducked inside the nearby La Quintana café, where the staff was buzzing about, recovering from the recent blackout and hoping to close soon. The espresso machine whirred in the background while the remaining waiter sat us near the back.


“Julia . . .” He sounded hesitant. “I know you and Martin met in 2000, when he made the Way of St. James pilgrimage. That he left everything for you. His work. His parents. That you were married near London and—”


“Wait a minute,” I said. “You want to ask me about Martin after everything else we’ve just been through?”


“That’s right. He’s the reason I’m here. Well, he and that man I saved you from tonight.”


The waiter brought us cups of coffee.


He continued. “Tell me, when was the last time you spoke to your husband?”


“A month ago. He was in a mountainous region in Turkey, gathering data for a study on climate change.”


“Near Mt. Ararat?”


“How did you know?”


“I know a lot more than that, ma’am,” he said, pulling an iPad out of his briefcase and setting it in front of me as the screen came to life. “Your husband is in serious danger. He’s been kidnapped.”





8


“What are you waiting for? Send me that information immediately!”


Despite his sloppy appearance and lack of social graces, the inspector wasn’t the type of man to sit around waiting for things to happen. He hung up the phone hastily even before the person on the other end could even answer. It was bad enough that some foreign cop was interviewing his only witness to the shooting in the cathedral and had a better idea of what was going on than he did. But after an enlightening conversation with the dean of the cathedral while his men picked up shell casings and noted the damage to the sacred building, Inspector Figueiras had a much better idea about who Julia Álvarez was.


Father Fornés described her as strong-willed—perhaps even too much so. She wasn’t much for church dogma and, in Fornés’s opinion, might have let herself stray into pagan ideas. “‘Spiritual,’ New Age–y, that kind of thing,” the priest said, unsolicited. “But I will tell you, she’s the best there is at her job. I know that girl is going to make a huge discovery one day.”


What surprised Figueiras most about the conversation was the revelation that Julia Álvarez was married to an American.


That’s why he had called the police station and asked them to send him everything they could find out about the couple. Figueiras was focused on the portable computer in his patrol car when he felt the beating of helicopter blades pulsing through the air and rattling the windows of every building in the plaza. He’d almost forgotten his impulsive order to call for his only helicopter in the driving rain. He barely had time to regret it when the chief of police called.


“We have that information you asked for,” he said. “First off, we don’t have anything on Julia Álvarez. She’s got no prior arrests. Not even a parking ticket. But we do know she has a doctorate in art history and wrote a book on the Way of St. James pilgrimage. But that’s about all we found.”


“Her husband, however, is a lot more interesting. Martin Faber is a climatologist. One of the best, Figueiras. Actually, no one really understands why he lives here. In 2006, the United Nations awarded him a prize after he published a study on the melting permafrost in the European and Asian mountain ranges. And all of his predictions seem to be coming true. This guy’s well respected, Inspector. The interesting thing, though, is that he studied at Harvard and was recruited by the National Security Agency, where he worked until he married Julia Álvarez and retired here with her.”


“Her husband is a spy?”


“Technically? Yes,” the chief said, lowering his voice, “but the bad part is the rest of his file is labeled ‘classified.’”


“How convenient . . .”


The inspector’s eyes came alive behind his white-rimmed glasses. How convenient, indeed, that the man interrogating his witness and her husband both worked for the same intelligence agency, the NSA. There’s something big going on here, he decided.


“Do we know when they got married, Chief?”


“I haven’t been able to find it yet. But when I looked in the register of US citizens living in Spain, I noticed they were married in Great Britain. And there’s a pretty interesting little fact in their customs file . . .”


“On with it, Chief!”


“Well, it seems they lived in London for a year, working on something that was a complete departure for the both of them. They were antique dealers. But after moving here, they sold everything. Except for two Elizabethan-era stones, which they declared when they moved into the country.”


“Two stones?”


“Two ancient relics. Strange, right?”
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The images flashing before my eyes seemed unreal. It was like something out of a brutal Gulf War movie. It was almost too hard to watch, yet I couldn’t look away—because I instantly recognized the film’s main character, dressed in an orange prison jumpsuit, whose face filled the entire screen. Oh, God . . . I recognized his sharp features; the profile of his face; the big, strong hands that were now bound; and that look he got on his face when something had gone terribly wrong. And I knew immediately I couldn’t watch any more.


“What . . . is this?” I pleaded.


The colonel froze the video.


“It’s a ‘proof of life,’ Ms. Álvarez. It was found last week in the northeastern part of the Anatolia region of Turkey. As you can see, it shows—”


“My husband, I know,” I said, stopping him from saying anything I could not bear to hear, as my throat tightened. I wordlessly fingered the gold wedding band on my ring finger, fighting back tears. “Who’s done this? Why . . . ? What do they want from him?”


“Please, try to stay calm.”


“Calm? How can you expect me to stay calm?”


The waiter glanced our way as I shouted at the colonel, my eyes swimming with tears and an invisible hand squeezing the breath out of my chest. He gently took my hands as the waiter disappeared into the next room.


“I’ll answer all of your questions, Ms. Álvarez, as much as the US government knows. But I need you to try to stay calm and answer my questions too, okay?”


I couldn’t make a sound. My eyes just kept going back to Martin’s frozen image on the screen. He was almost unrecognizable. Days’ worth of stubble on his face, his hair matted, his skin covered in sun blisters. An ocean of remorse washed over me, threatening to drown me. How could I have been so stupid? Why did I let him make that trip alone? The memory of our last conversation flashed in my mind. It was just before he left for Kars, near Ararat. For five years, he’d used me to help him with his experiments. Finally, I told him I wouldn’t do it anymore.


“Not even for love?” he said, surprised at my anger.


“No . . . not even for love!”


Now I was regretting my decision. Was I the one who got him into such danger?


“First thing you should know is that a terrorist group has claimed responsibility for his kidnapping,” Allen said, oblivious to my thoughts. “The Kurdistan Workers’ Party, an illegal Marxist faction that’s been at war with the Turkish government for decades. The good news”—and he grinned as he said it—“is that they have a long history of kidnapping hikers and returning them safely. The not-so-good news is that in this case, they’ve been very careful and left no traces of their whereabouts. Not even our satellites have been able to find them.”


“Sat . . . ellites?” I said, chocking back my sobs.


“Our government has come to you as a last resort, Ms. Álvarez,” he said. “Before Martin met you, he worked on some very important projects for our country. He knows sensitive information that cannot fall into the wrong hands. That’s why I’m here. To help you find him, but also so you can help us. Do you understand?”


“I’m not sure.”


A wave of realization engulfed me. Martin had never said much to me about his time in Washington. He barely mentioned that part of his life. It’s like there was something about it he just wanted to forget, like an old girlfriend you just don’t mention to your new wife. Then Nicholas Allen brought me back to the present by turning the conversation toward something I couldn’t have imagined.


“Now, I need you to watch the rest of the tape,” he said.


“What?”


“I’m not showing this to you to torture you, believe me. I need you to help us decipher a message your husband sent you.”


“To me? In the video?”


A slight tremor shot through my tired hands.


“Yes, a message to you.”


The device came back to life, bathing the back corner of the café in a bluish glow. Colonel Allen slid his finger across the touch screen and the video jumped to minute seven. I clasped both hands to my stomach, as if that would help me control my emotions. When the screen showed my husband’s emaciated face, frozen in time, I prepared myself for the worst.


The first sounds were from a man’s voice with a broken English accent.


“I said, say your name!”


The voice was hostile, impatient, and came from somewhere off-screen.


“Didn’t you hear me? Your name!”


Martin raised his tired face, as if he’d finally heard the order.


“My name is Martin Faber. I’m a scientist—”


“Do you have a message for your loved ones?”


My poor husband nodded. His inquisitor hissed his orders, venom dripping with every syllable accentuated in Russian, as if he’d just walked off the set of The Hunt for Red October. Martin fixed his gaze straight ahead, as if he were talking directly to me and we were the only ones in the room.


“Julia,” he said, speaking to me in Spanish, my native language. “We may never see each other again . . . And if I don’t get out of this alive, I want you to remember me as a happy man, a man who found his other half at your side . . .”


A single restless tear rolled down my cheek. And I saw his hands tightly grasp the symbol of our love. The object that had given our lives—or mine, at least—an unexpected purpose. With his voice trembling and the sound cutting in and out, he continued.


“If you squander your remaining time, all will be lost. The discoveries we made together. The world that opened up to us. All of it. Fight for me. Use your gift. And though others may strive to steal what was ours, keep envisioning a way for these two halves to be made whole again—”


The video ended abruptly.


“There’s nothing else?” I said, feeling as if the wind had been knocked out of me.


“No.”


I was confused, my mind spinning. And Colonel Allen, who hadn’t stopped holding my hands, gripped them tighter.


“I’m sorry,” he said, whispering still lower, “I’m truly sorry.”


As Martin’s words were still ordering themselves in my mind, the colonel, whose intentions I wasn’t completely clear on, asked me a question so unexpected that it only managed to confuse me further.


“Ms. Álvarez,” he asked, “what gift was your husband referring to?”
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Miguel Pazos and Jaime Mirás had only been working at the Santiago de Compostela police department for a year after whisking through the police academy with stellar grades. They loved their job, in the county seat, with the largest tourist population in northern Spain, even though almost nothing worth mentioning ever happened there.
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