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This is for Easa








The world was never as worthy
 as on the day that the Song of Songs
 was given to the people;
 for all the writings are holy,
 whereas the Song of Songs is
 the holiest of the holy.

—RABBI AKIVA, FIRST CENTURY CE









[image: image]


[image: image]










 




In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth.

But God was not a single being; he did not reign over the universe alone. He ruled with his companion, who was his beloved.

And thus in the first book of Moses, called Genesis, God said, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness,” as he is speaking to his other half, his wife. For creation is a miracle that occurs most perfectly when the union of male and female principles is present. And the Lord God said, “Behold that man has become one of us.”

And the book of Moses says, “Thus God created man in his own image, male and female created he them.”

How could it be that God created female in his own image if he did not have a female image? But this he does, and she was first called Athiret, and this name meant She Who Treads Upon the Sea. But it is not only the seas of our earth that this refers to. It is also upon the sea of stars, the band of light we call the Milky Way.

She treads on the stars as this is her domain, for she is the Queen of Heaven.

And she became known by many names, and one of these is Stella Maris, the Star of the Sea. She is the Mer Maid, for mer means both love and sea, and this is why the water is often seen as a symbol of her compassionate wisdom.

Another symbol used to represent her is a circle of stars that dance around a central sun, the female essence enveloping the male in her love. Where you see this symbol, you will know that the spirit of all that is divine in femininity is present.

Later, Athiret of the Sea and Stars became known in the Hebrew as Asherah, our Divine Mother, and the Lord became known as El, our Heavenly Father.

And so it was that El and Asherah desired to experience their great and holy love in a more expressive physical form and to share such blessedness with the children they would create. Each soul who was created was matched, given a twin made from the same essence. In the book called Genesis, this is told in the allegory of Adam’s twin being created from his rib, which is to say his own essence, as she is flesh of his flesh and bone of his bone, spirit of his spirit.


Then God said, as it is told through Moses, “And they shall become as one flesh.”

Thus the hieros-gamos was created, the sacred marriage of trust and consciousness that unites the beloveds into One. This is our most holy gift from our father and mother in heaven. For when we come together in the bridal chamber, we find the divine union that El and Asherah wished for all of their earthly children to experience in the light of pure joy and the essence of true love.

For those with ears to hear, let them hear it.

 

EL AND ASHERAH, AND THE HOLY ORIGINS OF
 HIEROS-GAMOS, FROM THE BOOK OF LOVE, 
AS PRESERVED IN THE LIBRO ROSSO









PROLOGUE




La Beauce, France
 AD 390

Heavy beeswax candles dripped along the perimeter of the cavern, illuminating the cramped meeting space. The small community prayed with soft devotion, following the lead of the ethereal woman who stood before them at the stone altar. She finished the prayer and held the treasure of her people before her, an aged manuscript, bound in leather.

“The Book of Love. The only true words of the Lord.”

Candlelight glinted off the copper-gold hair of Lady Modesta as she kissed the book. The faithful in attendance responded in unison.

“For those with ears to hear.”

A reverential silence ensued, as if the words from the Book could not be followed with common talk. It was one of the young men, a devout and earnest follower named Severin, who broke the peace within the sacred environment.

“How fares our brother Potentian?”

Modesta answered, her voice as calm and lyrical as when she prayed. “I was able to see him in prison today and bring him bread. He is well. His faith is unshakable, as ours must be.”

Severin could not control his growing agitation, despite his best efforts to overcome the fear that swelled within. “You say he is well, but for how long? Rome kills more of our people as heretics each day. They will come for all of us next.”

There was a hesitant, murmured agreement in the little community. But Modesta, both wise and patient, never missed an opportunity to teach the truths that she held close.

“It is indeed a sad time when the persecuted become the persecutors. Christians suffered so many years of torture, and yet now they save their greatest violence for each other. We must forgive them for they know not what they do.”

Modesta’s sentence was punctuated by a sharp whistle at the mouth of the cavern. Too late, the lady and her congregation realized that they had been discovered by the very men from whom they were hiding.

Within moments, the tranquility of the religious gathering was shattered by chaos as a retinue of armed men burst forth through the only opening in the cave. No escape would be possible. These soldiers were all identically dressed, in dark robes and full hoods that covered their heads completely, with sinister slits where their eyes would be. Their leader stepped forward and removed his hood, revealing a shaved head and a carved wooden crucifix at his neck. Focused on Modesta, he spat out his contempt of a female leader while quoting from the epistles of Paul.

“Permit no woman to teach, but to keep silent. Lady Modesta of La Beauce, you are under arrest for heresy.”

Modesta eyed him calmly and with recognition. “Brother Timothy. You come for me, and I will go with you. But leave these innocent people in peace.”

The distressed young Severin panicked at the prospect of losing their leader and jumped forward to block Brother Timothy’s advance. “You will not take her!”

Hooded men flooded forward. Modesta took the distraction as an opportunity to maneuver the sacred book behind her back and out of sight of her accuser. She did not yet realize how grave the danger was to her followers. A woman devoted to the essence of love and compassion cannot fathom the minds of violent men quite so quickly.


The hooded militia drew their weapons and began to make use of them without hesitation. A double-edged sword plunged first through the heart of Severin; his life burst forth from the wound, baptizing the congregation in his blood.

Chaos transformed the small space as the remaining faithful attempted to scatter, the terrible realization of their predicament now a full reality. Their exit was blocked by the ruthless violence of an attacking force that showed no mercy for the remaining congregation.

“Madeleine!”

Modesta searched for her child in the melee, but the little girl was already running to reach her mother on the altar. Uncommonly petite at eight years old, Madeleine appeared much younger, which Modesta prayed would be to her advantage.

She had to save her child. She had to save the Book.

Hugging the girl close, Modesta hid the treasure in the folds of Madeleine’s dress, pulling her cape over the garment to create further cover. She yelled over the chaos to Brother Timothy.

“Stop! Stop! I will go with you. Please, no more bloodshed.”

There was nothing left to stop. The hooded soldiers had slaughtered all the others in attendance, leaving the cavern floor drenched with the blood of the innocent faithful. Brother Timothy sniffed with distaste as he stepped fastidiously over a blood-soaked corpse on the way to capture his quarry.

“Spare the life of this little child,” Modesta pleaded with him. “You are a man of God. You cannot visit the sins of the fathers upon the children.”

“Is she yours?”

“No. She is of the peasantry, and simple.”

Brother Timothy stepped forward to run a lock of the child’s dark brown hair through his fingers.

“She does not have the unholy hair that is the mark of your kind. If she did, I would kill her myself. But a female peasant child is hardly worth the effort. Let her go.”

He dismissed the girl with a wave and turned his back on the females to assess the carnage.


Modesta hugged Madeleine as the little girl clutched her hands against her tiny body, holding on to the concealed book for dear life. Realizing this time with her daughter would be her last, Modesta whispered in her ear. “Be not afraid, Madeleine. I will love you again. The time returns.”

She kissed her daughter quickly and sent the little girl running out of the cavern, watching her go with a tragic mix of maternal pride and unutterable heartbreak.

 

“My beloved. I would give anything if it were not you in that cell.”

Potentian grasped at the bars that separated him from his wife. His time in prison had taken its toll, and he was wasted to flesh and bones. His face and hair were filthy, but to Modesta, he was the most beautiful man in the world. She wished only that she could touch him, but they were both bound and the distance between them in the dank prison was too great.

“And yet we are together, which is a blessing in any form. Do not fear death, my love. We cannot, as we know it is not the end.”

Potentian was desperate. “Do not give up. You are kinswoman to Bishop Martin of Tours. We can petition his intervention. He can stop this!”

Modesta sighed her resignation. “My blessed cousin has been unsuccessful in saving heretics, much as he has tried. The Church is most determined to be rid of us, and quickly. Brother Timothy will see us dead before sunset tomorrow.”

“And what will become of our Madeleine?”

“She was spared in the massacre. I had to deny her, to say she was not ours. Thanks be to God that it is your coloring she has, or our mourning would be beyond bearing. She will go to my brother. You know he will protect her.”

“And the Book? Is it safe?”

“Madeleine hid it in her cloak. She was so brave.”


His expression in the low candlelight was full of admiration. “She takes after her mother. By saving the Book, she will be the savior of us all. The teachings of the Way will continue.”

Modesta nodded her agreement, before musing out loud.

“The truth is once again saved by a girl child. So has it always been, so shall it ever be.”

 

A somber crowd gathered on the ancient hilltop for the execution, where an ominous wooden chopping block perched atop the scaffold. Two axes leaned against the block, crossed in an X formation.

Side by side with hands bound behind them, Modesta and Potentian trudged up the hill. They were surrounded by heavily armed and hooded men, who goaded them to move faster. Modesta’s once glorious hair had been hacked off, harshly and unevenly, to expose her delicate neck to the blade that would separate it from her body.

Potentian looked at her, his heart filled with love and sadness. “We shall die as we have taught and lived. Together.”

Modesta returned the expression. “And we shall come back to teach together again. As God wills and the time is determined.”

Potentian slowed his pace to prolong their precious time together. His wife matched his stride to stay as close to him as possible in these minutes. He whispered his final request.

“Will you sing it for me? One last time?”

Modesta smiled at him, the final earthly gift she could give to her beloved, and began to sing in her sweet voice:


I have loved thee a long time,

Always, I will not forget thee…

I have loved thee forever,

God has made us one for the other



As Modesta completed her song, a muscular man with a reddish glint to his hair emerged from the crowd and came toward them, holding Madeleine safely in his arms. Catching a glimpse of her daughter, Modesta froze. Potentian, following the gaze of his wife, stopped beside her. They did not dare acknowledge the child, but in that moment there was a profound exchange of love and loss between this little family.

Madeleine looked at her mother intently, with wisdom well beyond that of any eight-year-old, and nodded. The slightest hint of a smile played at her lips. Her mother, proud and relieved in this terrible moment, managed to smile back just as a hooded guard pushed her roughly from behind and toward the scaffold. Modesta leaned close to her husband and whispered.

“Both of our treasures are safe.”

A guard on either side of the chopping block approached to position the prisoners. Modesta asked her question loud enough for the crowd to hear.

“Good sirs, will you allow us just one moment to pray together?”

The guards looked over to where the baleful Brother Timothy stood, squirming in anticipation of the coming spectacle. He was entrapped. As a man of the Church he could not deny a prayer request.

“The Church is merciful and will allow a brief prayer if the heretics wish to repent.”

Modesta moved to her husband, turning her face up to him for the final time. In this moment, there was no scaffold, no axe, no terrible injustice. There was only love as they repeated the most sacred prayer of their people in soft unison.


I have loved you before,

I love you today,

And I will love you again.

The time returns.



Modesta reached up to touch her lips to those of her beloved in one soft, ultimate kiss.

“Enough!”

Brother Timothy’s ire shattered the moment. Angry now, the guards ripped the couple apart and pushed them to their knees, side by side at the block.

With the deep calm that comes from knowing that only God awaits, both Modesta and Potentian lowered their heads to the block. They continued to pray softly in unison as the first axe fell with a sickening thud. The second followed a moment later.

The crowd did not stir. The sense of mourning and tragedy was thick in the atmosphere. It was not the celebrated execution of heretics that Brother Timothy had hoped for. He allowed his unpopular perspective to ring out: “Let this be a warning to all that heresy will not be tolerated in the Holy Roman Empire!”

The townsfolk dispersed in the wake of this harsh cautionary instruction, faces solemn and more than a little afraid. Brother Timothy ignored them all. He approached the chopping block to address the executioners.

“Do not leave any martyr’s relics for the heretics to mourn over. Throw them in the depths of the well. It’s the closest I can come to sending them to Hell myself.”

Brother Timothy took a long, satisfied look at Modesta’s mutilated body as the executioners began their grim task. Obsession overcame his face as he pulled something out of the pocket of his robe surreptitiously: a lock of Modesta’s vivid red hair.

With their shepherdess dead, the sheep would be easy to control.

He shoved the fetish back in his pocket and walked through Modesta’s pooled blood without looking back.












CHAPTER ONE




New York City
 present day

Maureen Paschal, ensconced in the six-hundred-thread-count luxury of the Manhattan hotel room provided by her publisher, thrashed about in the oversized bed. As restless in her sleep as she was in her waking life, Maureen had not slept through the night for nearly two years. Since the unfolding of supernatural events that had led her to discover the secret gospel of Mary Magdalene, Maureen was a woman haunted, both in her sleep and in her waking.

When she was fortunate enough to doze for several consecutive hours, she was plagued by dreams—some surreal and symbolic, others vivid and literal. In the most disturbing of these recurring dreams she encountered Jesus Christ, and he spoke cryptically of her promise to search for a secret book written in his own divine hand, something he referred to as “the Book of Love.” In her waking hours, Maureen was tormented by these dreamtime experiences; the Book of Love had thus far proved completely elusive. There were no traceable historical references to such a document other than a handful of vague legends that emerged in France in the Middle Ages, before disappearing completely. She had no idea where to begin her quest to fulfill this promise and find such a phantom. She wasn’t even sure what it was. And to date, her Lord was not forthcoming with any clues that would assist her in this search.

Maureen prayed fervently every night that she would not fail in the mission given to her, and that she would somehow be guided to find the starting point for such a strange journey. The supernatural events of her life over the past few years were all the proof she needed that such divinely inspired magic existed all around her. She would just need to be patient in her faith, and wait.

Tonight, her prayers would be answered as the first clue surfaced in the bizarre and surreal world of her dreaming.

 

The mist of evening fell gray and heavy on the ancient ruins. Maureen walked through them slowly, thick with the dream and the fog. She was in a monastery of great antiquity, or what was left of it after centuries of desolation. A crumbling wall to her right was once a majestic masterpiece of architecture; it now held the shell of what had been a stained glass window, the Gothic style that is cut into stone as a rose with six petals. The last of the light filtered through tree branches before reaching the skeleton of the ruined window and illuminating the space where Maureen stood. She continued on to where soaring Gothic arches remained, connected to nothing as the walls they once upheld had long ago been reduced to rubble. They were disconnected remnants of a faded and former glory. Once the hallmark of an exquisite and majestic nave, the arches were left now, spare and alone, like haunted doorways to the past.

The last vestiges of light appeared to follow her through this threshold as she emerged into the wreckage of an ancient courtyard. The iridescent beams illuminated a porous stone sculpture of the madonna and child set into the niche of a cobbled wall.

Moving to the sculpture, Maureen ran her fingers gently, curiously, over the cool stone face of the lovely little madonna, who was no more than a child herself in this portrayal. Tradition indicated that the Virgin was a young teenager when she conceived, so perhaps this childlike image was not so unusual. And yet this madonna, with her enigmatic little smile, appeared more like an eight-or nine-year-old girl holding a baby. And the infant was also carved in an unusual way. He appeared to be squirming out of the girl’s hands and smiling with the mischief of it all. The sculpture looked more like that of an elder sister attempting to contain her baby brother than that of a mother and her child. Maureen was considering this strange portrayal when the statue spoke to her in the sweet voice of a young girl.

“I am not who you think I am.”

In the hallucinogenic and imaginary world of the dream state, it is not unusual for a statue to speak, or even to giggle, as this one did now. Maureen responded, “Then who are you?”

The little girl giggled again—or was it the baby? It was impossible to tell as the sounds were blending together now with the low drone of a church bell tolling through the abbey.

“You will know me soon enough,” the child said. “I have much to teach you.”

Maureen looked at the statue closely, and then at the stone wall of the niche, then at the ruined arches, trying to take in the details of the abbey. “Where are we?”

The child did not answer. Maureen continued to move through the grounds, stepping carefully through overgrowth and around the large hunks of ruined stone. The moon was rising now, full and bright in the darkening sky. She caught the lunar beams glittering in what appeared to be a pool of water just ahead. Enticed, she moved toward it, through the space in a ruined wall and across the crumbling stone threshold to where the water awaited her. It was a well, or a cistern, wide enough for several men to bathe in at once. Leaning over to gaze at her shimmering reflection in the water, Maureen was struck by the feeling of fathomless depth. This well was sacred and ran deep into the earth.

The little girl spoke again. “In your reflection, you will find what you seek.”

Maureen’s reflection shifted, and for a brief moment she saw another image, not her own. She reached in to touch the water, and as she did so, the copper ring on her right hand slipped off and fell down into the well.


Maureen screamed.

The ring was her most prized possession. It was an ancient relic from Jerusalem that had been given to her during her search for Mary Magdalene. The size and shape of a penny, it was engraved with an ancient stellar pattern of nine stars set in a circle around a central sun. The pattern was worn by the earliest Christians to remind them that they were not separate from God, and to correlate with the line in the Lord’s Prayer “on earth as it is in heaven.” The ring was a material symbol of Maureen’s newfound faith. That it had fallen irretrievably into the black depth of the water was as heartbreaking as it was shocking.

Kneeling down at the stone edge of the well, Maureen searched, desperate to see if she could catch a glimpse of the ring somewhere within. It was hopeless. She had been right about the depth—it was utterly fathomless. Rising slowly to her feet in resignation, she caught a sudden glimmer of something flashing in the water. Splash! An enormous fish, a type of trout glittering with golden scales, leaped from the water in the well, then back into the depths. Maureen waited to see if the remarkable fish would return. Another splash split the water, and the trout leaped in the air again, this time seeming to move in slow motion. Protruding from the fish’s mouth was her copper ring.

Maureen gasped as the fish turned in her direction. He released the ring and sent it sailing toward her. Holding out her hand, she felt the ring drop safely in her open palm. She closed her hand tightly around it and clutched it to her heart, grateful that it had been retrieved by the magical fish, which subsequently retreated into the depths of the well. The water went still, and once again, the magic was gone.

Returning the ring to her right hand, Maureen carefully peered into the well one final time to see if there were any more miracles to be had in this strange monastery. The water was quite still, and then the tiniest ripple broke the surface. A wave of golden light began to suffuse the well and the area surrounding it. As she looked into the water, an image began to take shape. The scene was a beautiful valley, lush and green with trees and flowers. She watched as a rain of golden drops fell from the sky, gilding everything in the vision. Soon the valley was flowing with rivers of gold, and the trees were covered with it. Everything glittered all around her with the rich warm light of liquid ore.

In the distance she heard the girlish voice, the same that had emanated from the impish little madonna.

“Do you seek the Book of Love? Then welcome to the Vale of Gold. Here you will find what you seek.”

The sweet giggle was heard once again, as the vision faded, returning Maureen once and for all to the darkened ruins of a mysterious abbey in the moonlight. It was the last thing she heard before the alarm went off in the twenty-first century, returning her to a predawn New York City.

 

Early morning network television is not for the faint of heart.

The tap on Maureen’s hotel suite door at precisely 4:00 a.m. was the hair and makeup artist who had been hired to prepare her for an interview on one of the popular national morning shows. Thankfully, the woman was sympathetic to Maureen’s sleeplessness and had the presence of mind to alert room service to the need for coffee before making her way upstairs.

Maureen Paschal was in New York on the heels of her international best-selling novel, The Truth Against the World: The Secret Gospel of Mary Magdalene. Based on her own life experiences, the book merged Maureen’s personal journey of discovery with the often shocking revelations of Mary Magdalene’s life as the most beloved disciple of Jesus. Although she was an accomplished journalist and successful nonfiction author, Maureen had elected to write this book as fiction, which in itself was the subject of controversy. The press was relentlessly skeptical, even mocking. Why, if this story was based in fact, did she decide to write it as fiction?

Maureen’s answer to this perpetual question, while honest, was unsatisfying to the ravenous international press. She answered the same questions on talk shows the world over, explained as patiently as her increasingly frayed nerves would allow that she had to protect her sources for reasons of their safety, and her own. When she recounted how her own life had been endangered during the search for this ancient treasure, she was widely ridiculed and accused of exaggerating, even lying, for the sake of publicity.

In the press whirlwind that followed The Truth Against the World, all semblance of peace and privacy in her life had evaporated. Maureen was exposed to every kind of public scrutiny—the good, the bad, and the truly awful. She received both commendations for her courage and death threats for her blasphemy, with just about every other reaction in between.

Nevertheless, The Truth Against the World had captured the popular imagination. While critics and the press found attacking Maureen made sensational copy, a growing worldwide readership was responding to the achingly human story of the life of Jesus as told from the perspective of Mary Magdalene. Maureen was unapologetic in insisting that Jesus and Mary Magdalene were legally husband and wife, that they had children, and that they ministered together—and that none of these things in any way diminished the divinity of Jesus. The values of love, faith, forgiveness, and community were the cornerstones of Jesus’ teachings, and yet the attacks against her book in the name of religion dismissed or overlooked her real message in order to focus on its controversial messenger. During her research, Maureen had almost been killed by those who wished this gospel’s message to remain secret, so she needed no one to assure her of its authenticity.

Still, Maureen was happy that her book was proving to be popular with men and women the world over who felt they had been let down by traditional religious institutions that were more focused on politics, power, economics, and even war than they were on true spirituality.

Maureen was satisfied with the book and with the story as she had told it, and she was certainly fulfilled by the flood of supportive mail that she received from around the globe. Each letter she received from a reader who emphasized that “Mary Magdalene brought me back to Jesus” fortified her and increased her own faith. Yet she struggled daily with the responsibility of communicating the true story of Mary Magdalene as she had discovered it in a way that would do justice to the material, to reach still more people who remained skeptical. This was the reason for her appearance on television this morning.

While the press junket around her book had been something of a circus, Maureen had higher hopes for this morning’s interview. The producers had done due diligence, interviewing her extensively in advance, asking truly intelligent questions, and even sending a camera crew to her home in Los Angeles for background information. If nothing else, she believed that this time there was at least a chance that the questions asked of her would be fair and informed.

She was not disappointed. The interview was conducted by one of the show’s anchors, a national personality known for her intelligence and poise. She could be tough, but she was fair. And she had done her own homework, which impressed Maureen.

The setup for the piece showed photographs of Maureen around the world, doing research on the life of Mary Magdalene. Here she was on the Via Dolorosa in Jerusalem, here she was climbing the peak of Montségur in southwestern France. These images created the lead-in to the first question.

“Maureen, you write about an alleged lost gospel of Mary Magdalene that was discovered in the south of France, and the cultures in France that believe Mary Magdalene settled there following the crucifixion. Yet you have been attacked by highly regarded biblical scholars here in America who insist that there is no evidence of any of this. They insist that there is no proof that Mary Magdalene was ever even in France. How do you respond to them?”

Maureen was grateful for the question. Newspapers and magazines always gave scholars the last word. Virtually every article written about her closed with some academic somewhere discrediting her with customary scholarly disdain, saying that there was no proof and that all these legends surrounding Mary Magdalene had less substance than most fairy tales. Maureen decided to pull no punches while she had the opportunity finally to answer her critics on national television.

“If scholars are looking for the evidence in their ivory towers, conveniently written in English and accessible through their air-conditioned libraries, then they certainly won’t find it. The kind of proof that I seek is more organic, human, and real. It comes from the people and the cultures who live these stories, who incorporate them into their lives every day. To say that these traditions don’t exist or don’t matter is dangerous—perhaps even xenophobic and racist.”

“Whoa!” The anchor reeled in her chair. “Don’t you think those are pretty harsh words?”

“No, I think they’re necessary. There were entire cultures in the south of France and areas of Italy that were eradicated for believing exactly what is in my book. They believed that they were descended from Jesus and Mary, and they practiced a beautifully pure form of Christianity that they claimed came directly from Jesus himself, brought to them by Mary Magdalene following the crucifixion.”

“You’re talking about the Cathars.”

“Yes. Cathar comes from the Greek word for ‘purity,’ as these people were the purest Christians to live in the Western world. And in the only crusade ever declared against other Christians, the Catholic Church of the thirteenth century massacred the Cathar people en masse. The Inquisition was founded to destroy the Cathars. These people had to be eliminated because they didn’t just know the truth, they were the truth. And make no mistake, it was ethnic cleansing. Genocide. Harsh words? Of course they are. But butchering an entire people is harsh, and we can’t hide behind words that try to justify it anymore. The word crusade carries a connotation that it was somehow acceptable to murder people in the name of God. So let’s stop calling it that and call it what it was. Mass murder. A holocaust.”

“So when you hear modern scholars say that these people don’t exist or that the traditions of their culture don’t matter—”

“It breaks my heart to think that such evil has the last word. Of course there’s very little physical proof left of Mary Magdalene’s presence. Over eight hundred thousand people were slaughtered to ensure that there would be no physical proof left to find. Ever. And the worst of the massacres took place on July twenty-second in 1209 and a year later in 1210. That’s Mary Magdalene’s feast day, and it’s not a coincidence. Inquisition documents from that time indicated that it was ‘just retribution for these people who believed that the whore was married to Jesus.’”

“Which brings me to the question on everybody’s lips. You claim that the story you tell about Jesus marrying Mary Magdalene comes from a lost gospel you recently discovered in the south of France. Yet you refuse to divulge your sources or tell any more about this mysterious document. What are we to make of this? Your harshest critics say that you have invented the entire story. Why should we believe you when you don’t come forth with more proof that this gospel even exists?”

This question was tough but important, and Maureen had to answer it with great care. What she could not yet reveal to the world was the rest of the story: that the gospel had been taken to Rome by her own cousin, Father Peter Healy. Father Peter and a Vatican committee were now working to authenticate the gospel. Until the Church ruled officially on the priceless manuscript, which could take years given its explosive content and the ramifications for Christianity, Maureen had agreed not to divulge any of the facts surrounding its discovery. In return, she had been allowed to tell her version of Mary Magdalene’s story without fear of reprisals—if and only if she phrased it as fiction for the time being. It was a compromise she had had to make, but one that cost her dearly. She felt real sisterhood with Cassandra, the prophetess of Greek legend: doomed to know and tell the truth, yet equally doomed never to be believed.

Maureen took a breath and answered the question to the best of her ability.

“I have to protect the people who aided in the discovery. And there is a lot more information to be revealed, so I can’t risk those sources at any cost if I want to continue to have access to them. Because I can’t disclose the sources behind my information, I had to write this book as fiction. I am hoping that the story will speak for itself. My job as a storyteller is to awaken audiences to the idea of alternate possibilities to one of humanity’s greatest stories. This is why I call it the greatest story never told. And certainly, I believe it to be the truth with all my heart. But let people read it and judge it on its own merits. Let readers decide if it feels like the truth to them.”

“We’ll leave it at that—let the reader decide.” The lovely blond anchor was holding up a copy of the book. “The Truth Against the World indeed. Thank you, Maureen Paschal, for joining us. A fascinating subject to be sure, but I’m afraid we’re out of time.”

It is the great dichotomy of television that it takes many hours to prepare for a segment that lasts three or four minutes. Still, Maureen was satisfied that she had made her points succinctly and forcefully and was grateful to both the producers and the anchor for their fair and intelligent treatment of the subject.

Now it was all of 7:15 a.m. and Maureen was dressed, made-up, and coiffed to the nines—and wanted nothing more than to go back to bed.


Marie de Negre shall choose

when the time is come for The Expected One.

She who is born of the paschal lamb

when the day and night are equal,

she who is a child of the resurrection.

She who carries the Sangre-El will be granted the key

upon viewing the Black Day of the Skull.

She will become the new Shepherdess of The Way.

THE FIRST PROPHECY OF L’ATTENDUE, THE EXPECTED ONE,
 FROM THE WRITINGS OF SARAH-TAMAR,
 AS PRESERVED IN THE LIBRO ROSSO




Château des Pommes Bleues
 Arques, France
 present day

 

BÉRENGER SINCLAIR stood before the encased artifact that dominated his expansive library. The case was mounted above a massive stone fireplace, the hearth currently dormant owing to the late spring warmth that had come to the rocky foothills of the Languedoc. Lord Sinclair was a collector of the highest order. He was a man gifted with the political power and financial resources to obtain most anything he desired. The object in this case was of immense value to him not only because he was a serious collector of historical pieces, but because it was a symbol of his deeply held spiritual beliefs.

To the casual eye it could have been any medieval banner, tattered and faded almost beyond identification. The bloodstains that lined the edges had turned a muddy shade of brown, over five and a half centuries since the soldier who carried this banner had been put to death. Her death.

Closer inspection of the fabric showed what had once been a richly embroidered motto emblazoned across a background of golden fleurs-de-lis. It was a simple yet powerful conjunction of names that read “Jhesus-Maria.” The bold and visionary soldier who had carried this banner was executed for heresy, burned at the stake until dead in the town square of Rouen in 1431. While the official records of her trial indicate a number of convenient charges created by the Church leaders in France at the time, this banner represented her true crime: belief that Jesus had been married to Mary Magdalene, belief that their descendants belonged on the throne of France at any cost, and the subsequent conviction that the original and pure practices of Christianity could be restored under the appropriate king. This was the reason that the names were connected: they were the names of man and wife, conjoined in love and law.

What God has put together, let no man tear asunder. Jhesus-Maria. This was the banner carried by Saint Joan in the siege of Orléans, the standard of the maid of Lorraine, the emblem of the visionary soldier known to the world as Joan of Arc. Beneath the case inscribed in gold was one of the saint’s more famous quotes. For a girl of nineteen, she had been astonishingly eloquent. And uniquely courageous.


I am not afraid…I was born to do this. I would rather die than do something which I know to be against God’s will.



Bérenger Sinclair ran his hands through his thick, dark hair as he stood before the artifact in careful thought. On days like this, when he was tired and strained, he came into his library to pay homage to this brave teenage girl who had been instilled with a faith so great that she feared nothing and sacrificed everything. She inspired him and gave him strength.

He felt a strange closeness to her, for reasons that were complicated within his family and tradition. History recorded that Joan was born on the sixth day of January, although insiders within his heretical culture knew that this was not true. Joan’s actual birth at the vernal equinox had to be obscured to protect her from the dangerous and watchful eyes of the medieval Church. Specifically, she had to be shielded from those who monitored female children from select French families who were born on or near the vernal equinox. January the sixth had been chosen as a “safe” date for Joan’s birth; it was celebrated on the liturgical calendar as the feast day of the Epiphany, the day when light comes to the world. Bérenger knew this well, as it was his own birthday.

Sadly, obscuring her birth date had not saved the little maid of Lorraine from her fate. For some, destiny is inescapable. Joan had embraced her legacy as the daughter of a potent prophecy, all too publicly.

The prophecy, referred to as l’Attendue in French and translated into English as “The Expected One,” referred to a series of women in history who would come forward and preserve the truth—the truth about Jesus and Mary Magdalene and about the gospels that were authored by each of them separately. According to the prophecy, these Expected Ones would be born within a certain period surrounding the vernal equinox, come from a specific bloodline, and be blessed with holy visions that would lead each to the truth, and to her destiny.

As The Expected One of her time, Saint Joan paid the ultimate price, as many others had before and since.

And that was why he was here, in the library today, in contemplation before Joan’s precious artifact. Because he knew in his heart that it was time for him to fulfill his own legacy. For this was where he held something else in common with brave Joan: he had his own prophecy to contend with. And he knew that God had given him extraordinary resources to do just that, knew that all the blessings he had accumulated in his life were provided so that he might fulfill his own promise, in this place and this time in history. He had done this by aiding Maureen in her search, playing an integral role in the discovery of Mary Magdalene’s magnificent, untold story. But that treasured gospel was now out of his reach and in the hands of the Church. Further, it appeared that Maureen was also out of his reach. While he knew he had the ability to assist in her latest quest for the illusory Book of Love, she did not currently share that sentiment.

It was his own fault that Maureen did not want to include him in this. After the Church commandeered the gospel, Bérenger had behaved like an insensitive dolt toward her, something for which he now did heavy penance.

At a loss to determine exactly what his role was currently, he was feeling rudderless and alone. This thing called destiny was a complex and often inscrutable taskmaster.

“Bérenger, may I speak to you?”

Turning to the door, Bérenger smiled at the hulking, masculine form of Roland Gélis, his closest friend and confidant. Roland had lived at the château since he was a child, when his father was major-domo during the life of Alistair Sinclair, Bérenger’s grandfather and the fearsome family patriarch who built a billion-dollar fortune in North Sea oil. Together, the boys had been raised in the traditions of Pommes Bleues, the French phrase that translated to “blue apples.” It was a reference to the large, round grapes found in that region of France, grapes that, for centuries, had represented the bloodline of Jesus and Mary Magdalene. The association was derived from the verse in John fifteen, “I am the vine and you are the branches.” All descendants of Jesus and Mary Magdalene, either genetically or spiritually, were branches of the vine. The Languedoc was high heretic country.

Though the Gélis family had worked in service to the Sinclairs for several generations, they were not subservient. They were nobility in their own right, in the quiet way that so many families in the Languedoc and Midi-Pyrenees region were, carrying the secret traditions of their people with extraordinary grace and dignity, even when subjected to the greatest persecutions. The Gélises were of Cathar heritage, and they were pure.

“Of course, Roland. Come in.”

Roland sensed immediately that the Scotsman was not himself.

“What is bothering you, brother?”

Bérenger shook his head. “Nothing. Everything.” He took a breath and managed to look embarrassed as he confessed, “I fear I am something of a lost sheep without my shepherdess.”

“Ah.” Roland understood immediately. Bérenger had been self-flagellating over Maureen since the argument that had trounced their fledgling relationship before it had ever had time to grow. Prior to that explosion, they had all assumed that given the immense adventure they shared during the search for Magdalene’s lost gospel, they would remain inseparable: Bérenger Sinclair and Maureen Paschal, Roland Gélis and Tamara Wisdom, who was Maureen’s best friend and Roland’s fiancée. They were the Four Musketeers, bound by honor and a common mission—to defend the truth against the world. They had even installed a wood plaque inscribed with the famous quote from D’Artagnan over the library door:

 

ALL FOR ONE, ONE FOR ALL—THAT IS OUR MOTTO, IS IT NOT?

 

But when Maureen returned to California to work on her book, some of that intimacy began to erode. Maureen was consumed with the passion to tell Magdalene’s story, and to chronicle their adventures in finding it while they were still so fresh in her mind. That was her mission and Bérenger respected her for it. They had all left her alone and hoped she would return to the château when she was ready. But since the release of the book, Maureen was busier than she had ever been. She had time only for the work that Mary had given her.

And then there was Peter.

Father Peter Healy was Maureen’s cousin and closest confidant. He was also the reason for the crack in the foundation of Bérenger’s relationship with Maureen. It was Peter who had stolen the Magdalene gospel and taken it to the Vatican. This betrayal had shocked them all, but Maureen had forgiven Peter quickly. She had defended him to the others, saying that he had only done what he felt in his heart was best for Mary Magdalene’s message. Still, Bérenger believed that the priest’s loyalties pointed far more clearly to the Vatican than to Maureen and the truth that she had uncovered.

The events that followed outraged Bérenger Sinclair. The Church tightened the restrictions on what Maureen was and was not able to reveal regarding her discovery of what they referred to as the Arques Gospel. Bérenger blamed Peter for surrendering the priceless document to the Vatican in the first place and putting Maureen in a position that forced her to compromise. Further, he was increasingly frustrated by the distance that separated him from Maureen and annoyed by what often felt like her blind loyalty to Peter. In the most heated argument of their relationship, a frustrated Bérenger accused Maureen of spiritual weakness for allowing Peter and his Church to walk all over her and suppress the truth. Maureen was shattered by his accusation. The crack in their relationship had become a chasm.

When Bérenger Sinclair met Maureen Paschal, he believed he had discovered something he had searched for yet despaired of ever finding: the woman who was his equal. Maureen was his one and only soul mate, the partner who could not only share in his visions of a better world but who had the passion and the courage to make those changes with him. There was tremendous strength in that petite body, and like him, she possessed a Celtic warrior’s spirit that was an uncommon force of nature. Thus his accusation of weakness cut her to the core in a way that he was keenly able to understand. He often had reason to repent the Celtic aspects of his own nature, particularly when his passion manifested itself in the warrior’s approach favored by his Scottish ancestors. His DNA was a double-edged sword, as was Maureen’s. That they were so alike in their heritage and spirit was equal parts blessing and curse as they tried to forge a relationship. If they could learn to work together in harmony and harness their shared passions for the work and for each other, they could create an unstoppable energy toward positive change in the world. But those same passions had the power to be singularly destructive.

That Maureen had included his name most tenderly in the dedication to her book, alongside those of Tamara and Roland, was the only thing that had made Bérenger Sinclair truly smile since the argument that had separated them.

“I pray that we will see Maureen soon,” Roland said in his gentle way. “And something has just occurred that makes me believe that it might be sooner than we think.”

“What? What happened?”

Roland smiled at him. “Tamara has just received a strange package, addressed to you. Stay here. We will bring it to you. But while you’re here”—Roland pointed to the far library wall where the Sinclairs’ illustrious family tree, painted from floor to ceiling, spanned a thousand years of history—“take a close look at the mural of your family’s lineage.”

 

And so it was that the Queen of the South became known as the Queen of Sheba, which was to say, the Wise Queen of the people of Sabea. Her given name was Makeda, which in her own tongue was “the fiery one.” She was a priestess-queen, dedicated to a goddess of the sun who was known to shine beauty and abundance upon the joyous people known as Sabeans. Their goddess was known as “she who sends forth her strong rays of benevolence.” Her consort was the moon god and the stars were their children.

The people of Sabea were wise above most others in the world, with an understanding of the influence of the stars and the sanctity of numbers that came from their heavenly deities. They were called the People of Architecture, and their structures rivaled those of the greatest Egyptians, so astonishing was their understanding of building in stone. The queen was the founder of great schools to teach such art and architecture, and the sculptors that served her were able to create images of gods and men in stone that were of exceptional beauty. Her people were literate and committed to the written word and the glory of writing. Poetry and song flourished within her compassionate realm.

A virtuous people were the Sabeans. Their fiery sun queen reigned in her kingdom with warmth, light, and love, and they were therefore possessed of every kind of abundance: love, joy, fertility, wisdom, as well as all the gold and jewels anyone could require. Because they never doubted the existence of abundance, they never knew a day of want. It was the most golden of kingdoms.

It came to pass that the great King Solomon learned of this unparalleled Queen Makeda by virtue of a prophet who advised him, “A woman who is your equal and counterpart reigns in a faraway land of the South. You would learn much from her, and she from you. Meeting her is your destiny.” Solomon did not, at first, believe that such a woman could exist, but his curiosity caused him to send an invitation for her, a request to visit his own kingdom on holy Mount Sion. The messengers who came to Sabea to advise the great and fiery Queen Makeda of Solomon’s invitation discovered that his wisdom was already legendary in her land, as was the splendor of his court, and she had awareness of him. Her own prophetesses had foreseen that she would one day travel far to find the king with whom she would perform the hieros-gamos, the sacred marriage that combined the body with the mind and spirit in the act of divine union. He would be the twin brother of her soul, and she would become his sister-bride, halves of the same whole, complete only in their coming together.

But the Queen of Sheba was not a woman easily won and would not give herself in so sacred a union to any but the man she would recognize as a part of her soul. As she made the great trek to Mount Sion with her camel train, Makeda devised a series of tests and questions that she would put to the king. His answers to these would help her to determine if he was her equal, her own soul’s twin, conceived as one at the dawn of eternity.

For those with ears to hear, let them hear it.

 

THE LEGEND OF SOLOMON AND SHEBA,
 PART ONE, AS PRESERVED IN THE LIBRO ROSSO

 

Château des Pommes Bleues
 Arques, France
 present day

 

BÉRENGER, ROLAND, AND TAMMY sat around the large mahogany table in the library. The object of their scrutiny was what appeared to be an ancient document, a long scroll on a type of parchment that was badly deteriorated with age. The scroll was sandwiched between two panes of glass in an effort to preserve it and to hold together the crumbling segments of what looked like a medieval jigsaw puzzle.

The box containing the fragile document had been delivered in the early morning to the château, addressed to Bérenger Sinclair in care of the Society of Blue Apples, and left by an anonymous courier who did not wait to be identified. The housekeeper who received the package said she believed the courier may have been Italian because of his clothing, car, and accent, but she was uncertain. He was most assuredly not local.

“It’s a family tree,” Tammy commented first, as she ran her hand from the name at the top of the glass. “There’s some Latin here at the top, and then it starts with this man. Guidone someone or other. Born in 1077 in Mantua, Italy.”

Bérenger, gifted with an aristocrat’s classical education, squinted to read the fading Latin at the top of the scroll. “It looks like it says ‘I, Matilda…’ At least, I think it says Matilda. Yes, it does. It says, ‘I, Matilda, by the Grace of God Who Is.’ Strange phrasing, but that’s what it says. The next sentence says, ‘I am united and inseparable with the Count Guidone and his son, Guido Guerra, and offer them the protection of Tuscany in perpetuity.’ And it says that this son Guido Guerra was born in Florence at a monastery called Santa Trinità. Why would the son of a count be born in a monastery? It’s…odd.”

“It’s not the only thing that’s odd,” Roland commented. As he did so, he pointed out a name on the lineage. “Look at these names, Bérenger.”

Bérenger stopped short as he followed Roland’s finger on the glass. On a line from the thirteenth century, there were names he recognized. A French knight by the name of Luc Saint Clair married a Tuscan noblewoman. The same names were listed in his own family genealogy as his own ancestors. But this would not be common knowledge outside their immediate and protected circle. Whoever sent this package knew, at the very least, that it had relevance to Bérenger Sinclair and that somehow these family trees intersected.

Tammy’s attention was drawn to a card that was enclosed with the document and tied to a tiny, gilded hand mirror. The paper on the card was elegant, a heavy parchment, embossed with a strange monogram at the bottom center. A capital letter A was tied to a capital letter E by a tasseled rope that knotted in the center of both letters. That in itself was not so unusual; what made the monogram strange was that the E was facing backwards, almost as a mirror image of the A. The card was inscribed with a handwritten poem of sorts:

 


Art Will Save the World,

For those with eyes to see.

In your reflection, you will find what you seek…

Hail Ichthys!




“Art will save the world,” Tammy repeated. “We’ve seen this concept in action a few times.” In their search for Mary Magdalene’s lost gospel, the four of them had deciphered a series of maps and clues found within European paintings from the Middle Ages and the Renaissance and Baroque periods. It had been a map painted into a fresco by Sandro Botticelli that led Maureen to find the priceless documents written in Mary Magdalene’s own hand. In the complex world of Christian esoterica, searching for symbols in art was the starting point for many a great journey. When the truth could not be told in writing for fear of fatal persecution, it had often been encoded in symbolic paintings.

Bérenger picked up the mirror and looked in it briefly before repeating the third sentence of the poem. “In your reflection, you will find what you seek. Hmm.” He did not have time to consider this further, as Roland interrupted him, uncharacteristically animated by what had caught his eye.

“Look at this!” Roland was pointing to the bottom of the document. “The last name on the lineage. Am I seeing this clearly?”

Tammy put her arm around him as she leaned in to see what generated the excitement in the gentle giant. But it was Bérenger who verified it for all of them as he peered carefully at the final name at the end of the family tree, arguably the greatest name in the history of the art world.

“Michelangelo Buonarroti.”










CHAPTER TWO




New York City
 present day

“Maureen! Ms. Paschal…”

Maureen entered through the revolving door off Forty-seventh Street and into the lobby of her hotel where Nate, the bell captain, recognized her. Her publisher and publicist often left packages for her here and vice versa, so she and Nate had become fast friends on a first-name basis. Maureen tipped well and Nate was vocal in his appreciation for redheads; it was a good combination for a working relationship in New York City.

“There was a package delivered for you this evening. I just got in and noticed it in the back room.”

Nate emerged from the back, balancing an elegant gift box in both hands. It was easily two feet long, flat and deepest red in color. Affixed to the box with wide scarlet satin ribbon was a huge bouquet of white flowers, fragrant Casablanca lilies mixed with long-stemmed white roses.

Maureen looked over the box carefully before taking it from him. “Was there a card?”

Nate shook his head. “No, nothing. Sorry.”


Maureen smiled at Nate and thanked him, anxious to get upstairs and see what the red box contained.

She was still smiling as she entered her room, intoxicated by the heavenly scent of the lilies. There was only one man in the world who knew that these were her favorite flowers, because lilies and roses were symbolic of Mary Magdalene. There was only one man who would have sent such an elaborate display.

Bérenger Sinclair.

In spite of herself, Maureen felt that nearly indescribable electric thrill that runs up the spine and covers the skin with goose bumps. God help her, she was still madly infatuated with him, if not in love, and who would blame her? He was good-looking in that darkly charismatic Celtic way, charming, brilliant, and extraordinarily wealthy and powerful. But he was also infuriating in his arrogance and had displayed a propensity toward being harsh and judgmental. Bérenger had wounded her deeply, which was something she could not allow to happen again anytime soon.

Still, after all they had been through together, he understood her more than any other man on earth.

Throughout Maureen’s quest, Bérenger had protected her, sheltered her, and even educated her in the folklore and traditions that surrounded the Magdalene mysteries in France. There was no doubt that he had dramatically influenced and altered her life, no doubt that they were inextricably connected in their destinies. However, everything about him was potentially dangerous. Bérenger was a notorious European playboy and a confirmed bachelor. At the age of fifty, he had never been married and had never been inclined toward a serious commitment of any kind that she was aware of. He explained his years of bach-elorhood as not wanting to settle for any woman who was not expressly made for him. Upon meeting Maureen, he said, he was certain. She was the one, the reason no other woman had ever held his interest.

It was a pretty explanation. Perhaps too pretty. There were a lot of warning signs with a man like Bérenger, even prior to their terrible argument. He had apologized, but Maureen remained wary.


And yet her stomach turned over at the thought that these flowers had come from him.

Untying the ribbon carefully, Maureen removed the blooms and lifted the lid on the box. There was a card in a sealed envelope that read “Miss Paschal.” Strange, Bérenger would not address her that way. Perhaps it was simply the florist’s formality. Maureen looked back down into the box and removed the tissue paper that covered the contents. She wasn’t sure what she had expected, but it was most certainly not this. Contained within was what appeared to be an ancient document. Whether it was real or a replica was impossible to tell at first. However, it was carefully encased between panes of glass: some effort had been taken to protect it. Gently, Maureen lifted it out of the box. It was nearly two feet long, terribly yellowed with time or else a very good copy, and frayed around the uneven edges.

The text of the document, written in a flowery yet exacting Latin script, filled three quarters of the page. Glancing through it, noting the ancient form and the elaborate handwriting, Maureen didn’t think she would be able to decipher it. Her Latin was serviceable, but this was a challenge for a scholar with skills far beyond her rudimentary vocabulary.

It was the signature at the bottom that was most arresting. Bold and elaborate, it was clearly hand-drawn with ink, and yet it resembled a seal of some type, with a Latin cross drawn between the letters:

[image: image]


Maureen took out her Moleskine notebook and wrote out the letters from the medieval signature in a linear way. It read

 

MATILDA DEI GRA SI QUO EST

 

It appeared to say “Matilda, by the Grace of God Who Is.”

Beneath the letters there were two additional symbols: one looked like a stylized version of the letter H, if the vertical lines were wavy; the other looked immediately familiar to Maureen. Her hand flew to the necklace she was wearing, a gift from Bérenger on her last birthday. It was a delicate diamond-encrusted symbol, a spiral of ram’s horns—the astrological glyph for the sign Aries. Maureen was born on the twenty-second day of March, in the first degree of the first zodiac sign on the edge of the vernal equinox, as the sun passed through Pisces and entered Aries. The symbol of ram’s horns had been emblematic of the vernal equinox since antiquity. But what could it mean on this document? And the more pressing questions, who sent this to her and why?

Maureen opened the card carefully. The elegant paper was em-bossed with a strange monogram at the bottom. A capital letter A was tied to a capital letter E, the letter E facing backwards as in a mirror image. The card was handwritten:


As you travel through the Land of Flowers,

You will come upon the Vale of Gold.

Do you seek the Book of Love?

Then here you will find what you seek…

Hail Ichthys!



Maureen sighed, half with relief and half with agitation. This was how her search for Mary Magdalene’s gospel had begun—with a strange gift and a mystery to be solved. She had prayed for clues, and now they were appearing. Clearly, whoever sent this knew something of her personal history, which was a little disconcerting. That the phrasing on the card was identical to the words spoken by the little madonna in her dream was downright disturbing. She shuddered at the strange intimacy of such a note. While she had faith that she would be guided by God on her path, as she had always been, there was something unmistakably ominous about an unknown correspondent who could see into her dreams. Was it possible that someone was actually influencing them? She wasn’t sure which of those scenarios was more menacing, but both worried her.

She did the only thing she could think of to do. She got down on her knees and prayed for protection and guidance on the journey that was about to commence.

 

Maureen did a quick mental inventory. There were only three people in the world she could consult with on this immediate mystery, all of them in Europe. The first was her cousin, Peter Healy, the Jesuit scholar who was currently based in the Vatican. Peter would be able to translate the document and perhaps even identify it. Maureen was willing to bet that whoever sent the mystery package was well aware of her relation to such a resource. Otherwise, they likely wouldn’t have left her to her own devices to translate something so elaborate. She would call Peter, of course, although she knew that his first reaction would be to worry. Better to do a little more investigation before dumping this on him quite so blindly.

That left Bérenger Sinclair and Tamara Wisdom, both currently in residence at the Pommes Bleues headquarters in the Languedoc. Bérenger, like Peter, would immediately worry and demand that she come to France while he investigated. That was not the reaction she wanted or needed at the moment.

That left Tammy.

Tamara was Maureen’s closest friend, confidante, and partner in heresy. A brilliant and acerbic independent filmmaker from L.A., Tammy had lost her heart while making a documentary about the Magdalene legends in France—both to the magnificent landscape and to the gentle Languedoc giant named Roland Gélis, to whom she was now engaged. Tamara, Roland, and Bérenger all lived in the magnificent Château des Pommes Bleues, the French estate of the Scottish Sinclair family that served as headquarters to their beloved society of the same name. While a call to one was a call to all, perhaps Maureen could get Tammy on her own by ringing her cell phone first.

Midnight in New York. That made it six a.m. in France. It was early, but this was important. She dialed Tammy’s cell number and heard the international double ring on the other end. Then a click as Tammy answered, not sounding the least bit sleepy as she quipped, “Hail Ichthys!”

“You got one too?”

“Addressed to Bérenger. It arrived last night.”

“An ancient document about someone named Matilda?”

“That would be the Countess Matilda of Tuscany.”

“You know this Matilda?”

“Yes, and so do you. She shows up in esoteric legends throughout Europe. A type of warrior queen who ruled half of Italy. And most important for our purposes, she was the founder of the Abbey of Orval.”

Maureen gasped. There were two major revelations in Tammy’s last sentence. She would deal first with the one that pertained to the clue in her card. “Orval. Or-Val. It means Golden Valley, right? As in, ‘You will come upon the Vale of Gold’?”

“Yes. You realize that this means we have half the puzzle and you have the other half. Clearly somebody wants us to work on this together. Or perhaps I should say that someone wants you and Bérenger to work together, given that the packages were addressed to the two of you. Significant?”

Maureen ignored Tammy’s implication momentarily and returned her attention to a more pressing issue. “Orval. As in…the Orval prophecy?”

Tammy laughed. “But of course, my petite Expected One. It looks like someone wants us to go to Belgium to get a closer look at your own personal prophecy. How fast can you get here?”


Maureen sighed with the realization that the call to adventure must be heeded. There would be no turning back. First she would call Peter in Rome and fill him in on the events of the last twenty-four hours before making arrangements to ship the document to him overnight. Then she would call Air France and get a flight out to Toulouse.

France. Bérenger. Complicated.

 

Restless sleep came to Maureen that night, and brought with it another dream. It was the recurring theme that had been haunting her for some time. But tonight it was longer and more complete than ever before.

 

A figure in shadow huddled over an ancient table, the scratching of a stylus as words and images flowed from an author’s pen. As she watched over the shoulder of the writer, an azure glow seemed to emanate from these pages. Fixated on the illumination shining from the writing, Maureen didn’t see the writer move at first. As the figure arose and stepped forward into the lamplight, Maureen caught her breath.

She had been given glimpses of this face in previous dreams, fleeting moments of recognition that were over in an instant. He now fixed the full force of his attention on Maureen. Frozen in the dream state, she stared at the man ahead of her. The most beautiful man she had ever seen.

Easa.

That was the name by which Mary Magdalene referred to him in her gospel, and therefore the name which Maureen felt most comfortable with. It was in finding Easa through the eyes of Mary Magdalene that she discovered her own faith. To the rest of the modern world, he was Jesus.

He smiled at her then, an expression of such divinity and warmth that Maureen was suffused with it, as if the sun itself radiated from that simple expression. She remained motionless, unable to do anything but stare at his beauty and grace.


“You are my daughter, in whom I am well pleased.”

His voice was a melody, a song of unity and love that resonated in the air around her. She floated on that music for an eternal moment, before crashing down to the sound of his next words.

“But your work is not yet finished.”

With another smile, Easa the Nazarene, the Son of Man, turned back to the table where his own writing rested. Light from the pages grew brighter, letters shimmering with indigo light, blue and violet patterns on the heavy, linenlike paper.

Maureen tried to speak to him, but the words would not come through. She could only watch the divine being before her as he gestured to the pages and spoke with gentle precision.

“Behold, the Book of Love. Follow the path that has been laid out for you, and you will find what you seek. Once you have found it, you must share it with the world and fulfill the promise that you made. Our truth has been in darkness for too long. Try to remember that destiny and destination come from the same root.”

Although his speech was definite, his words were a mystery.

Easa held her gaze for an eternal moment before rising to glide effortlessly across the space that separated them. He came to stand directly in front of Maureen, paralyzing her with his intense, dark eyes.

“The time returns. If you remember nothing more when you awaken, remember those three words.”

Maureen was struggling in the dream, desperate to hold on to everything he was saying. She tried to repeat the three words. This time, speech did not elude her. She managed to whisper in response, “The time returns.”

Easa rewarded her by leaning forward and placing a single, paternal kiss on the top of her head.

“Awaken now, my child. You must awaken while in this body, for everything exists within it. And be not afraid, for I am with you always. Now go forth without fear and do all things with love. Be ye therefore perfect.”

 


Maureen awakened with a start, gasping for air as she reached for the bedside lamp to bring light into the room as quickly as possible. Her heart was pounding in her chest as she reached for her notebook where it lay on the nightstand. She scribbled his words as quickly as they came, starting with his reference to the Book of Love, and praying that she wasn’t forgetting anything. She underlined the sentence “Destiny and destination come from the same root.” What could that possibly mean? She shook her head at the near absurdity of it: Jesus was giving her a lesson in etymology.

There, again, was mention of a promise. Keeping a promise she made? When? In this lifetime? Another? She was relatively certain that she didn’t believe in reincarnation, and more certain that such a concept was contrary to Christian teachings. What else could it mean? A promise made before she was born?

Maureen reflected on the blue light for a moment. It was shining from the pages, as if Easa’s words had a life of their own and it was contained within this gorgeous, shimmering indigo-violet color. Something pulled at Maureen’s consciousness: this light, this color was important somehow. It was something she needed to understand, but the meaning was a mystery to her in this time and place.

She wrote, “Be ye therefore perfect.” This sounded like scripture. She’d turn that over to Peter; he’d know instantly if it was or not. But the line that preceded it certainly did not appear typical of scripture: “You must awaken while in this body, for everything exists within it.”

She turned another page and wrote in large, emphatic letters

 

THE TIME RETURNS.

 

She looked at her notes again, realizing that she had forgotten one sentence. While Easa’s other words puzzled her, these—which he had spoken to her in a previous dream—were completely disconcerting. Ominous. Inescapable.

“But your work is not yet finished.”

Her work, it would seem, was just beginning.


 

Makeda, the Queen of Sheba, arrived in Sion with a very great retinue, a train of camels the length of which had never been seen, bearing spices and very much gold and precious stones, all as gifts to the great King Solomon. She came to him without guile, for she was a woman of purity and truth, incapable of pretense or deception. Such things as lies and falsities were unknown to her. Thus it was that Makeda told Solomon all that was in her mind and her heart and asked if he would answer the questions she had for him. They were not, as some have told, riddles to test his wisdom. Rather they were questions of the heart and soul. His answers would allow her to determine if they were truly born of the same spirit and destined to celebrate the hieros-gamos together. And yet in the end, she did not need these questions. She knew upon coming into his presence and looking in his eyes that he was a part of her, from the beginning to the end of eternity.

Solomon was mightily taken by Makeda’s beauty and presence, and disarmed in total by her honesty. The wisdom he saw in her eyes reflected his own, and he knew immediately that the prophets were correct. Here was the woman who was his equal. How could she be else, when she was the other half of his soul?

And so it was that when Makeda, the Queen of Sheba, had seen all the greatness of Solomon, all that he had created in his kingdom, and most of all, the happiness of his subjects, she said to the king, “The report was true which I heard in my own land of your affairs and of your wisdom, but I did not believe the reports until I came and my own eyes had seen it; and, behold, your wisdom and prosperity surpass the report which I heard. Happy are your men! Happy are your subjects, who continually stand before you and hear your wisdom! Blessed be the Lord your God, who has delighted in you and set you on the throne of Israel! He has made you king, that you may execute justice and righteousness.

“And blessed is the Lord your God who has made you for me, and me for you.”

And it was then that the Queen of Sheba and King Solomon came together in the hieros-gamos, the marriage that unites the bride and the bridegroom in a spiritual matrimony found only within divine law. The Goddess of Makeda blended with the God of Solomon in a union most sacred, the blending of the masculine and the feminine into one whole being. It was through Solomon and Sheba that El and Asherah came together once again in the flesh.

They stayed in the bridal chamber for the full cycle of the moon in a place of trust and consciousness, allowing nothing to come between them in their union, and it is said that during this time the secrets of the universe were revealed through them. Together, they found the mysteries that God would share with the world, for those with ears to hear.

And yet neither Solomon nor Sheba became a consort of the other, for they were equals, each a sovereign over his and her own domain and destiny. Both knew the time would come when they must separate and return to the duties of their respective kingdoms, each to stand alone yet again, in newfound wisdom and power. Their triumph and celebration was in what they brought, each to the other, to use well and wisely in their individual destinies.

Solomon wrote over a thousand songs following the inspiration of Makeda, but none as worthy as the Song of Songs, which carries within it the secrets of the hieros-gamos, of how God is found through this union. It is said that Solomon had many wives, yet there was only one who was a part of his soul. While Makeda was never his wife by the laws of men, she was his only wife by the laws of God and nature, which is to say the law of Love.

When Makeda departed from holy Mount Sion, it was with a heavy heart to leave her one beloved. Such has been the fate of many twinned souls in history, to come together at intervals and discover the deepest secrets of love, but to be ultimately separated by their destinies. Perhaps it is love’s greatest trial and mystery—the understanding that there is no separation between true beloveds, regardless of physical circumstances, time or distance, life or death.

Once the hieros-gamos is consummated between predestined souls, the lovers are never apart in their spirits.

For those with ears to hear, let them hear it.

 

THE LEGEND OF SOLOMON AND SHEBA,
 PART TWO, AS PRESERVED IN THE LIBRO ROSSO


 

Vatican City,
 Italy present day

 

“THANKS, MAGGIE.”

Margaret Cusack placed the tea tray carefully on Father Peter Healy’s desk. She clucked around him and the tray like the Irish hen that she was, pouring his tea, measuring the sugar, adding the milk just so. Maggie was what Peter’s mother would have referred to as a spinster, a woman of a certain age with “neither chick nor child of her own.” Instead, she had made a life and career as a priest’s housekeeper, beginning with her years as a teenager in County Mayo. When the priest she worked for was transferred to Rome, she came with him, and never left. She had been here for fifty years.

When Father Bernard passed away last year, Maggie had proven herself so loyal and indispensable a fixture that she was kept on until a new position could be found for her. Her absolute devotion to the Church knew no limits.

She had written to her family to tell them that it was her blessing from the Lord that this lovely man, Father Peter, had come to Rome at just the right time. That he was young and charming—and Irish—was an even greater boon to her. Maggie missed Ireland tremendously and often hummed the folk ballads of her native land while cleaning up after Father Peter’s busy day.

Today she was humming something that startled Peter with recognition. He hadn’t heard it in years. It was a hymn written in the Irish language that he had learned as a boy at the Christian Brothers school. He surprised Maggie by joining in with her.

“Céad mile fáilte romhat, a Iosa, a Iosa…”

A hundred thousand welcomes, Jesus. It was a song about welcoming Jesus into our hearts and our lives. It was traditional, but Peter thought he remembered that it came from an ancient hymn dating back to the dawn of Christianity and the time of Saint Patrick. The Irish pronunciation of his name, Iosa, sounded like Easa.

“Such a lovely song, isn’t it, Father?”


“It is, Maggie. And it only just now occurred to me that Jesus in Irish is pronounced Easa. Did you know that he is called Easa, or Issa, in a number of languages?”

“I can’t say that I knew that, Father, other than the Irish part. And only because of the song. I haven’t much Irish anymore, but the songs and poems stay with you.”

“Aye, they do.”

He let the subject drop. Maggie wasn’t one for discussions on anything alternative in her Catholicism. She was staunch in her orthodoxy, like many Irish countrywomen of her age and time, and like virtually everyone else whom Peter was surrounded by here in Rome. She likely wouldn’t want to hear about why Mary Magdalene called him Easa in her own gospel—that it was a familiar form of his Greek name, familiar because she was married to him. In fact, Maggie would probably inflict a penance of ten thousand Hail Marys on herself just for hearing such blasphemy from his lips. Her previous employer, Father Bernard, was an old-school traditionalist just as she was.

Maggie was happiest when she was mothering Peter, delivering his food and tea and tidying up his living space, which doubled as his office. As long as he restricted their conversations to daily living and reminiscing about home, she was happy as a little lark.

In addition to her duties as a Vatican housekeeper, Maggie was also a committed member of the Confraternity of the Holy Apparition, a group devoted to the understanding and promotion of the Virgin Mary’s appearances around the world. She carried a number of booklets and small paperbacks with her so that on her breaks she could study the accounts of these apparitions. At this particular moment, as she fussed over Peter’s tea, she had a dog-eared paperback sticking out of the wide pocket in her apron.

“What are you reading?” Peter was always curious.

“The life of the Holy Sister Lucia,” Maggie replied, pulling the book out of her apron to show it to Peter. Lucia Santos: Her Life and Visions.

“Ah, Fátima. Are you preparing for the anniversary this year?”

“We are, Father. Ninety years since the Blessed Virgin appeared before the little children of Fátima. We are having a special commemoration for it.”

The phone rang in the adjoining hallway, and Maggie ran to answer it while Peter sipped his tea. He needed some peace now, to think about the earlier phone call he had received from Maureen. He was not only her closest living relative, he was and had always been her spiritual counselor. They had lived through some trying times together, and both had endured extraordinary tests of faith during her search for Mary Magdalene’s gospel. There was not an hour of the day that passed when Peter didn’t wonder if he had passed or failed those tests.

After Maureen had risked her life to obtain the ancient documents from their hiding place in a French cavern, Peter had taken it upon himself to remove the gospels from France and turn them over to the Church. To do this, he had been forced to deceive Maureen and all her friends at the Château des Pommes Bleues who had aided and protected her during the adventure. Essentially, he had stolen the documents like a thief in the night. While he now wallowed in self-loathing for that decision, his reasons for making it at the time were manifold. Primarily, he had convinced himself that he was protecting Maureen. Unfortunately, she and her associates didn’t see it that way. It had taken the better part of the last two years to completely mend their relationship, and that was much to the credit of Mary Magdalene herself. Because her gospel emphasized the power and importance of forgiveness, Maureen had decided that she would be the ultimate hypocrite if she didn’t forgive Peter under the circumstances.

But Peter had yet to forgive himself. At the time of the discovery and as he translated the gospel, he was shaken to his core by the revelations within it. He simply could not accept that such a critical link to the history of Christianity should not be in the hands of the Church, where every expert available could be utilized to analyze the material and authenticate it. So he did what he thought was best by turning over the originals to authorities in Rome. In return, he was allowed to participate in the ongoing investigation into the controversial gospel.

It was a miserable existence. Peter was immersed daily in the red tape and hierarchy of a Vatican structure that viewed him as an outsider. He was not a hero for delivering this priceless document. In fact, the opposite was true. He was suspect at all times as a participant in a potent heresy. Because Peter had translated the material first, prior to turning it over to the Vatican authorities, he was problematic. He knew precisely what the gospel said and, worse, had shared that translation with his cousin, who was a best-selling author as a result. And in his own heart he was convinced of its authenticity without so much as a single test. There were many here who opposed that idea, and Peter was often stymied and silenced in his attempts to be heard. There were moments when he felt far more like he was under house arrest than an active participant in the authentication process. He had only one ally in all of Rome whom he could really depend upon. Thankfully, it was a very powerful ally. Peter prayed for hours each night that the other members of the Vatican council would allow the light of the truth to enter their hearts during this process. He lived for the possibility that he might one day be able to tell Maureen that Mary Magdalene would be authenticated—and vindicated.

But now he had a new complication. Maureen was on the verge of another spiritual breakthrough, whether she knew it yet herself or not. Peter had watched this all happen before: the increase in the visionary dreams that led to a rapid series of synchronistic circumstances, all of which were inexplicable outside of divine intervention. Such events had led Maureen to the Magdalene gospel two years ago. So here she was having the dreams again, and this time Jesus was quoting scripture to her.

Be ye therefore perfect.

The line was from Matthew, chapter five. It was a commandment from the Sermon on the Mount that followed the instruction to love your enemies and bless those that curse you. Certainly, this was foundational to Christianity, but what did it mean in the context of her dream?

Stranger still was this line: You must awaken while in this body, for everything exists in it. Peter knew the context of that sentence immediately. It was from one of the controversial Gnostic Gospels that were discovered in Egypt in 1945. He knew with certainty that it came from the Gospel of Philip. He was even more certain which line came next within the ancient text: Resurrect in this life. He had participated in a number of heated debates over the meaning of these lines while living in Jerusalem in the earlier days of his Jesuit studies. Part of the controversy over the Gnostic material came from this very idea that life on earth, here and now and with an emphasis on this body, was as important as the afterlife. Perhaps more important. This was a concept not generally embraced by orthodox Catholicism for obvious reasons; some would assert that it was heretical. Yet it was key in the Gnostic texts. Peter had long been fascinated by the Gnostic perspective, and he argued with his more conservative brethren that the fact that these gospels had not been altered, dissected, edited, and translated to death over the last two thousand years made them pure and ultimately worthy of serious consideration. The opponents of the Gnostic material took the position that they were written too many generations after the life of Jesus to be considered valid, given that some of them were dated to the mid-third century.

Peter thought it was unfortunate to the point of tragic that the Church had taken such a harsh position against the importance of the Gnostic codices. Why was it always black and white, either/or? Why did the Gnostic Gospels have to stand in opposition to the canon? Could they not be read together, as complements to each other, to see what greater learning they might take us to about who Jesus was and what he was trying to teach us?

Maureen was dreaming about Jesus again, and the Lord himself was quoting from both the canonical and Gnostic Gospels. Fascinating. And given her history, it was very likely significant in ways he could not even dream of yet.

And now, there was a pair of medieval scrolls to consider.

Peter wouldn’t have time to consider them much longer. Maggie waddled into the room, flustered as she always was when a high-ranking member of the clergy had business with Peter.


“Father Girolamo rang. He says he needs to see you in his office immediately on business, something regarding Cardinal DeCaro and an ancient document.”

 

Confraternity of the Holy Apparition
 Vatican City
 present day

 

FATHER GIROLAMO DE PAZZI was tired, with the kind of bone-weary exhaustion that comes from a very long life given in service to something more important than one’s own comfort. In his case, that service was to the Immaculate Heart of the Blessed Virgin Mary through his tireless dedication to the Confraternity of the Holy Apparition. His public work focused on understanding the visions and visionaries who had been sanctified by the Church as authentic over five hundred years.

But his private work had a different focus. Behind closed doors, he was preoccupied with another, more intriguing kind of prophet—or more accurately, prophetess. This was a lineage of women, connected by blood and birth rights, who through time had experienced visions of exceptional clarity and power. They had been called by different titles through history, some more heretical than others. They were known alternately as Magdalenes, shepherdesses, black madonnas, popesses, and Expected Ones. Father Girolamo studied the details of their biographies; some of them were scant in their antiquity, like the elusive Sarah-Tamar and Modesta; others were well documented, like Teresa of Ávila. He combed through their lives in search of the answer to the questions that burned within him:

Why? Why was it that these particular women were gifted in such a way by the Lord?

And what? What was it that they knew that was out of the reach of even the holiest of men?


He looked down at the aged manuscript that covered his desk, the one that preoccupied his days and his nights. It had once been in the highly prized personal collection of Pope Urban VIII, and it contained a series of prophecies. Written like poetry, the verses—sometimes in French, sometimes Italian—had been committed to paper over many generations. Because the verses were quatrains, consisting of four lines each, some scholars before him had credited these verses to the famous French prophet Nostradamus. Indeed, this manuscript had been filed in the Biblioteca Apostolica as the work of Nostradamus for a hundred years until Father Girolamo rescued it. He knew that this document was potentially priceless, and certainly not the work of one author. Rather, it was a work that appeared to span centuries. And while the verses had been translated over and over again, he still did not have the key to their true meanings. The quatrains were written in a type of code, a prophetic language that could not be interpreted except by those who were born to comprehend it.

And still, he tried. He took the lines apart, one by one, for hours at a time. There was a specific prophecy that had become an obsession for him, the French one that began with “Les temps revient.” The time returns.

Father Girolamo studied the page, willing the meaning of the phrase and the prophecy which followed to come to him. In one hand he clutched a lovely and delicate crystal case, shaped like a locket, which contained the relic of a visionary. He prayed that the reliquary would aid him in his translation, but thus far the words had not revealed their secrets to him.

The old priest sighed and sat back from his task. While Father Girolamo was based in Rome and had been for the majority of his long life, his confraternity had had its origins in Tuscany, in the Middle Ages. Today he felt as though he had been running it since the Middle Ages. Yet there was more work to be done, and he had another document that must occupy his time for the moment. Gently, he replaced the book of prophecies in the locked drawer that was its secret resting place.


Peter Healy was on his way over, and Father Girolamo must be prepared to address him regarding this fascinating new development.

 

Peter stood before the enormous tapestry that covered one wall of the confraternity’s private offices. It was created in the Netherlands in the late fifteenth century, as were the more famous unicorn tapestries that were now housed in museums in New York City and Paris. This one, called The Killing of the Unicorn, illustrated an elaborate hunting sequence. The mythical beast was surrounded by hunters wielding lances, and several in the hunting party were thrusting their spears into the trapped creature’s body. The unicorn bled profusely from those wounds, and others inflicted by the hounds which were viciously tearing at its flesh. A trumpeter announced the death of the beast with great ceremony and celebration, in the foreground of the textile. While the tapestry was a masterwork of Flemish craftsmanship, the subject matter might appear disturbing to the uninitiated.

“Profoundly beautiful, no?” Father Girolamo de Pazzi’s voice, raspy with nearly seven decades of preaching, greeted Peter as he entered the room behind him.

Peter nodded, smiling in greeting. “I have always loved the unicorn tapestries. This one is harsh, but it is beautiful.”

“The death of our Lord was harsh, and that is what this work of art is meant to remind us. He died for our sins, in a terrible way.” The old priest waved away the lesson. “But that is nothing you do not already know, for you are wise and learned beyond your years. Come in to my study, Peter. There is something I need to show you.”

Peter followed the old priest in comfortable silence. Since coming to Rome, Father Girolamo had befriended Peter. They met via Maggie Cusack, who was the most committed member of the elder man’s confraternity. While Peter had spent a fair amount of time in Girolamo’s presence, he had never been here, to the inner sanctum of the confraternity offices. This was a private place, and as the old man closed the door behind them, Peter knew that there was a secret about to be revealed here. It no longer surprised him. He had come to the understanding that Vatican City was built on secrets, with secrets, by secrets, and for secrets.

Resting in a central place on Father Girolamo’s antique desk was the document Maureen had received in New York. Peter wasn’t clear on what was happening here; he had not given the document to this priest. He had given it to Tómas Cardinal DeCaro, his mentor.

“Sit.” It was a gentle command, and Peter took his seat across the desk from the old man. “You brought this document to Tómas, and he has brought it to me. He would be here himself but he is in Siena on Church business. But he trusts me, and so can you. Now, here is why he brought it to me. I am a Tuscan. And my passion through eighty years of life has been the study of Tuscan history and how it relates to the Church. And so when this rare and important document surfaced, our friend knew that I would understand its import. And I do. This relates to the grand contessa Matilda Toscana. Matilda of Tuscany. Do you know who she is?”

Peter shook his head.

“You will now. Tell me, how many times have you been inside the Basilica of Saint Peter?”

Peter shrugged. “I don’t know. Hundreds.”

“Then you have walked past Countess Matilda hundreds of times. She is buried in a place of honor, under a great marble tomb designed by the Baroque master Bernini and within fifty meters of the first apostle himself.”

“She’s buried inside the basilica?” Peter was incredulous. He had no idea that any woman was buried in Saint Peter’s, much less in a place of such enormous honor. “Why?”

Father Girolamo gave a small, soundless laugh. “That depends on whom you ask. But as you are asking me, I will tell you that it is because she was a pious woman and generous donor to the Church who left all her property to the pope.”

“Why do you think someone sent Maureen a document about this Countess Matilda?”


“I have deep concerns about the intentions of the person or persons who sent such a document anonymously, and until we can determine identity or intention, it is critical that we stay very close on this.”

“You think this is dangerous?”

The old man nodded. “I do. Peter, you are one of the finest linguistic scholars that the Jesuits have ever produced. You did not deliver this document for translation. You already know what it says. Am I correct?”

Peter nodded. “I was hoping to have it authenticated, just to be sure.”

“It is indeed authentic. Which is why it concerns me. Be very careful here, my son. I know that such a gift may appear benevolent, but I do not believe that it is. I believe that someone may be using your cousin. Tómas believes this too, which is why he came to me.”

“Using her in what way?”

“Think, Peter. Our friend Tómas came to me because, in addition to being Tuscan, I am also an expert in visionary experience. And if there is one thing I have learned over my many years of study, it is this: true visionaries are born, not made. You can’t aspire to it or study to be one. You are or you are not, and there is nothing in between. Therefore an authentic prophet, or prophetess, is both rare and valuable. And your cousin is something of a celebrity here, as you know.”

Peter smiled. Maureen was mostly notorious within the walls of Vatican City, where she was a curiosity—a heretic and a renegade, and worse still, a woman—but also a force that could not be entirely discounted. She had, after all, made the most remarkable Christian discovery of the era as a result of following her dreams and visions.

“So whether or not the more conservative elders of the Church approve of your cousin makes no difference. The undeniable fact is that her visions have led her to achievements that are unmatched. I believe that someone is using her as a result—to find the book that is referenced in that document. And once it is found, I don’t believe they will want her around to tell the tale of its existence. She must take extreme care, and so must you.”

The old priest sat deep in thought, eyes closed, for so long that Peter feared he had fallen asleep. When he opened his ancient eyes finally, they were clear and bright with intention.

“Peter, I need you to keep me posted on your cousin’s movements in relation to this document, and certainly inform me if she has any further contact from this…source. I promise you, it is for her own protection. And yours.”

Peter assured him that he would do so. But the old priest’s words of warning had rattled him and he was anxious to get out of there and call Maureen, who would be arriving in France momentarily.

“Now go with God, my boy. And may his blessed mother watch over you on your journey.”










CHAPTER THREE




The Languedoc
 France, present day

Maureen was starting to feel the tension rising in her body as they drew closer to their destination. The drive took well over an hour, allowing time for her to catch up with Tammy on all the events and their mutual research over the past few days. They talked through clues and theorized on possible sources for the documents.

“Bérenger is very uneasy about all of this,” Tammy explained. “As fascinating as it is, he doesn’t like feeling that he is out of control of this situation, and it concerns him that none of us have been able to come up with a substantial theory as to who is leading this heretical scavenger hunt.”

“Whoever it is knows a lot about both Bérenger and me. That’s certainly disconcerting. But they also know what’s occurring in my dreams, which is completely beyond explanation. Therefore, it’s either something divinely inspired…”

“Or something truly sinister.”

“Yeah, thanks for that reassurance. Because I wasn’t nervous enough already.”

Even without the recent, unexplainable events, returning to Arques today had Maureen on edge. This was where she had discovered the Magdalene Gospel, where she had both endured and enjoyed an adventure that was beyond the imagination of most. But it was also the home of Bérenger Sinclair, and that fact brought with it a whole series of complications.

Tammy took a detour through Montségur for lunch because she knew that Maureen loved this part of France. It was one of the earth’s great places of spirit, and the location of the last stand of the Cathar people against the armies of a Church determined to exterminate the entire culture. Maureen knew this story well, having spent some memorable hours learning about the legacy of Montségur on her last visit to France.

By the end of 1243 the Cathars had suffered nearly fifty years of torture by the Inquisition. The populations of entire cities had been eradicated until the streets very literally ran red with the blood of these innocent people. One of the last Cathar strongholds left in France was Montségur, the castle located forty miles or so from where the Château des Pommes Bleues was located in Arques. For nearly half a year, the last French Cathars were sequestered together in the fortress of Montségur.

Languedoc legend said that four members of the Cathar party were able to escape Montségur two days before the remaining population were captured and burned alive for heresy. It was told that one of these, a young girl called La Paschalina, “the little Paschal Lamb,” carried a priceless object strapped to her body—the Book of Love. This girl was instrumental in the protection of the most sacred treasure of their people. She was also Maureen’s ancestor, and the source whence the name Paschal came.

As they took their leave of the ruins of the mountain fortress, Maureen whispered a prayer of thanks to her brave ancestress, and Tammy joined in on another for the two hundred souls who perished in the flames on March 16, 1244.

They headed into Couiza to take the turn in the direction of Arques as Maureen’s cell phone interrupted their conversation. She answered with anticipation when she realized that it was Peter, calling from his office in Rome.


“I have some important info to share with you. Are you alone?”

“Tammy is with me. We’re on our way to the château.”

Peter made a slight, irritated noise, then cleared his throat and continued. “Right. The document. It’s dated 1071 and is signed by Matilda, as the countess of Tuscany.”

“What does the document say?”

“It’s a demand letter of sorts, from a very angry and imperious Countess Matilda, requesting the return of her ‘most precious red book’ immediately, and at the risk of her personally leading an army of invasion and even threatening a ‘holy war’—against her own husband, whom she clearly despises.”

“A precious red book? It’s the Book of Love, isn’t it?”

“I have reason to believe that it is, or at the very least a copy of it. The letter insists that the book be put immediately into the custody of someone named Patricio, who is the abbot of the monastery…in Orval. Maureen, this is important as it is possibly the only authenticated evidence that such a book ever existed.”

“And it is last known to be in Orval. And Orval is where we’re headed tomorrow.”

Peter interrupted her before she could continue. “You need to be very careful. I think this is dangerous. There’s more, but I will need you to call me later, when you’re alone.”

“Okay.” She was trying not to be irritated, but Peter’s refusal to share all his information because Tammy was in the car just increased her discomfort. She would have to find a way to bridge this gap and get them all on the same team again. She needed all of them, and they would have to work together and learn to trust each other again.

After all, they were searching for something called the Book of Love. Wasn’t it time for everyone to find some forgiveness? Could she?

 

Tammy activated the remote control to open the gates, and they drove up the serpentine path to the magnificent château. Maureen caught her breath at the sight of it; she had forgotten just how grand and beautiful it truly was. Strangely, though she had only spent two weeks of her life here, this return suddenly felt like a homecoming to her. She did love this place and the people attached to it.

The front door flew open as the car pulled to a stop, and Roland came bounding out. The huge grin splitting his angular face made him look unusually boyish as he lifted Tammy off her feet in an enormous hug. She was laughing that deep, throaty laugh that Roland loved as he kissed her soundly, if quickly, for the sake of decorum. Releasing Tammy, he stood before Maureen to take her hands in his and kiss her on both cheeks in a more formal European greeting.

“It is our great joy to have you back with us, my lady.”

For Roland, Maureen was more than a friend or a visitor. She was an honored guest, and one who had accomplished something monumental in his eyes. She would always be the woman who had found the Magdalene Gospel, and that set her above mere mortals. He treated her with a respect that bordered on reverence.

It was too much for an exhausted and overwrought Maureen. When she opened her mouth to reply to him, the words would not come out. Her voice was trapped in her throat, caught on a sob that had been building for the better part of two years.

Dispensing with the formalities, Maureen threw herself against this gentle giant who was her friend, a great man who treated her in a way that she was sure she did not deserve, and cried as though her heart would break.

She was home.

 

Bérenger Sinclair had watched the car make its way toward the house. He could not know that the fear and trepidation he was feeling—fear of rejection, anxiety over the initial moments of meeting—was identical to what Maureen was experiencing. He did not come down immediately to greet her. He chose to wait and gauge her reaction to Roland and the environment, hoping it would prepare him for whatever she might be feeling. He had not expected the emotional outpouring that had come with her arrival. Neither had she.

Roland and Tammy escorted Maureen to her favorite room in the château, the Magdalene room, to give her time to settle down and prepare before dinner. The exquisite bedroom, well suited for a queen, was draped in crimson velvets and took its name from the Ribera painting, Magdalene in the Desert, that dominated one wall. Today the room was filled with the heady scent of Casablanca lilies. The copious white blooms spilled out of crystal vases throughout the room.

The tap on her door an hour later was gentle, causing Maureen to think it was one of the housekeepers coming to alert her to dinner. She was ready, having changed into evening dress and repaired the makeup that had been smeared by the crying jag. Opening the door, she stopped cold. Bérenger Sinclair leaned against the door frame, tall and beautiful and smiling at her with such warmth that she could only wonder just what defect in her psyche had made her behave like such an unforgiving idiot.

She only had to wonder for a moment. After that, she was in his arms as the world melted away around them.

 

They were very nearly late for dinner, but it was Maureen who came to her senses and called a halt to their unexpectedly passionate reunion.
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