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An elaborately woven novel of intrigue about one of America’s most curious and enduring legends—the enigma of the Lady in Blue




In Los Angeles, Jennifer Narody has been having a series of disturbing dreams involving eerie images of a lady dressed in blue. What she doesn’t know is that this same spirit appeared to leaders of the Jumano Native American tribe in New Mexico 362 years earlier, and was linked to a Spanish nun capable of powers of “bilocation,” or the ability to be in two places simultaneously.


Meanwhile, young journalist Carlos Albert is driven by a blinding snowstorm to the little Spanish town of Ágreda, where he stumbles upon a nearly forgotten seventeenth-century convent founded by this same legendary woman. Intrigued by her rumored powers, he delves into finding out more.


These threads, linked by an apparent suicide, eventually lead Carlos to Cardinal Baldi, to an American spy, and ultimately to Los Angeles, where Jennifer Narody unwittingly holds the key to the mystery that the Catholic Church, the U.S. Defense Department, and the journalist are each determined to decipher—the Lady in Blue.




“The haunting and evocative tale of the triumph of modern spirit and science over a 400-year-old conspiracy.” —Katherine Neville, bestselling author of The Eight and The Magic Circle


“[An] intriguing paranormal puzzler.” —Publishers Weekly









[image: diagram]


JAVIER SIERRA, whose works have been translated into thirty-five languages, is the author of the New York Times bestselling novel The Secret Supper. A native of Teruel, Spain, he currently lives in Málaga.


[image: logo] WASHINGTON SQUARE PRESS


Cover design by Jae Song
Author photograph by Eva Pastor


Register online at www.SimonandSchuster.com for more information on this and other great books.


Visit BookClubReader.com, your source for reading group guides and other book club materials.







Critical acclaim for internationally bestselling author Javier Sierra


The Lady in Blue


“Javier Sierra’s groundbreaking historical research opens our eyes to a world we thought we knew, and revisits, in a surprising way, the devastating clash between Catholic Europe and the far more ancient world of the American Southwest.”


—Katherine Neville, bestselling author of The Eight and The Magic Circle


“This fantastic story imparts an alternative, expanded view that we do not usually find in our academic, politically motivated history books. This is what Javier Sierra brings to us in his most recent novel, The Lady in Blue. Read this book before it’s made into a screenplay. You will be happy you did.”


—Skip Atwater, president and executive director of The Monroe Institute, an organization dedicated to working with audio sound patterns in the exploration of human consciousness


“Javier Sierra has done it again! His last book, The Secret Supper, left readers wanting more and Javier has given them just what they have been waiting for with The Lady in Blue! Each chapter keeps you completely captivated and at times makes you look over your shoulder looking for the spirit of the Spanish nun. I’m completely in love with this book, and it’s a must read!”


—MaryRose Occhino, author of Sign of the Dove and radio show host of Angels On Call, on Sirius Stars 102


“Javier Sierra’s The Lady in Blue is an intriguing ‘eye-opener’ intertwining historical and scientific research with his own experience of surprising synchronicities. . . . An exciting read!”


—Margaret Starbird, author of The Woman with the Alabaster Jar and Mary Magdalene, Bride in Exile


“Sierra makes it all entertaining, intermixing history, churchly intrigue, folklore, spycraft, musicology and conspiracy journalism.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Has all those ingredients that make the page-turner genre so much fun. . . . This is the finest of thriller pulp, so your sole command here is: Keep reading.”


—Lexington Herald-Leader


“An intriguing story that spans centuries, countries, and cultures.”


—The Catholic Observer


The Secret Supper


“No mere Da Vinci Code redux, this Spanish bestseller fuses an ecclesiastical whodunit with an A–Z guide to Neoplatonist philosophy and Renaissance symbology. Sierra is a more sophisticated writer than Dan Brown, and he offers fresh perspective on the Renaissance mind.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“Offers a new way of interpreting The Last Supper. Sierra’s book, already a bestseller in Europe, is a fresh contribution to the Da Vinci industry.”


—Publishers Weekly


“For fans of religious conspiracy and reinterpretations of religious history.”


—The Washington Post


“Javier Sierra’s take on Da Vinci is much sharper, more focused, and more rewarding.”


—(New York) Daily News


“A fascinating yarn and very well told.”


—San Francisco Chronicle


“Sierra’s narrative moves smoothly, fluidly.”


—Los Angeles Times


“Sierra emerges as a strong contender in historical fiction with his . . . well-crafted book.”


—Rocky Mountain News
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To the nuns at the Concepción de Ágreda monastery, in memory of that providential encounter on April 14, 1991
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And to Carol Sabick and J. J. Benítez, opportune “instruments” of the Programmer




Le hasard, c’est peut-être le pseudonyme de Dieu, quant il ne veut pas signer.


[Chance is perhaps the pseudonym of God when he does not wish to sign his work.]


—THÉOPHILE GAUTIER, LA CROIX DE BERNY


Bilocation, n., the fact or power of being in two places at the same time.


—THE COMPACT EDITION OF THE OXFORD ENGLISH DICTIONARY
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ONE



VENICE, ITALY
SPRING 1991


Treading with a light step, Father Giuseppe Baldi left the Piazza San Marco at sunset.


As was his custom, he walked along the canal to the Riva degli Schiavoni, where he took the first vaporetto headed to San Giorgio Maggiore. The island that appeared on every postcard of Venice was once upon a time the property of his religious order, and the old priest always regarded it with nostalgia. Time had brought many changes. Omnia mutantur. Everything was subject to change these days. Even a faith with two thousand years of history behind it.


Baldi consulted his wristwatch, undid the last button of his habit, and, while scanning the boat for a seat close to the window, took the opportunity to clean the lenses of his tiny, wire-rimmed glasses. “Pater noster qui es in caelis . . . ,” he murmured in Latin.


With his glasses on, the Benedictine watched as the city of four hundred bridges stretched out before him, tinged a deep orange.


“. . . sanctificetur nomen tuum . . .”


Without interrupting his prayer, the priest admired the evening as he glanced discreetly to either side.


“Everything as it should be,” he thought to himself.


The vaporetto, the familiar water bus used by Venetians to get from place to place, was almost empty at this hour. Only a few Japanese and three scholarship students whom Baldi recognized as being from the Giorgio Cini Foundation seemed interested in the ride.


“Why am I still doing this?” he asked himself. “Why am I still watching the other six-o’clock passengers out of the corners of my eyes, as if I was going to find that one of them was carrying a journalist’s camera? Haven’t I already spent enough years holed up on this island, far from them?”


Fourteen minutes later, the water bus dropped him off on an ugly concrete dock. A gust of cold air burst in as he opened the cabin door, and everyone braced against the night air. No one paid any attention as he disembarked.


In his heart of hearts, Baldi cherished his undisturbed life on the island. When he arrived at his cell, he would wash, change his shoes, eat dinner with the community, and then bury himself in reading or correcting exams. He had followed that daily ritual since he had arrived at the abbey nineteen years before. Nineteen years of peace and tranquillity, certainly. But he was always on guard, waiting for a call, a letter, or an unannounced visit. That was his punishment. The kind of load that is never lifted from one’s shoulders.


Baldi restrained himself from giving in to his obsession.


Was there a more agreeable life than the one his studies afforded him? He knew the answer was no. His various duties as professor of pre-polyphony at the Benedetto Marcello Conservatory allowed him the peace of mind that had always eluded him as a young man. His students were hardworking. They attended his lectures with moderate enthusiasm and listened as he explained the music of the first millennium, spicing his lectures with interesting anecdotes. In short, they respected him. The faculty admired him as well, even though he sometimes missed classes because he was absorbed in his research.


And yet, such a stress-free environment never managed to distract him from his other pursuits. They were so “confidential” and long-standing that he had rarely even mentioned them to anyone.


Baldi had come to San Giorgio in 1972, exiled for crimes owing to music. The Cini Foundation offered him more than he would have dared to request from his superior: one of the best libraries in Europe; a convention center that on more than one occasion had hosted UNESCO conferences; and two scholarly institutions dedicated to Venetian music and ethnomusicology that so intoxicated him. To a certain extent, it was logical that the Benedictines had made the effort to create that paradise of musicology at San Giorgio. Who if not the brothers of the Order of Saint Benedict would busy themselves with such devotion to that ancient art? Was it not Saint Benedict himself who, once he had established the rules for his order in the sixth century, went on to create the fundamentals of modern musical science?


Baldi had studied the subject thoroughly. He was the first, for example, to appreciate that Saint Benedict’s decree, which required all members of his order to attend eight religious services a day, was based entirely on music. A fascinating secret. In fact, the prayers that he and his brothers recited daily were inspired by the “modes” still employed in the composition of melodies. Baldi proved that matins (the prayers said at two in the morning during wintertime) corresponded to the note do, and lauds, recited at dawn, corresponded to re. The offices of the first, the third, and the sixth hours, performed at six, nine, and twelve noon, corresponded to mi, fa, and sol. And the hour of strongest light, none, at three in the afternoon, corresponded to la, while the prayers recited at dusk, during the setting of the sun, corresponded to ti.


That was the class that had made him famous among his students. “Notes and hours are related!” he would boom from his podium. “To pray and to compose are parallel activities! Music is the true language of God!”


And yet Baldi the old soldier had still other discoveries hidden in his study. His thesis was astounding. He believed, for example, that the ancients not only knew harmony and applied it, via mathematics, to music, but that harmony was capable of provoking altered states of consciousness that permitted priests and initiates in the classical world to gain access to “superior” realms of reality. He defended his idea over the course of decades, doing battle with those who asserted that such sensations of spiritual elevation were always brought about by means of hallucinatory drugs, sacred mushrooms, or other psychotropic substances.


“And how exactly did they ‘use’ music?” Baldi would ask rhetorically, becoming more animated. He admitted that for the wise men of history it was enough to develop a mental “wavelength” adequate for the reception of information from “far away.” It was said that in this state, those adept in magic could reawaken any moment in the past, no matter how remote. Put another way, according to Baldi, music modulated the frequency of our brain waves, stimulating centers of perception capable of navigating through time.


But these techniques, he explained with great resignation, had been lost.


While many questioned Baldi’s outlandish ideas, even the fiercest polemics had in no way soured his jovial and friendly outlook. His silver hair, athletic deportment, and honest face gave him the look of an irresistible conqueror. No one seriously believed he was seventy-five years old. In fact, had it not been for his vow of chastity, Baldi would have broken the hearts of many of his female students.


That day, serenely unaware of the events that were about to unfold, Baldi smiled as he entered the Benedictine residence, walking at his usual lively pace. He hardly even noticed Brother Roberto waiting for him in the doorway, looking as if he had something urgent to tell him.





TWO



GRAN QUIVIRA, NEW MEXICO
362 YEARS EARLIER


Sakmo fell to his knees, a prisoner of fear. His muscular frame crumpled to the ground as shadows took possession of his soul. No matter how much he opened his eyes or rubbed them, the young warrior could not discern so much as a single strand of light. An indescribable vision had blinded him. Now he was left in darkness, alone at the cleft in the rock sacred to his tribe. The intimate terror that had dimmed his sight had also left him unable to raise a shout. Never in all his nights of keeping watch over the village had he confronted anything like it.


Feeling his way along the ground, not daring to turn away from the brilliant light that only now ceased blinding him, Sakmo tried to escape from the mouth of the Canyon of the Serpent. He should never have come near it. The narrow opening between rocks that led to the crest of the hill was cursed. His people all knew this. The five generations of shamans, witch doctors, and medicine men buried there had stated that this was the only place for miles around where one could commune with the ancestral spirits. It was indeed a fearful place. Why had he let himself be led there? What had possessed him to be lured toward the passage, a half circle in the Rock of the Initiates, if he knew of its dangers? And besides, the rock lay well beyond the area where he was keeping watch.


It was still three hours before dawn. Then they would relieve him of his post, or find him dead. Sakmo remained tense, breathing hard, his senses sharp and a flood of questions surging through his brain.


What sort of light is capable of knocking a Jumano warrior down with a single blow? A bolt of lightning? Could one of its sparks hide itself in the rock and then attack a man? And what next? Would it go on to devour him?


The sentinel was unable to wrestle his thoughts under control. Then, in the middle of his awkward escape, he noticed that the meadow had become completely silent. Not a good omen, he said to himself, and his mind entered the dangerous terrain of irrationality. Would the light pursue him? The memory, still fresh in his mind, jolted him. The fire that had left him cowering in the dark looked as if it issued from the jaws of a monster. A trickster fox who could level the meadow with a single breath. That was how his tribe’s prophecies spoke of the end of the world: their universe would instantly perish in flames; a brilliant flash of light preceding the destruction of all forms of life. The catastrophic collapse of the Fourth World.


If what had taken place in the narrow passage was a signal of the end, nothing and no one could stop it.


Was it useless to run and sound the alarm?


And how could he, blinded as he was?


Sakmo was bewildered to find himself entertaining such cowardly thoughts. It took him a minute to understand what had happened, for the intruder was unlike anything he had ever experienced. The dazzling light that had seared his eyes had broken forth from the gap in the rocks without warning. What action could he take against such an enemy? Could another warrior in the village stop it? Perhaps it was better that his wife, his daughter, Ankti, and his people, would all die before they awakened. And what would become of him?


“Ankti,” he whispered.


In the shadows, drowning in utter silence, the warrior spun around to face the rock he had left behind him. If he was going to die, he reflected in a fraction of a second, he would do it like a man. On his feet, looking straight at his executioner. Perhaps someone in the future would remember him as the first sacrifice to the Monster of the End of Time.


Sakmo was completely unprepared for what happened next.


A brief phrase, enunciated slowly, broke the vast silence of the meadow. The voice was friendly and gentle, and called him by name.


“Are you all right, Sakmo?”


The question, perfectly phrased in Tanoan, froze him where he stood. Disconcerted, he frowned, while his hand moved instinctively toward the obsidian hatchet on his belt.


Sakmo had been trained by his father, the great Walpi, head of the tribal settlement of Cueloce, as a protector of the living. Not of the dead.


“Sakmo!”


This time the voice reproved him with greater force.


Thoughts of his brave father made him grit his teeth and prepare to defend his life with the sharp edge of his blade. Be it of this world or another, no light with the power of speech would finish him off without leaving some trace of itself on the red earth.


“Sakmo . . .”


As he listened to the sound of that voice for the third time, his hatchet traced a circle of defense in the air around him. His eyes were still closed. “Good-bye, Ankti,” he murmured. Whoever or whatever was calling out to him was already at hand. Sakmo could feel its breath and its unbearable heat. His weapon trembling in his left hand, the sentinel lifted his face proudly and awaited the inevitable. Opening his reddened eyes, directing his gaze toward the darkness of the sky, he sensed a silhouette, large as a totem, looming above him. A dire thought crossed his mind: it was a woman! A cursed female spirit was about to put an end to his life.


Years before, in that very spot beside the Cueloce well, his father had prepared to die in battle.





THREE



LOS ANGELES, CALIFORNIA
SPRING 1991


This dream keeps recurring?”


Dr. Meyers leaned toward the couch where her patient was reclining, to observe her expression. Jennifer Narody, plagued by a persistent anxiety complex, had been having therapy sessions at Meyers’s plush office in the heart of the financial district for only two days. Linda Meyers was disconcerted: her patient appeared to be a thirty-four-year-old woman of sound mind, a sports fan with no family history of mental illness. In short, she was a well-balanced, financially secure, attractive individual. She had never been married; she was not in a long-term relationship, nor did it seem that she needed to be; and she got on well with her parents. Judging from appearances, she was a woman without serious problems.


“Yes. I had the same dream two times in three days,” Jennifer said in a barely audible voice. She avoided the inquisitive stare of her psychiatrist by tossing her long mane of brown hair off her shoulders.“It’s not a nightmare, you know? But every time I lie down to sleep, I think it’s going to start all over again. And that’s getting to me.”


“When was the last time you had it?”


“This morning! That’s why I asked to see you so early. I can still see it . . .”


“Are you taking the medication I prescribed?”


“Of course, but Valium has no effect on me. What I can’t understand, Doctor, is why the image of that glowing woman still obsesses me. You know what I mean? I see her everywhere. I need to get her out of my head!”


“Have you dreamed of her at other times?”


“Yes.”


“Okay, but you shouldn’t worry.” As she tried to calm her patient, she quickly scribbled something on her notepad. “We’ll find a way to get the better of this recurring dream. Are you afraid?”


“Yes, Doctor. And worried.”


“Tell me, have you experienced any recent traumatic incident, such as a traffic accident or the loss of a loved one? Something that could have provoked a bout of depression or a fit of anxiety?”


Jennifer closed her eyes. She took a deep breath and slowly let it out, concentrating in her search for the right answer.


“Well, I returned from a long stay in Europe a few weeks ago. As soon as I got back to Los Angeles, I started having the dreams again. And this time they were so vivid and so insistent that I had no doubt I was seeing her again. At first I thought it had to do with the shift in time zones, or the change in surroundings.”


“Then the dreams returned? You mean you experienced similar things in the past?”


“I told you, Doctor. Years ago I had dreams about the Indians and this mysterious lady bathed in blue light. But I have no idea why!”


“Tell me, Jennifer, what part of Europe did you visit?”


“Rome.”


“The Rome of Caesar and the Popes, of pasta and Frascati wine?”


“Yes, have you ever been there?”


“No, but I’d love to go someday.”


“Really?”


“Absolutely, but my husband is Argentinian. His family comes from Galicia in northern Spain, so every time we travel to Europe we end up staying in La Coruña, where his grandparents live.”


“You never flew over to Italy? It’s so close.”


“No.” Linda Meyers laughed. “I spend the whole time trying to speak Spanish to his family.”


Jennifer seemed suddenly melancholy, as though her mind was elsewhere.


“It’s too bad,” she finally ventured. “Rome is such a great city. The piazzas and markets, the narrow, winding streets, the steaming cappuccini and dolce far niente.”


Meyers took note of the sudden change in her patient’s mood, and waited a moment before formulating her next question. Sometimes a memory or a landscape serves to open a breach in a patient’s subconscious. Perhaps in some recent experience that her patient had in Rome she could find the key that would shed light on her case. And so, with exquisite tact, she decided to move down that unexpected road.


“Did anything happen in Rome that you want to talk about, Jennifer?”


“What do you mean?”


The liquid green eyes of her patient became wary.


“I have no idea,” the doctor responded. “You tell me. Repetitive dreams are sometimes born of small obsessions, or unfinished business, all the worries that our brain tries to overcome by whatever means at its disposal.”


“There were many things like that in Rome, Doctor. I left a good deal of unfinished business behind in Italy.”


“Tell me about it.”


This time Jennifer sought out her psychiatrist’s dark eyes. The evident sincerity of her features, set in a wide ebony face crowned with soft frizzy hair elegantly pulled back, had given Jennifer confidence from the first time they met. Simply by looking at Dr. Meyers without saying a word, she was able to let her therapist know that this was going to be a long story.


“Take your time, Jennifer,” Dr. Meyers said, smiling. “I love Italy.”





FOUR



VENICE


Good evening, Father.”


As he passed through the gates of the abbey, San Giorgio’s porter greeted Baldi with one of his officious smiles. Fair warning.


“I left the mail in your cell,” Brother Roberto announced with a flourish. “You’re in luck. Three big envelopes.”


“Nothing else?”


“Isn’t that enough, Father? The ones you’re always waiting for. You know, from the saints.”


Baldi raised his brows in mild disapproval at Brother Roberto’s unhealthy curiosity, and then hurried toward the stairs without a word. “The ones you’re always waiting for.” The old musicologist hesitated between steps. “. . . from the saints.”


“Hold on!” shouted the round-faced young monk, a cherub out of a Rubens painting. He was waving a piece of paper in the air. “They called you today, too, not once but twice.”


“Who?” Baldi yelled down from the landing. He was in a hurry.


“They didn’t leave a name. But there was a meeting. In Rome.”


“Then they’ll call again.”


Baldi had already forgotten about the calls by the time he got to his room. He was happy to find his mail exactly where Brother Roberto had said he left it. Of all his mail, three packages stood out: two from Rome, and a third from an industrial city in the north of Spain. They had been sent by “Saint Matthew,” “Saint John,” and “Saint Mark.” In fact, they were exactly the type of mail he was waiting for. The letters from the “saints.”


Those missives were the only connection to his previous life, a life no one at San Giorgio knew anything about. They arrived irregularly, rarely in groups of two, but never before had there been three at once. Realizing that his three colleagues had all felt the need to write him at the same time, he passed suddenly from happiness into a state of alarm.


But there was another, more urgent reason to be startled. It was a sepia envelope bearing the unmistakable seal of the Secretariat of State of His Holiness the Pope. It had been stamped and dated two days before in Vatican City, and was postmarked Special Delivery. Baldi set aside the mail from the “saints” and focused on that one small envelope.


“And this?” he said under his breath. The two calls from Rome began to haunt him.


Fearing the worst, Baldi ran his fingers over the envelope before opening it. When he at last slit it open, a letter on thick, official stationery fell into his hands.


“Dear Saint Luke,” he read. “You must immediately cease all aspects of your investigation. The Holy Father’s scientific advisers request your presence in Rome so as to clarify the details of your latest indiscretion. Do not delay your visit beyond this Sunday. Contact the secretary of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, or in his absence, the Institute for External Affairs. They will give you more details.” It was signed, incredibly, “Cardinal Zsidiv.”


He could barely breathe. It was Thursday, and they wanted to see him in Rome before Sunday!


But there was something even worse than the extreme rush. Unless his memory failed him—and it was usually reliable—this was just the second time in nineteen years that they had rebuked him for an “indiscretion.” He had paid for the first with his exile to this island in Venice. What price would he pay for the second?





FIVE



GRAN QUIVIRA, NEW MEXICO
SPRING 1629


Sakmo decided to attack.


But before the warrior could face his assailant and split open its head with his hatchet, a second flash of light arrived. His eyes barely had time to register the tall, mysterious silhouette that was now gazing at him when a gust of wind, as hard as a piece of dry wood, knocked him backward to the ground.


“Sakmo,” the voice repeated.


His end was near. He could feel it now. Life would slip away from him in the time it took a breath to escape his body.


What would become of his family?


And his tribe?


What awaited him on the other shore of life?


The valley was once again overflowing with a mysterious, almost tangible clarity. The warrior, meanwhile, lay on the ground while the light fell all around him. The nearby houses of Cueloce, all of stone, the Cemetery of the Ancestors, the great kiva in whose underground recesses his people held their ceremonies, even the banks of the three lakes remained bathed in a blue glow. A humming noise, a thousand times louder than a multitude of locusts, was ringing in his ears, plunging him into despair. Was this what they call death?


The tremendous humming filled everything, even his body, with its pulse.


Seconds later, his hunter’s strength failing him, he lost all awareness that his enemy was close by, as darkness took hold of his mind.


And, then, silence.


•   •   •


When the young warrior came to, his face was covered with scratches, and he had no idea how much time had passed. His head throbbed. His hatchet lay a short distance away, but he did not have the strength to crawl over to recover it.


“Dear Sakmo . . .”


The voice that had terrified him thundered from above once again. It seemed as if it came from everywhere.


“Why did you run away from me?”


Disoriented, the son of Walpi took care not to respond. Still lying facedown on the ground, he summoned his courage to decide on a course of action. His small stone knife, the same one he used to skin animals, was fastened to his belt.


A warrior’s instincts ran though his veins once again.


“I have made a long voyage to be with you,” the voice said, more hesitant with each word. “You have nothing to fear. I will not harm you.”


The voice of the spirit was serene, sincere. It spoke the same dialect as he did. And it did so directly, with no sense of haste. Sakmo noticed that the locusts were no longer humming and the light itself had become softer, allowing him to open his eyes gradually and once again take hold of his fate.


At first they appeared to be spots, and then blurry outlines, and finally, after a few moments, Sakmo was able to distinguish a thin line of red ants traveling beneath his face.


He could see again.


It was then, once he had turned over, that he saw his enemy’s face clearly for the first time.


“By all my ancestors . . . ,” he muttered.


Floating above him, a few inches away, was the form of a woman, just as he had intuited. The figure seemed almost like a wood carving, and yet, a living being, with large, clear eyes. He had never seen skin so white. She was holding her hands apart; her fingers were smooth and delicate. And her clothes were the most unusual he had ever seen. What particularly struck his attention was the vivid blue cloak that covered her dark hair, and the thick rope around her waist, which held her garments securely. The woman smiled, as if taking pity on him.


“Do you know what day it is?”


The question only confused Sakmo. The spirit had spoken without moving her lips. He remained silent.


“The year of Our Lord sixteen hundred and twenty-nine. It has taken me a long time to find you, Sakmo. Now you will help me.”


“Help you . . . ?”


Sakmo touched his belt, felt for his knife, and slowly pulled it out of its sheath, concealing it with his arm. The woman whose skin exuded light seemed to radiate gentleness. He no longer had any doubt: Sakmo was face-to-face with the Blue Spirit of the Plains. His father had spoken to him about her once.


“Is this the end of the world?”


The woman, without moving her lips, became even more resplendent when she heard the sentinel’s question.


“Not yet, my son. I have come to announce something to the people of your village. But someone like you was needed. Do you understand? There is very little time, Sakmo, before the arrival of the true God. You must prepare your people. Only you can keep blood from being shed.”


“Are you going to kill me?” he asked, grasping his knife.


“No.”


“Why have you chosen me?”


“Because of your sign, Sakmo.”


“My sign?”


“Look at your arm.”


Until that moment, the young Jumano warrior had not thought anything of the dark red mark on the inside of his left forearm. It was the size of a serpent’s bite, but in fact it resembled a rose.


“It is the sign of those who can see.”


The woman leaned over near the Indian, extending her hand until it gently brushed the top of his shaved head. A shiver went through him. His arms dropped to his sides and his fingers relaxed. The stone knife fell to the ground.


“Do not attack me,” she continued. “I have something to give you. Something only your grandchildren will understand, in no less than three hundred years.”


“Three hundred years?”


“Almost four thousand moons.” She nodded in agreement. “And you will protect it.”


“What is it?”


“Soon, when we see each other again, I will give it to you.”


And with those words, darkness fell once more over the plains.





SIX



MADRID, SPAIN
SPRING 1991


And where might we be headed today?”


This was by no means a casual question for Txema Jiménez, who was well versed in his friend’s eccentricities. Just to be on the safe side, he took out his all-weather jacket and loaded it with rolls of film. His stocky silhouette, the figure of a man who ate well and rarely exercised, became even larger whenever he threw on his “equipment.” In regard to the new arrival, which is what he told himself as soon as he saw his colleague Carlos Albert walking over to him, he was not going to play that game again. The week before in Seville, while he was trying to find a filter for his tele-photo lens in a remote part of the Santa Cruz quarter, Carlos had wandered off and left him stranded. He had never before worked with someone quite so high-strung, who lost touch with reality whenever he stumbled upon something that intrigued him.


The camera bag, a used knapsack Txema had taken with him on countless adventures, was at his feet, packed and ready to go. This time he made sure he had batteries for the flash and a decent supply of film.


When he was within a few paces of Txema, Carlos smiled broadly, answering his friend’s question with one of his own.


“Ready for a new mystery?”


Txema nodded. “I have everything,” he said, gesturing toward his bag and his jacket. “No giving me the slip so easily this time. Your little stunt in Seville won’t happen again.”


“Let’s go, then. It isn’t as if you missed anything earthshaking. Besides, the jeweler was adamant about no photographs. That was just a tall story about how he had driven a hundred fifty miles in half an hour, after his car had been enveloped by a big cloud on top of the Castillo de las Guardas.”


“An abduction?”


Carlos nodded. “If he had seen your camera, he never would have opened his mouth! You have no idea how they are, the people in that town!”


“Yeah, sure,” Txema grumbled. “And our next destination?”


“Our assignment today is the hunt for the Holy Shroud, pal.” Carlos checked the route while he took long sips from his second coffee of the morning, which the machine in the lunchroom had just dropped into his hand.


“The Holy Shroud? Since when are you interested in relics? Weren’t you the one who said they’re for old ladies?”


Carlos made no reply.


“I think that sort of thing is best left to graduate students.”


It’s strange, Carlos Albert thought. He had been asking himself the same questions for the past two months. Why did he suddenly feel such an overwhelming attraction to the religious, if he was not? Although he was an avowed agnostic, the shadow of devotion continued to pursue him since his return from his last trip to Italy. At first he had refused to take it seriously: once or twice he came across a card with the image of the Virgin of Guadalupe, just like the ones he saw on his grandmother’s night table, except that now it was between pages of a book he happened to open. That was enough for him to revisit the days when he still had faith. At other times, it was Schubert’s “Ave Maria” playing in the background at work, or the painter Murillo’s Immaculada on a postage stamp. Were they signs of some sort? Should he be concerned that the only things that caught his attention were news items about religion?


Carlos was certainly unusual. At twenty-three, shortly after finishing his studies, a youthful religious crisis had left him permanently estranged from the Catholicism of Communion and Sunday Mass. Like any conflict worthy of being taken seriously, his had evolved over a period of time. And then it burst out into the open one day when he nearly lost his life in a motorcycle accident. When his shiny chrome BMW K75 ran head-on, at fifty-five miles per hour, into a taxi that had run a red light, he knew that his life would never be the same. Everything was suddenly dark and empty. He was unconscious for fifteen hours, and when he came to in the intensive care unit, he failed to remember a single thing that had happened. Nothing. For the first time in his life, Carlos felt cheated. He seemed disgusted by the fact that he was still alive. Angry at everything and everyone. Later, at home with his parents, he explained it like this: when your life is over, there is no light, no angel plucking a harp, no paradise full of loved ones. They had misled him. For the fifteen hours that he was dead, he encountered nothing but darkness. Emptiness. Cold. A vast, empty space in which he had been trapped.


That had been almost a decade ago. He had spent six months learning to walk again, and by the time he had completed the final stage of his rehabilitation, a profound and permanent change had come over him. It was no secret that after the accident Carlos began to look at life from a very curious angle. He started to take a serious interest in borderline experiences, in psychic phenomena. He believed that a substantial part of what are called religious phenomena resulted from mental experiences that are poorly understood, mirages that one day science would be able to explain.


Yet even with his increasingly mechanical outlook on reality, he felt that one thing, however odd, was absolutely certain: life attracts life, as he put it. And no longer wanting to be separated from it, he began to make a collection of other people’s existences. His job was the perfect alibi. As a journalist he let himself absorb the air other people breathed, the things they dreamed or did. And his joining the staff at the monthly magazine set him free in a way he would never have imagined. Mysteries was a rigorous publication that kept its ears and eyes open, a journal that for years had been gathering evidence of experiences that bordered on the supernatural. Scientists with pretensions to explaining everything would write for the magazine from time to time, as would theologians who explained that only blind faith could mitigate the suffering in our society. And among the various theories, the editor of Mysteries was content to publish Carlos’s skeptical reports from the field.


After he returned from Italy, the reporter got to know an elderly professor of mathematics, a retired inventor, who assured Carlos that he had discovered how the universe works. During the interview, the professor explained that the reality we are living is merely part of a vast, invisible precision mechanism in which every action provokes a reaction. “Nothing happens by chance,” he told Carlos. “And if at any point some mysteriously linked events befall you, as if something or someone had orchestrated them on your behalf, don’t hesitate for a moment: study them! Should you manage to figure out their ultimate cause, you will have discovered the true God, whatever that may be. You’ll realize that God is actually a species of supercomputer, a Programmer, and not the ancient bearded gentleman of your imagination. That day, moreover, you will have found the reason for your existence. What else could you possibly ask for?”


As strange as it seems, it made sense to Carlos.


In fact, that morning, an hour before his meeting with Txema, something of the sort had happened to him. A succession of innocuous events, suggestions to change the direction of the magazine, had caught his attention.


It started like this: Shortly before arriving for work, Carlos found a curious gold medal on the street. Someone had lost it, and by chance its chain had ended up wrapped around one of the journalist’s shoes. When he took the trouble to bend over and disentangle it from his shoelaces, he was surprised to see Christ’s profile engraved on one side. An unmistakable image, which he knew well: the face of the dead Savior as it had been imprinted on a piece of fabric, awaiting his resurrection. Someone had lost it a few steps from the magazine’s front door, but who?


There was no name engraved on the medal, no date or anything else that would allow its owner to be identified. Carlos put it in his briefcase, but when he sat down at his desk minutes later and began looking over the daily teletypes, he became absolutely certain that his discovery had not been the result of chance. “A Second Shroud of Turin Found in Village in the Sierra de Cameros,” ran one of the headlines.


The Holy Shroud?


The face on the medal had been inspired by exactly that image.


No. This was not mere chance.


Carlos gave serious thought to what the old mathematician had said. Was he going to let an opportunity to catch God slip through his fingers?


Little did he imagine how far his instinct would carry him this time.


“And so?” Txema asked again. He was disguised as a war correspondent as he stood directly in front of the writer, his hands on his stomach. “Where exactly are we headed?”


“North. To Logroño. Familiar with the Cameros Mountains?”


“Cameros?” The photographer’s eyebrows arched in playful incredulity. “At this time of year?”


Txema glanced worriedly out the window. A cloudy front, as dark as a bad omen, was moving in to drop its deluge on Madrid, bringing with it a cold, needle-thin rain. Then, in a somber tone, he went on.


“I suppose you listened to the radio? The weather report sounds scary . . .”


None of it seemed to matter to Carlos as he picked up his small travel bag of essentials and headed behind his coworker down the stairs and out to the parking lot.


“I have a hunch that today we’re going to find a really big story.”


Txema was in no mood. “First of all, are you aware that your car needs chains, just like everyone else’s, if we intend to go higher than three thousand feet? Your car’s not exactly a four-by-four.”


The writer opened the trunk of the SEAT Ibiza and without saying a word, threw his things in. He liked his car. He’d crossed half of Europe in it, and it had never let him down. Why would it do so now on account of a little snow?


“Stop worrying,” he said at last. “You have a day with no set plans. Make the most of it.”


The magazine’s director let them escape like that from time to time. He knew the two men always turned up in the office with a lively story under their hats. One of those articles that softened the polemics, abounding in rabbis, Sufi masters, and cabalists overflowing with divine truth. But would they find anything worthwhile in the obscure sacristy of some remote village?


“Aren’t you bringing chains?” Txema insisted.


Carlos looked at him out of the corner of his eye.


“What’s the matter? You don’t trust me? Do you really believe we’ll be brought to a halt by a snowstorm in the middle of April?”


“You said it,” Txema grunted. The corpulent photographer from Bilbao was little given to joking around. When he groaned, he sounded like a wounded bear. “I know you pretty well, Carlos. We could be stranded on the top of some mountain searching for a hokey relic as we die of frostbite, stuck outdoors at two in the morning, all because we refused to put chains on the wheels!”


“I know what you think,” Carlos said in a mocking voice. “In your opinion, this is a waste of time, right?”


Txema didn’t respond.


“Okay,” Carlos said quietly as he turned the key in the ignition. “Now let me tell you my plan.”





SEVEN



VENICE


Giuseppe Baldi was so angry that his eyes were starting to tear.


“Un’altra volta lo stesso errore . . . ,” he whispered as he fought his emotions. “The same mistake I made before. . . . How could I have been such a simpleton?”


Irritated, he stashed the letter in his robe. He should have known that the interview he gave two months ago to a writer at a well-known Spanish magazine would come back to haunt him. Other than talking to a journalist from outside Italy, had he done anything else that the Vatican would consider an indiscretion?


The memory was still fresh in the old musicologist’s mind: a young foreigner, who must have been about thirty, accompanied by a photographer whose Italian was limited to a few words, turned up at the abbey on the pretext of interviewing Baldi about the unusual pastoral activity he undertook each Wednesday. This alibi, which Baldi would discover only later, served the reporter well, for Baldi gave him permission to record the conversation. As it turned out, his work with those believed to be possessed by the devil had acquired a certain notoriety in the news media, and there were more than a few magazines that asked him for statements or interviews. The Devil was very fashionable in Italy in 1991.


The Benedictine had approached the subject guardedly. Aware that the majority of his “possessed” were no more than people with a mental illness or, in the best of cases, hysterical people in need of compassion, he attempted to use his sermons as a useful way to underscore the healing power of faith.


In fact, the magazines Gente Mese and Oggi had lavished so much publicity on him in the week before the Spaniards paid him a visit, and there had been such a great response in the media to his book The Catechism of Satan, that it did not strike him as strange that some foreign journal had taken an interest in his exorcisms. And, clearly, a touch of vanity had led him to accept the interview.


Baldi realized only later that the reporter had very little interest in his work as an “exorcist.” This journalist was different from the others. Little by little, almost without trying, his interlocutor slowly inched toward the subject that Baldi himself had mistakenly let out into the open in 1972 and which turned him, over the course of a few nearly forgotten days, into a great celebrity throughout Italy. No sooner had his interviewer broached the subject than Baldi felt strangely uneasy.


“His latest indiscretion.” What else could it be?


Nineteen years had gone by since his name had appeared in headlines, following his revelation that he had spent more than a decade laboring over a device that obtained images and sounds from the past. The musicologist had stated that this wide-ranging project, in which he worked alongside a team of twelve physicists from around the world, had been approved by the Holy See. In fact, the Domenica del Corriere was the first to print its version of “the time machine.” According to the paper, Baldi’s group had already proved capable of recovering lost musical works such as Quintus Ennius’s Thyestes, composed sometime around 169 BC, as well as an exact transcription of Christ’s last words on the cross.


Those revelations, which Baldi had imagined were long buried in newspaper archives, shocked a lot of people, and even though the exclusive had long before exploded like gunpowder among the media’s news agencies, the reality of this journalist dredging up Chronovision and confronting him about it left Baldi dazed.


“Chronovision!” Baldi gasped. “What the devil?”


He balled his fists just thinking about it. He was certain he had not given the slightest bit of relevant information to those journalists. In fact, he remembered showing them the door at the mere mention of the subject.


But then, why?


No matter how he tried, Baldi could not explain the cause of his latest “indiscretion.” Had he made the obvious error of speaking to the reporter about the “four evangelists”? Or perhaps about his latest and very surprising advances in Chronovision? No. He was sure of it. His indiscretion in 1972 had taught him an unforgettable lesson. At that time, the writer from Corriere, one Vincenzo Maddaloni, had decided to mix the priest’s statements with fabrications as extraordinary as a supposed photograph of Jesus that neither he nor his team had ever seen, but which the journalist had dug up from God knows where. In 1972 his machine could recapture distinguishable sounds from the past, but the images left a good deal to be desired.


Had the second journalist now made exaggerated claims as well? And in what terms?


“A curse on them all!” Baldi raged. “Maledizione!”


As if his life depended on it, the Benedictine took off his glasses, rubbed his eyes vigorously, and splashed his face in his cell’s tiny sink. “How stupid of me!” he murmured. “I should have thought of it before.”


Baldi hid the three envelopes in the one desk drawer that he could lock and hurried down to the abbey entrance. Once there, he walked quietly past the large table without disturbing Brother Robert’s absorption in his favorite television show. He turned and moved in the shadows toward the building’s only mahogany door. He needed a telephone and at that hour the abbey’s office, which afforded a small measure of privacy, was empty. He mustered his courage and walked inside.


“Pronto. May I speak with Father Corso?” he mumbled after dialing a number in Rome.


“Luigi Corso? One moment, please,” replied the man on the other end.


Baldi held his breath. A minute later, a familiar voice came on the line.


“Hello. Who is it?”


“Matthew,” Baldi groaned, his voice at half the normal volume. “It’s me.”


“Luke! What are you calling for at this hour?”


“Something happened. I received a letter from Cardinal Zsidiv, blaming me for some indiscretion. And this afternoon Rome has called twice asking for me . . .”


“Zsidiv? Are you sure?”


“Positive.”


“And what indiscretion did he accuse you of?”


“Do you remember the Spanish journalist I told you about? The one who came with a photographer who fired off pictures nonstop?”


“Of course. The one who tried to draw you out about Chronovision, no?”


“The same. It’s the only thing I can think of. He must have published something that irritated the Holy Father’s advisers.”


“In which case,” Corso said emphatically, “the letter refers to your indiscretion, not ours. Capito?”


His tone had stiffened. The professor of music felt himself reproved. He knew he was calling Corso without the permission of the project coordinator.


“I concede the point, Corso.” Baldi didn’t argue. “My indiscretion . . . The bad news is that they want me to appear in the Vatican to state my case, before Sunday. And as you know, it would be extremely unpleasant for me if they canceled our project.”


“I think Zsidiv would be opposed to that.”


“Nevertheless, if they decide to open a dossier on me I fear that the project could suffer a new setback. Nobody in Rome is really aware of the deep implications of our investigation; all our reports have been sent in code, and I feel certain you could continue with the project, even if you no longer keep me informed of what’s happening. It would be dangerous for you to do so.”


Corso, or rather Saint Matthew, was silent.


“You heard what I said?”


“I heard, Luke. But it is very late in the day for what you propose,” the man on the other end said in an irritated voice.


“What do you mean?”


“Some goon who works at the Holy Office got in touch with me last night. He gave me all the latest news about what they plan to do. He advised me that our discoveries are now out of our hands. The Vatican needs our latest research. Their idea is to apply it to Church projects. Seemingly, we have no choice in the matter.”


Father Baldi was crushed.


“IEA called you? From the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith?” He spoke just above a whisper.


The IEA, or Institute for External Affairs, was the Vatican “agency” that acted as the liaison between the secret police protecting the Pope and the old Sant’Uffizio, or Holy Office, now known as the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith. Its tentacles extended in all directions. If Luigi Corso had given in, Baldi knew the battle was lost.


“In that case, Brother, it is very late . . .”


The Benedictine leaned on his elbows, cupping the receiver in his left hand.


“My God!” he groaned. “Is there nothing we can do?”


“Come to Rome, Luke,” said Father Corso, trying to lift his colleague’s spirits. “Resolve the issue personally. Furthermore, if you want some good advice, never speak about the project in public again. Remember what happened the first time you let your tongue loose: Pius the Twelfth classified Chronovision as riservatissima, top secret, and even though Pope John later loosened the gag, things have never been the same for us.”


“I will bear it in mind,” Baldi agreed. “And thanks. Obviously I have yet to open the envelope you sent me. What does it contain?”


“My last report. In it I detail how we refined our method for accessing the past. Last week Dottore Alberto discovered the missing frequencies that will enable us to break the three-century barrier. Do you recall?”


“I remember. You already told me a good deal about the work of this Doctor Alberto. How did it turn out . . . ? ”


“An incredible success, Luke. Incredible.”





EIGHT



SIERRA DE CAMEROS, SPAIN


Over the course of the next five hours, Carlos and Txema drove out from Madrid to the foothills of the Cameros Mountains, without paying much attention to the traffic or the rain that was slowly turning into snow. The Rioja wine country lay before them, its rugged peaks looming over gentle valleys, its enigmas shrouded. Carlos made use of the time on the road to tell his photographer the strange story of finding the medal, and how it had stirred memories of everything he knew about the Holy Shroud. The time he had spent working at a Catholic magazine in Madrid had not been wasted.


“The worst was in 1988, when a team of scientists dated Christ’s supposed burial sheet between the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries,” he told Txema. “You cannot imagine the stir that announcement caused! Carbon-fourteen dating left no doubts: the Holy Shroud was a fake.”


Txema observed him without commenting.


“I remember how the editor searched desperately for arguments to convince his readers that the scientific diagnosis must be wrong. And one of them was that, way before the fourteenth century, there were copies of the Shroud of Turin circulating with this image on it. So, how could anyone have copied something that had yet to be created? If there were earlier copies, it was because the original must be much older than all of them. Logical, no?”


Before they stopped to refuel, the photographer had already figured out what was preoccupying his friend. “Sudden inspiration,” the “incredible coincidence” of finding the medal on the same morning as the news of the Holy Shroud in the Cameros. . . . But something, nevertheless, had yet to make sense to him. A few minutes before they drove into the heart of Rioja, Txema broke his silence for the first time.


“Can you please tell me why you’ve abandoned your other investigations for nonsense like this?” he asked. “Searching for copies—copies!—of a relic. And the truth is, I can’t swallow all that stuff about the medal.”


Txema had managed to wipe the smile off his friend’s face.


“What are you referring to?”


“You know . . . Ever since I met you, you’ve tried to avoid news of religion, spiritual subjects, mystical themes. You simply left that sort of thing to others. So why now?”


Carlos stared straight ahead at the road, his lips drawn.
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