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Should the god’s warriors fail and the forces of
darkness prevail, the angered gods will unleash The Tenth Avatar to
destroy the world and all its people in flames...

Interpreted from The Vedas

 


 



Chapter 1 —
Kangchenjunga

In nine years of flying, Captain Matao
Iimori had never faced a storm with this power. Since encountering
the blizzard two hours ago, the FW 200C Condor had lost three
thousand feet to fierce wind and ice, dropping it dangerously close
to the world’s most treacherous terrain. Blinded by snow, Iimori
and his crew fought a desperate battle to hold the eastward heading
that would lead them out of Tibet’s turbulent weather into China
where a squadron of Zeros waited to escort them to Nanking. There
was only one problem. They weren’t in Tibet...

 


Iimori rested his head against the black
leather seat and stared at the snow striking the windshield. A
sweet numbness crept through his arms and legs. His eyelids
fluttered and began to close. Just a few minutes of blessed sleep.
Not too much to ask.

He was about to nod off when something
caught his eye. He glanced to his right and saw his co-pilot’s head
droop forward, his hands barely grasping the control wheel.

Iimori cursed under his breath and seized
the wheel and throttles. “I’ll take it, Fuchida.”

“What?”

“I’ve got the plane.”

Lieutenant Eiichi Fuchida slipped his hands
off the co-pilot’s wheel and slumped in his seat. He rubbed his
forehead, trying to clear his head.

“She’s too heavy. We need to de-ice
again.”

No response.

“Fuchida?”

“Something’s wrong. Dizzy…”

Iimori glanced at the blue lever beside his
co-pilot’s arm. He grimaced and flipped it on, sending a rush of
oxygen into Fuchida’s mask.

Fuchida shook his head and looked down at
the lever. “I…must have bumped it with my elbow.”

Iimori glared at his co-pilot. “You want me
to recite that at your funeral! Snap out of it, Fuchida!”

Fuchida straightened up and took a deep
breath of oxygen. “I’m sorry, Captain.”

Iimori shook his head and pressed the
throttles forward. He pulled back the wheel and felt the cockpit
vibrate from the four surging Bramo engines. The defiant altimeter
needle continued its downward slip.

The frustrated pilot leaned against the side
window and squinted at the plane’s left wing. Through the snow, he
could see ominous ice patches on the engine cowlings, only inches
from the motors. He glanced at his co-pilot. “What’s the de-icer
pressure?”

“Sixty percent.”

“Use it.”

“Captain?”

“Use it!”

Fuchida gripped a black lever on the floor
beside his seat. He pushed it forward and watched a small pressure
gauge drop from the rush of compressed air into inflatable rubber
gaskets on the wings. It would only take a few seconds to know if
the surging air was enough to dislodge the ice. He eased back in
his seat and stared at the windshield. “Captain, maybe we should
drop out of it.”

Iimori’s black eyes flared with anger. He
yanked down his mask and vented two hours of frustration. “Every
time I see a shadow, I think it’s a mountain. If we drop any lower,
we’ll be part of Tibet. The only way out of this mess is up. Now
pump that lever!”

Something struck the window beside Iimori’s
head. He turned away from his co-pilot and pressed his helmet
against the glass. He flinched as a chunk of ice broke off the wing
and disappeared into the whiteout. Another chunk peeled off the
inboard cowling and flew past his face.

Seven thousand hours of flying had taught
Matao Iimori to seize the moment. The gods look unfavorably at
cowards. “I’m taking us up.” He jammed the throttles forward,
filling the cockpit with a deafening roar.

Fuchida stared in horror at the four surging
rpm indicators. Had the man next to him snapped? In a few seconds,
those straining needles would collapse to zero. Unable to glide
with its heavy cargo, the massive plane would plunge into Tibet’s
merciless foothills. Eighteen brave men were about to die because
their crazed pilot decided to burn up four good engines for a few
thousand feet of insurance.

Fuchida started to speak, but hesitated.
Under the ancient code of bushido he must never question a
superior officer, even unto death. He had already crossed the line
and received a stern warning. Another act of defiance would not be
forgiven. He clutched the de-icer lever while recalling the tiny
gift inside his flight jacket. Let it go, Fuchida. Think of
tomorrow. And home…

Tomorrow would be June 3, 1939. His son’s
first birthday. Tamiko would be waiting in front of Tokyo’s
Imperial Hotel with Fumumaro in her arms. Fighting back tears, he
would step off the bus and embrace his little family amidst a sea
of onrushing pedestrians.

He would reach into his flight jacket and
pull out the small gold ring he’d purchased before leaving. With
his wife’s warm body pressed against him, he would stroke
Fumumaro’s black hair and place the ring in his son’s tiny hand.
Only a small gift, but the ring’s engraved words would be an
eternal reminder of his deepest love…

 


Always with you…

Father

 


Before seeing his family, he would join his
tired comrades at Yokosuka Naval Station. He would shake their
hands and wish them good fortune in the hard days ahead. He would
even shake Captain Iimori’s hand.

The team would snap to attention for a final
word from Major Tomonaga, their mission commander. The handsome
young officer would step smartly down the line, pausing in front of
each man to extend an opened hand in gratitude, his black eyes
glistening with emotion.

With tears streaming down his face, Eiichi
Fuchida would clasp the major’s hand while hearing the proud words
that drive men to do the impossible.

“Mission accomplished, Lieutenant Fuchida.
Well done…”

 


Fuchida felt the plane’s nose surge upward.
An invisible force pressed him against the leather seat. The
cockpit vibrated from the roar of five thousand stampeding horses.
His eyes focused on the rising altimeter needle. Seventeen
thousand. Eighteen thousand. Eighteen five.

Yes...they were climbing. Fighting their way
out of the storm. He could see blue sky breaking through the
clouds. Sunlight flashed on his face. Only a few more seconds…

The cockpit shook from a loud thud. Stunned,
Fuchida looked at his commander who was staring at the left
wing.

“Smoke in number two!” Iimori feathered
number two’s throttle while scowling at the black smoke pouring
from the left inboard engine. He pulled back the other throttles
and pressed the wheel forward to level off, but the damage was
done. The faltering engine showered the left wing with sparks.

Iimori tried to steady the pitching plane. A
blast of heat struck his face. He leaned against the glass and saw
flames spewing from the blackened engine. “Fire in number two!”

Fuchida gripped number two’s extinguisher
lever and began pumping a stream of retardant into the burning
engine. He said a prayer and stared at the regurgitated foam
spraying over the scorched wing. If the retardant failed, and the
fuel tank ignited, he would never see his family again.

Overwhelmed by the retardant, the angry
flames retreated into the sparking engine, disappearing in a wisp
of black smoke. Seconds later, the smoke became a white vapor
trail.

Fuchida lifted his trembling hand off the
extinguisher lever and peered at the blackened engine. “I think
it’s out.”

Iimori slumped in his seat and scanned the
instruments. He had paid a dear price for a glimpse of heaven.
Airspeed: one-fifty and dropping. Altitude: eighteen-five and
dropping. Fuel: one-half and dropping. With only three engines
left, the plane’s groundspeed had been reduced by one-fourth,
cutting their effective range to fourteen hundred miles. Nanking
was two thousand miles away.

Iimori pulled back the wheel and stared at
the altimeter. No response. He pressed the throttles forward and
tried again, but the needle continued its ominous fall. He glanced
at the side window and shook his head. “I can’t see the wing
through this damn snow. How does it look on your side?”

Fuchida leaned to his right and squinted at
the other wing. He fell back in his seat, his eyes fixed on the
windshield. “Fresh ice, Captain.”

Iimori clenched his fist and looked over his
right shoulder. “Kigoshi, where are we?”

Second Lieutenant Tadao Kigoshi stared at
the windshield, his hand clutching a pair of dividers.

Iimori glared at the petrified navigator.
“Are you all right?”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Then where the hell are we! Snap out of it,
Kigoshi! I need a bearing!”

Shaken by the pilot’s tirade, Kigoshi took a
deep breath and leaned over his plotting table. He glanced at the
compass and placed his dividers on the dimly lit map of Asia. It
would be his twelfth attempt to plot their position since entering
the monsoon two hours ago. The prior eleven efforts had proved
futile, all indicating an ominous southward drift toward the
towering Himalaya separating Tibet and Nepal. Impossible. They
would have seen them by now. Unless

Kigoshi put down the dividers and stared at
the map. He rubbed his tired eyes and picked up the navigation
wheel. The instruments were fluttering badly, but they were all he
had. Winds from the northeast at ninety. Heading: due east at one
ninety before losing engine. Effective groundspeed: one hundred
five mph. Estimated angle of drift: thirty-five degrees southeast
for two hours. Correction: Zero!

Kigoshi’s eyes widened. The navigation wheel
dropped out of his hand.

“Come, Kigoshi! You think this plane runs on
piss! The fuel’s below fifty percent!”

Kigoshi picked up a pencil and scribbled the
coordinates on a piece of paper. He leaned forward and touched the
paper to Iimori’s flight jacket.

Iimori snatched the paper out of the young
navigator’s hand. “Three hundred fifteen degrees?”

“Yes, Captain.”

“You want me to turn around and head
northwest?”

Kigoshi swallowed hard and nodded.

“Are you mad?”

“Captain, we’re in Nepal. Below the
mountains. That’s why we haven’t hit anything.”

“Nepal? Impossible, we couldn’t make it over
those peaks?”

Kigoshi clenched his fists. “We didn’t. I
think the storm pushed us into Nepal before we reached the
Himalaya. They’re above us now. Between us and China.”

Iimori’s jaw dropped. “Are you telling me
we’ve been flying in Nepal for two hours? Below the Himalaya?”

“I think so, Captain. If the whiteout would
break for a minute, I’d know for sure.”

“Damn you, Kigoshi! What kind of navigator
are you!” Iimori crushed the paper in his gloved hand and flung it
at Kigoshi’s face. “The hell with your coordinates. I’m correcting
northeast. Replot a course for Nanking.”

Iimori looked to his right and saw his
co-pilot gaping at him with frozen eyes. “You better get the Major
up here. And tell them we need more fuel.”

Fuchida nodded and climbed out of the
co-pilot’s seat. He paused beside the shaken navigator and patted
his shoulder before brushing past him to the cockpit door.

Kigoshi lowered his head. “I am sorry,
Captain. I am dishonored before you.”

Iimori gritted his teeth. He’d pleaded for a
more experienced navigator, but was overridden by his mission
commander because of Kigoshi’s extensive geographic knowledge of
Asia and Europe. So much for geographic knowledge. He took a
calming breath and stared at the windshield. “Keep working your
map, Lieutenant. And say a prayer for us.”

***

Major Shinichiro Tomonaga put down his
pencil and scanned the Condor’s cramped passenger
compartment. Across from him, Sergeant Mitsui had dropped off to
sleep while the two German Jews used a small flashlight to play a
game of gin rummy.

Tomonaga leaned back against the fuselage
wall and studied the two parka-clad civilians. How strange they
were. One minute playing cards like children, and the next poring
through black notebooks filled with cryptic calculations. If it
weren’t for General Yasuda’s strict orders to bring them back to
Tokyo, he would have gladly left them in Norway. They were men
without a country. Men trying to survive another day. Wars were
better fought without such hapless creatures. Tomonaga jammed the
journal into his pack and rested his head against the metal
wall.

He was nearly asleep when a powerful jolt
snapped him against his canvas restraining harness. He shook his
head and saw Herr Kessler picking himself off the floor. Herr Stein
lay beside him covered with scattered playing cards.

After ten hours of rugged flying, Tomonaga’s
patience had run out. He raised a clenched fist and shook it at
them. “I told you to wear your harnesses! Now put them on!” He
reached down for one of the playing cards and flipped it angrily at
Stein.

The shaken Jew nodded and sat down. He
didn’t understand a word of Japanese, but Tomonaga’s glaring eyes
and menacing gestures more than made up for it. Stein picked up the
flashlight and clipped on his seat harness while his friend
gathered up the cards for a new game.

Tomonaga turned to Sergeant Mitsui who was
rubbing his sore head. “Are you all right?”

“Yes, sir.” Mitsui continued rubbing his
tousled black hair.

“Better wear your helmet. It will keep that
hard head from knocking a hole in the fuselage.”

Mitsui smiled under his oxygen mask and
slipped on the stained, brown-leather helmet. The protruding ear
flaps and mask made him look like a baby elephant.

Tomonaga unclipped his harness and checked
the blue oxygen bottle strapped to his belt. He’d done enough
flying to know the violent jolt was caused by something internal.
He grabbed an overhead strap and pulled himself up.

“Something wrong, sir?” Mitsui looked up at
him with concerned eyes.

“Just stretching my legs, Sergeant. Get some
sleep.”

Tomonaga worked his way toward the metal
door at the rear of the compartment. He lifted the restraining bolt
and felt a rush of cold air against his face.

“Major Tomonaga!” Sergeant Morita’s booming
voice echoed through the Condor’s cargo hold, sending a
dozen Imperial Marines scrambling to their feet.

Tomonaga closed the bulkhead door and stared
at the bowing marines. “How are we doing?”

Morita straightened up and mumbled through
his mask. “We’re well, sir.”

Tomonaga jammed his fists against his hips.
“Doesn’t sound like it.”

Morita’s head snapped back. “WE’RE WELL,
SIR!”

“That’s better.” Tomonaga slapped his arms
against his parka and faked a shiver. “At least you won’t spoil
back here.” He joined the marines in a good laugh and gestured for
them to resume their card games.

Tomonaga squinted at the twin rows of
canisters behind the crouched marines. “How are they holding
up?”

“No problem, sir. I just checked the
restraining straps. All secure.”

Tomonaga eyed the canisters like a mother
hen. “Did you feel that jolt?”

Morita nodded. “Sounded like an engine.”

Tomonaga folded his arms and eased beside
his sergeant. “I’m not worried with Iimori up there, but between
you and me, I’ll be glad when we clear this damn weather.”

“The navigator?”

Tomonaga frowned under his mask. “Iimori was
right. The kid is too light. I should have taken Genda.”

Morita nodded and glanced at his watch. “Ten
hours. I’m starting to feel like a sardine. How long to
Nanking?”

Tomonaga was about to reply when the
bulkhead door swung open and Fuchida stepped into the cargo
hold.

“Captain Iimori needs to speak with you,
sir. He’s asking for more fuel.”

Tomonaga nodded and watched Fuchida
disappear through the door.

“Trouble?”

“Just a briefing. It’s been two hours since
we hit the storm. Maybe we’re coming out of it.”

Morita glanced at his men. “We could use
some good news.”

“I’ll see what I can do.” Tomonaga lifted
the door’s restraining bolt. “Stay well, Sergeant. I’ll try to get
you some heat. We should land in twelve hours.”

“Question, sir?”

“Yes?”

Morita leaned closer. “The men keep asking
how much gold is in the canisters. They’re placing bets. You know,
thirty canisters at seventy-five pounds. That sort of thing.”

Tomonaga nodded. “Sounds like a good way to
pass the time.”

“Tanaka thinks it’s two million American.”
Morita looked down and waited for a reply.

Tomonaga leaned against him and whispered
through his mask. “Tell Tanaka he’s not close.”

Morita’s brown eyes lit up.

“Don’t forget that fuel.” Tomonaga patted
Morita’s shoulder and stepped through the door.

Morita watched the metal restraining bolt
drop into place. He glanced at his watch. Twelve more hours and
they’d be out of this sardine can. Twelve more hours…

He spun around and glared at the huddled
marines. “What are you doing on your asses! This pig needs more
fuel!”

The stunned marines jumped to their feet and
snapped to attention. They watched the sergeant pick up a wrench
and step to the line of metal drums strapped to the fuselage
wall.

Morita unscrewed the first drum cap and
jammed a rubber hose into the opening. “The next one’s yours,
Tanaka. Left wing, got it?”

“Hai!” The marine nodded briskly.

Morita backed away and flipped on a pump
connected to the right wing tank. “No smoking, gentlemen.” He
stared at the drum and listened to the gasoline gurgle through the
hose.

 


Tomonaga stepped into the cockpit and rested
a gloved hand on Iimori’s shoulder. “How are we doing?”

“We have a problem, sir.”

“Problem?”

Iimori hesitated. “The storm dragged us into
Nepal. We’re shut off from China.”

Tomonaga stared at his pilot.

“It’s my fault. Cut it too close. The damn
monsoon pushed us below the mountains.”

Tomonaga leaned forward and squinted at the
snow blowing against the windshield. “Can we backtrack?”

Iimori shook his head.

“But we have plenty of fuel?”

Iimori gestured for Fuchida to take control
of the plane. He leaned back in his seat and rubbed his tired eyes.
“Backtracking means turning around and heading northwest to clear
the mountains. Then turning east to get back on course. We’ll waste
five hours of fuel.”

“Five?”

“At least.”

Tomonaga pulled down his oxygen mask and
stroked his stubbled chin. “What about flying back to Iran?”

“Too late. We passed our point-of-no-return
an hour ago.”

Tomonaga noticed the dead rpm gauge. “What
happened?”

“Blew number two trying to climb out of this
mess. It was the only way to escape the ice.”

Tomonaga leaned toward the left window and
peered at the snow blowing across the blackened wing. He caught a
glimpse of the dead inboard propeller. “We’re carrying a lot of
ice?”

“Too much.”

Tomonaga hesitated. “What do we do?”

“Head northeast. If we can find a pass into
Tibet, we’ll shake this damn storm and have a shot at one of the
dirt strips near our lines. The Zero’s will cover us until we get
help.”

“How close can we come?”

“Close enough. I’m not worried with the
Zero’s out there.”

“What about the weather?”

“I think it’s breaking up ahead.”

Tomonaga gripped Iimori’s shoulder and
stared at the frozen windshield. “No one said it would be
easy.”

“No, sir.”

Tomonaga slipped on his mask. “How far to
the mountains?”

Iimori glanced back at his navigator who was
poring over his charts. “Well, Kigoshi?”

“Hai!” The young second lieutenant jumped
out of his seat and snapped to attention.

Tomonaga locked his black eyes on the
fatigued navigator. “How does it look?”

Kigoshi struggled for words. “We should see
the eastern Himalaya in a few minutes. Probably Kangchenjunga.”

“Kang— ”

“Kangchenjunga, sir. Twenty-eight thousand,
but I think we can skirt it.”

Tomonaga’s eyes widened. “Twenty-eight?”

“Yes, sir.”

Tomonaga fought his anger. “Quite a mess,
Lieutenant.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Well, I’m sure you’ll guide us through
it.”

Kigoshi didn’t respond. His eyes were
focused on the windshield.

Tomonaga turned and saw Iimori and Fuchida
staring at the windshield. He leaned forward and noticed a wall of
sunlit clouds emerging from the haze. “Good, we’re coming out of
it.”

Iimori fell back in his seat and stared at
his co-pilot. “How far do you make it?”

“I can’t tell.”

“Give me the damn wheel.” Iimori seized
control of the plane and began easing its hundred eight foot
wingspan into a steep left bank.

Tomonaga braced himself against the tilting
cockpit. “What’s wrong?”

“Mountaindead
ahead.”

Tomonaga stared at the windshield in
disbelief.

Iimori pressed the throttles forward and
nodded at his co-pilot. “You better warn them back there. This damn
wind is pushing me straight at it.”

Fuchida couldn’t move. His eyes were fixed
on the monolith jutting through the broken clouds.

“Fuchida!”

Tomonaga gripped Iimori’s shoulder. “I’ll do
it.” He backed away from the stunned crew and turned for the
cockpit door.

“Wait, sir!” Iimori looked back at his
commander with desperate eyes. “Request permission to break radio
silence for a distress call to our planes.”

“But, Captain— ”

“I’m sorry, sir.”

Tomonaga glared at his pilot. “Do it.” He
turned and scrambled through the cockpit door.

Fuchida pulled out a small black book and
began twisting the radio dials. “Our position, Kigoshi!”

Kigoshi scribbled the coordinates on a piece
of paper and thrust it into the co-pilot’s extended hand. He
gripped the plotting table and gazed at the windshield. “God, I can
almost touch it.”

“Shut up!” Iimori turned the wheel to
steepen the bank, but the stall-warning buzzer kicked on. He
leveled off and stared at the wall of rock and ice stretching
across the windshield. They were at least three thousand feet below
the ridge crest. He gripped the wheel and listened to Fuchida bark
out the distress call.

“Black Dragon calling Sanctuary. Time:
eleven-twenty hours. Position: eighty-eight degrees east,
twenty-seven degrees north. Heading: eighty-two degrees. In danger
of crashing into north ridge of Kangchenjunga on Nepal-Sikkim
border. Carrying thirty canisters of gold. If no further message
received, assume Black Dragon down and send rescue force per Purple
Code Nagumo. Repeat: Black Dragon calling Sanctuary…”

With seconds left, Iimori gritted his teeth
and drew his last card. He pushed the wheel forward, sending the
huge plane into a power dive. An invisible force pressed him
against the seat. He could feel the blood rushing to his face. He
looked down at the airspeed indicator. One fifty. One seventy. Two
hundred. Now! He said a prayer and yanked the straining
wheel against his stomach.

 


Tomonaga burst into the passenger
compartment and grabbed an armful of blankets from under the
seats.

“What’s wrong, sir?” Mitsui started to get
up.

“Stay down! Tighten your seat harnesses and
press these against your faces!” Tomonaga flung the blankets at the
three stunned passengers.

Kessler and Stein dropped their playing
cards and gawked at him in panic.

“Do it!” Tomonaga staggered past them to the
bulkhead door. He lifted the restraining bolt and rushed into the
cargo hold as the plane surged upward from Iimori’s desperate
maneuver. “Morita!”

Sergeant Morita looked up and saw his
commander’s knees buckle from the plane’s sudden climb. He tried to
reach him, but the force pinned him to the floor.

“Brace yourselves!” Tomonaga kicked the door
shut and clutched the bulkhead.

 


Iimori pressed the wheel against his stomach
and glared at the windshield. He could hear Fuchida shouting the
distress call above the engines. Behind him, Kigoshi dug his
fingers into the plotting table while muttering a Shinto
prayer.

He glanced at the altimeter. Twenty-one
thousand. Twenty-one five. Twenty-two. They were going to make
it!

The ridge of rock and ice rushed at his
face. He pressed his back against the seat and screamed at the
lumbering plane. “Come on you German bitch! Only a hundred more—
”

The windshield imploded as tons of ice and
snow blasted into the cockpit, killing its three man crew
instantly. Behind them, Sergeant Mitsui was crushed beneath the
collapsing front bulkhead. Kessler and Stein cried out to their god
before vaporizing in a fireball of exploding fuel.

Tomonaga was nearly to his feet when a
tremendous force slammed him against the rear bulkhead. He felt the
bulkhead give way to a blast of searing heat. His body catapulted
into space. A chilled wind struck his face. He could see gray
sky.

His right shoulder exploded in pain as his
body skipped off the ice and cartwheeled into the air. He tried to
cry out, but a crushing impact swept his breath away. Snow ripped
across his face and chest. He caromed helplessly forward until his
broken body came to rest in the deep snow.

He couldn’t breathe. He rolled on his side
and clawed at the snow covering his face. He began coughing, but
the pain turned his coughs to agonizing cries.

Before blacking out, Tomonaga saw the
Condor’s decapitated tail section grind to a halt several
hundred feet away. Beyond it, the snow-filled sky blazed with the
plane’s burning front section and wings. He closed his eyes and
felt the snow striking his face. The air echoed with explosions and
the horrible cries of dying men. Then, there was only the
wind….

 


An unmarked transport has crashed into a
mountain on the Nepal-Sikkim border, its burning wreckage scattered
across a twenty-three thousand foot ridge in a howling blizzard. A
seemingly unnoticed event in a world preparing for war, but one far
more important than imaginable for a few desperate men.

The gods had made their choices and taken
positions in the clouds around Kangchenjunga. Four mortals would
soon come to fight a battle that would determine the fate of
mankind.

But we’ve gotten a bit ahead of ourselves.
Ten years to be precise. Best to begin at a better time, in a
better place...

 


 



Chapter 2 — Valencia

An hour had passed since Roberto set out
along the banks of the Turia into the rich, green countryside above
his native Valencia. His ears rang from last night’s celebration
and his head throbbed from too much Rioja.

God, it was hot. He wiped his brow and
looked down at the splashing water. The river smelled so cool. Like
an oasis in the desert. Enjoy it now, hombre. In a few
weeks, the oppressive heat would reduce the Turia to a trickling
stream. He yanked off his shirt and slipped down the rocky
embankment into the swirling, blue-green water.

An invigorating chill swept through him as
the mountain-fed current rushed over his face and body. He swam
through the churning water and flipped on his back like a porpoise.
The sky was so beautiful. The deepest of blues, and crystal-clear.
He floated in space while recalling yesterday’s celebration.

The Festival of Juegos Florales had
been far more than a gala party for Roberto Hidalgo. With painters
and writers pouring into Valencia to display their works, Roberto
and his father had spent three agonizing months creating floats,
galleries, and stages worthy of these sensitive
artistas.

He smiled to himself while recalling
Monsignor Diaz’ stirring tribute to the Hidalgos before awarding
them the Church’s gold plaque for architectural excellence. But it
was his father’s emotional acceptance speech that won the day. The
aging orator had them in tears when he raised his hands to the
sun-drenched crowd and praised God for His greatest gift.
“España!”

He closed his eyes and felt the cool water
lap against his face. It was so refreshing. Like the soft breezes
drifting across the plaza at last night’s celebration. He heard the
dancers’ heels strutting against the pavement, their
castanets clicking like a swarm of mating crickets. And the
guitarists’ flamenco chords pulsing through the crowd of
handclapping Valencians. Driving them forward like shrieking
banshees to clasp arms with their Andalusian brothers and sisters
in a swirling rainbow of reds, yellows, blues, and greens. An orgy
of love and camaraderie sorely missed in 1929 Spain.

He remembered the beautiful woman lying
beside him in the darkness, her warm body pressed against him, her
soft lips kissing him in the morning light. He’d never known a
woman like Laura. So confident and outspoken, yet sensual and
passionate in his arms. Always a step ahead, even when they danced
the paso doblé. In only three months, he had fallen madly in
love with her.

Roberto’s bliss was interrupted when his
buttocks grated against the rocks on the river’s edge. Startled, he
sat up in the water while a sunbathing frog blinked at him from a
nearby rock. It was too hot to croak.

The Turia’s unpredictable current had
deposited him on the shore only a few feet from where he’d slipped
into the river. So much for dreams, hombre. He stepped
grudgingly out of the splashing water and snatched his shirt off a
rock. It would only take a few minutes to reach the orange grove at
the top of the hill.

“Buenos dias, Roberto!”

He spun around and saw Sancho waving at him
from the field on his right. The laborer’s white tunic and pants
were streaked with perspiration from hours of digging in the midday
sun. “Hola, Sancho! Are you mad, obrero? It’s too hot to work
today! Jump into the river, amigo! That sun will burn you to dried
leather!”

Sancho smiled through parched lips. “I am
already dried leather, Roberto! The land doesn’t reward lazy men!
And may I ask where you are going, son of Don Felipe Hidalgo?
Perhaps into the shade of that orange grove for a little siesta?
Perhaps you have tasted too much Rioja at yesterday’s festival? Is
that it, Roberto?” Sancho extended his weatherbeaten sombrero
toward the embarrassed young man while breaking into hysterical
laughter.

Sancho knew him too well, as did the other
laborers who farmed the rich soil of the huertas above
Valencia. At twenty-eight, Roberto Hidalgo was living a magnificent
dream. A handsome caballero with shining black hair and
penetrating black eyes who easily won the hearts of lovely
mujeres in the ancient Spanish city that was his home. At
yesterday’s festival, señoritas all but lined up for a tango with
the wealthy son of Don Felipe Hidalgo, Valencia’s foremost engineer
and architect.

Roberto sighed and continued up the hill. If
Sancho knew more, he might not be so envious. In a few years,
Roberto’s eyes would blur from endless blueprints and measurements.
His back and legs would weaken from a thousand sleepless nights
hunched over a drafting table. His hair would turn white from
stressful deadlines and bidding wars. His heart would short circuit
from the debilitating struggle to create structural art in a nation
besieged with militant labor movements.

No, Sancho. Easier to rise with the sun and
farm the soil, then quench your thirst with a jug of wine and
beautiful woman under a starlit sky. Not such a bad life,
obrero. Nothing is what it seems.

A warm breeze wafted across the cultivated
plain, filling his nostrils with the heavenly scent of wildflowers
and fresh oranges. He paused at the edge of the grove and looked
east toward Valencia. The ancient city rose proudly from the
Mediterranean Sea like a great, sprawling Atlantis, its medieval
mosque towers silhouetted against the blue water and sky. God, he
loved it here.

He crawled beneath the grove’s sheltering
branches and plucked a ripe orange from a nearby twig. He peeled
away the fruit’s taut skin and tore off a translucent crescent of
orange meat. He bit into it, flooding his tongue with a burst of
tart sweetness that made him moan with pleasure. He dug his fingers
into the orange and jammed a second crescent of ambrosia into his
mouth. Then a third.

With his thirst quenched by the sweet meat
and citrus juices, he stretched out on his back and gazed at the
latticework of branches and twigs crossing out the sun. He’d
promised his father a blueprint of the Miserere renovation
by this evening, but his eyes wouldn’t stay open. His father would
understand. He always understood…

***

Señor Hidalgo righted himself in the leather
chair and blinked his eyes. The mantle clock was chiming five, but
he didn’t need a clock to know the time. The sun’s late afternoon
rays had reached the stone fireplace facing his desk, bringing to
life the stunning portrait above the mantle.

He looked up at the beautiful woman staring
down at him with soft, brown eyes. “Buenos dias, mi
amor. You were in my dreams today.”

They had met at the University of Madrid in
1896, a simple encounter while studying for exams on the grass
beneath the great tower. Elena Montoya was a striking woman capable
of melting any man with the slightest fix of her brown eyes, but it
was her keen passion for living that drew him to her.

Raised by a stern militarist father, Felipe
Hidalgo’s obsession to succeed allowed little time for sensitive
things, until the night he kissed her beneath the stars with the
Mediterranean Sea lapping at his feet. From that moment, he knew
this very special woman would be his shining beacon for life. He
was devastated when she left him four years later.

Señor Hidalgo’s lovely wife had been dead
twenty-eight years, but he could still smell her sweet skin and
taste her warm lips. Soon, they would reunite in a better world to
walk along the sea and make love beneath the stars. Until then, he
must be driven by two other passions. His work and his son.

He plucked the quill pen from its well and
shuffled the papers. He was exhausted, but with only a week
remaining to the Council presentation, there was no time for
sleep.

“Señor, may I come in?”

Before he could answer, the study doors
swung open and a petite woman stepped into the room clad in a silk
white blouse and brightly flowered skirt.

“You must eat, señor. You are no longer a
young man.”

He shook his head. “I am not hungry.”

“You must eat. We will not have martyrs in
this house.” She stepped closer and planted herself beside him.

“Maybe some fruit and cheese.”

“Fruit and cheese? You need warm food. Let
me prepare the paella. Then, you can get a good night’s
sleep and do twice as much work tomorrow.”

“Sleep is out of the question.”

“Martyr.”

Startled, Señor Hidalgo put down the pen and
looked at the attractive woman standing beside him. Maria had been
his faithful companion for nearly thirty years. She was a young
girl when his wife found her begging in the fields. Aside from
delivering Roberto, Maria was the finest gift Elena Hidalgo gave
her husband before she died.

“I am too tired to argue. Some paella
then, but only a small bowl. And please find Roberto. I would like
to eat with him.”

“He should be here soon.”

The Señor fixed his tired brown eyes on her.
“It seems Roberto has become quite the lady’s man.”

Maria smiled and shrugged. “You have a very
attractive son, like his father.”

He ignored her compliment and looked down at
the pile of sketches lying on the desk. “Roberto will need more
than looks and charm to survive this cruel world. We’ll eat in here
so I can review his work.”

“Yes, señor.”

He broke into a warm smile and took her
hand. “Too much loyalty, Maria. You should have found a good
husband and bore him children instead of staying with this cranky
old man.”

She smiled and pushed back a wayward strand
of black hair. “This is my home, señor. I am very happy here, but I
would be happier if you would eat a good meal.”

“Then I’ll try to make you happy.”

“Good, señor.”

Señor Hidalgo waited for Maria to leave the
room before slumping in the chair, his face twisted in pain. He
reached down and probed the small, throbbing lump in his left side.
A trickle of perspiration ran down his forehead. Dr. Vivar’s words
echoed in his ears from this morning’s examination…

 


I’m sorry, Felipe.

Then, there is no hope?

There is always hope, but you should put
things in order. The cancer is in your glands and is spreading
quickly.

How long?

Perhaps a year...

 


The Señor looked up at the portrait. He had
planned to transfer the business to Roberto in five years, but that
was no longer possible. The transition must begin now.

He wouldn’t tell Roberto about the cancer.
The days ahead would be hard enough without compounding them with a
son’s pity. At twenty-eight, Roberto Hidalgo must become a man, and
the Señor must become more a father, and less a mother, to his
beloved son.

Yes, they would discuss these things
tonight. He ignored the pain and snatched the pen off the desk.

 


Roberto scrambled out of the grove and
stared at the orange-streaked clouds above the sea. The air had
cooled and a gentle breeze was blowing from the east. Behind him,
the last rays of sunlight had disappeared behind the distant Meseta
hills. Valencia was bathed in shadows, except for the Micalet’s
shining tower.

“Shit!” He bolted down the hillside toward
the darkened city. Through the corner of his eye, he could see
Sancho and his comrades, still laboring in the cooling twilight.
Those poor creatures would till that soil until the last trace of
daylight was gone. Incredible, considering they owned none of the
land.

A full moon was rising over the great city
when he ran across Viveros Park toward the wood and stucco home
nestled beneath the conifer trees. He stopped at the wrought iron
gate and swiped the perspiration off his face. Through the windows,
he could see a light shining in his father’s study. A candelabra
flickered in the dining room. The night air hummed with a million
passionate cicadas. He tucked in his shirt and rested a hand on the
gate’s metal latch.

Despite his best efforts, the un-oiled gate
screeched when he opened it. The alarm had been sounded. He crept
up the cobblestone walk and edged toward the front door like a
torero facing the bull at the moment of truth.

“Where have you been?”

So much for stealth. Maria was standing in
the darkened doorway with hands on hips.

“I fell asleep in the groves.”

Maria shook her head. “Your father has been
asking for you since five. He wanted to eat with you. Not very
considerate, Roberto.”

He stunned her with an embrace. “Maybe I
should take a bath first.”

“Shame on you. You smell like the river.”
She forced back a smile and slapped him on the rear when he went
by.

 


Refreshed by a bath and change of clothes,
Roberto took a deep breath and gripped the twin, carved door
handles leading to his father’s study. He pushed the doors open and
stepped into the dimly lit room. His father was writing feverishly
at his desk.

“Good evening, Father.”

The Señor flung his quill pen in the air and
jumped back in his chair. “My God, Roberto! Do you want to give me
a heart attack?”

Roberto raised his hands apologetically and
eased into one of the chairs facing the desk. “I didn’t know you
were still working.”

The Señor reached down and snatched the
quill pen off the polished wood floor. “How can you say that? Do
you think Don Alejandro and the Carlitas are sitting on their
verandas eating grapes? They’re killing themselves like me. Do you
know why?”

Roberto held back a smile. “Because you
taught them everything they know?”

The Señor nodded proudly while fumbling
through the drawings on his desk. He lifted one of them next to the
green-shaded desk lamp so his son could see it. “This is my sketch
of the restored Miserere. It must blend perfectly with your
blueprint.”

“Yes.”

The Señor studied the sketch for a moment
before looking at his son. “We should compare them now. Where is
the print?”

“Print?”

“Of the Miserere?”

Roberto looked down. “I’m afraid the
festival got the best of me.”

The Señor slipped off his reading glasses.
“Are you telling me the print is not drafted?”

“I’m sorry. I was going to work on it today,
but— ”

“No excuses, Roberto!” The Señor jammed the
quill pen into its inkwell. The skin beneath his thinning white
hair flushed bright red. “You promised me it would be finished
tonight. Don’t you know a man is judged by his word?”

“Father, I— ”

“Enough!”

Roberto stared at his father in stunned
silence.

The Señor’s face twisted in a frown. “When
you were a child, you did frivolous things, and I laughed. For
twenty-eight years, I have laughed. But no more. You are no longer
a child, Roberto. You are a man with responsibilities. I don’t want
your meaningless apologies. I want that print!”

Roberto had not seen his father explode like
this before. He stood up and gestured for the old man to calm down.
“I’ll draft it tonight. We can review it first thing in the
morning. I’ll work all night if necessary.” He turned to leave the
room, but the Señor’s angry voice stopped him.

“Wait!”

Roberto turned to face the man he suddenly
feared. “I don’t think we should talk until you’ve had some
sleep.”

The Señor stood up and gestured toward the
two leather chairs beneath the portrait. “There is something we
need to discuss, and this is a good time.”

Roberto shook his head and dropped into one
of the chairs while his father walked across the room and sat
facing him.

For a moment, Señor Hidalgo stared blankly
at the portrait while searching for the right words. He sighed and
looked at his son. “I’m fifty-nine, Roberto. This is work for a
younger man.”

Roberto looked at him in disbelief.
“Nonsense. Your best days are ahead. Don’t worry so much. I’ll
finish the blueprint tonight and we’ll modify it tomorrow. I’m sure
you’ll win the bid after what we did at the festival. Then, we can
restore cathedrals and missions until my hair turns white like
yours.”

The Señor shook his head. “You don’t
understand. I’m tired, Roberto. Remember, I’ve had two
responsibilities.”

Roberto cracked a smile. “Your business and
your son. You have done both well.”

The Señor stared at him. “Have I?”

“How can you say that? No son could have a
better father.”

“Kind words, Roberto, but it’s time to put
them to the test.”

“Test?”

The Señor looked down at his gnarled hands.
“It’s time for you to take over.”

“Take over?”

“Yes.”

Roberto ran his hand through his black hair.
“Aren’t we rushing things a bit? Maybe in a few years when I’m more
prepared. Besides, what will you do? You’re too young to give up
your work. If you’re tired, hire an assistant to do the leg work
and drafting.”

Señor Hidalgo watched his son fidget in the
chair. Not a good sign from a young man who should be overjoyed at
the chance to inherit Valencia’s most honored architectural firm.
“I don’t need an assistant, Roberto. I need a successor, and he is
my son. It’s time, Roberto. You’ve attended the best schools and
trained with the finest architects in Spain, including myself.
There is nothing you can’t design and build from mind’s eye. You
have a wonderful gift, and it’s time to use it.”

Roberto wasn’t listening. He was staring at
the portrait above the fireplace. “She was so beautiful.”

“What?” The Señor looked up at the portrait.
“Oh…yes. I miss her more than you know. That is not easy to say
after twenty-eight years, but it’s true. Your mother has never left
me because I see her every day.”

“In the portrait?”

“And in you, my son.” The old man rested his
head against the leather seat. “Your mother enjoyed her short life
to the fullest, and you are too much like her.”

“Too much?”

The Señor slumped in his chair. “You’re a
free spirit, Roberto. A lover of life. You’re not ready for what’s
coming.”

“Coming?”

“I’m afraid we will have a new government
soon. Do you know what that will mean for people like us?”

Roberto shrugged. “Probably nothing. We’re
not landholders like the latifundistas and textile barons.
We provide a service everyone needs. Old buildings must be
renovated, and new buildings designed. It doesn’t matter who’s in
power. Communists, fascists, nationalists— they’ll all need our
services.”

A look of shock swept across the Señor’s
face. “When you take over Arquitectura Hidalgo, Spain’s
political decay won’t seem so slight. After working with me for ten
years. I’m surprised you’re so naive. Don’t you realize our designs
are meaningless unless they’re built?”

“Of course I do.” Roberto’s face
reddened.

“Have you noticed the way the laborers
behave since these damn unions have grown so powerful?”

“They want land and money. What’s wrong with
that?”

“It’s our land and money!” The Señor
grimaced from a shooting pain in his side.

“Is something wrong?”

“Plenty is wrong, Roberto. The labor unions
become more hostile each day. The new government will do anything
to appease them. Don’t you understand what a socialist government
will mean?”

Roberto recalled Sancho laboring in the
midday heat. “A better world perhaps.”

Señor Hidalgo slammed his fist on the chair
arm. “You won’t speak so boldly when they begin draining the
Hidalgo estate for their social programs.”

Roberto shook his head. “I don’t agree. It’s
time for Spain to care for its poor. It would be a breath of fresh
air after so many years of greed.”

The Señor glared at his son. “I’m sorry to
hear this, Roberto. Your road will be tougher than I thought.”

“Certainly not because of a few
communistas and socialistas? Hell, I prefer them over
land barons and bankers.”

“You’re talking like a child.”

“Impossible! Spain’s children are too hungry
to talk.” Roberto’s black eyes flickered with anger.

“What’s wrong with you?”

“I’m not a child. Don’t treat me like
one.”

Señor Hidalgo leaned back and sighed.
“Listen to me, Roberto. Whatever your personal feelings, there are
hard truths that must be faced. Arquitectura Hidalgo demands
it.”

Roberto glanced at the mantle clock. “It’s
late. I should start on that print.” He patted the chair arm and
stood up to leave.

“Wait.”

“Yes?”

Señor Hidalgo stood up and stared at his
son. “What you said about the communistas and
socialistas…”

“Yes?”

“Never speak those words in this house
again. We’re Spaniards, Roberto. Patriots! There is no room for
intruders and extremists in Spain. They are without honor and
belong in the mud with the lizards.”

Señor Hidalgo watched his son storm out of
the room. He brushed away a tear and walked back to his desk.

 


 



3 — Corpus Christi

“Thank you, Don Alejandro.” The Monsignor
rose from his chair and nodded to the handsome, silver-haired
architect standing at the easel.

“Are there any questions, Monsignor?”

Monsignor Diaz glanced at the six
black-robed clerics seated to his left. “No, señor. You have been
immaculately clear. God go with you.”

Don Alejandro nodded politely and gestured
for his aide to place their drawings and sealed bid on the table
next to Don Carlita’s. “My phone number is on a card inside the bid
envelope. We are very anxious to begin the work.”

“I understand.”

The Monsignor waited for Don Alejandro and
his aide to exit the meeting hall before nodding to the usher. “And
now, we will welcome the final proposal from Architectura
Hidalgo.”

Roberto followed his father into the great
hall where the Monsignor and priests were seated in a semicircle
facing a table and easel. The setting reminded him of a painting
he’d seen in Madrid entitled, The Inquisition.

Señor Hidalgo bowed to the Monsignor and
stepped to the easel, followed by his son. He pulled a pointer from
his leather portfolio and fixed his brown eyes on the seven judges
while Roberto placed the first sketch on the easel and stepped
quietly aside.

It only took a few moments for the cunning
old man to snare them with his passionate oratory and imaginative
drawings. Knowing his father’s flare for dramatics, Roberto bit his
lip and quietly flipped the sketches while waiting for the grand
finale. He knew it was near when the Señor hesitated and stepped
toward the seated clerics. His father always stepped forward when
he was about to deliver the coup de grace.

The Señor clasped his hands and looked up at
the stained glass window above the meeting hall. “It was on a day
like this I saw the sketches appear in a beam of colored sunlight.
I was praying for guidance beneath the stained glass windows of
Valencia Cathedral.”

The hall echoed with whispers from the
shocked clergy.

“In that moment, I felt God’s presence and
knew He had chosen me to restore the Church of Corpus Christi— and
the Miserere.”

The Monsignor stood up. “You would restore
the Miserere?”

Señor Hidalgo raised his eyes to the
portrait of The Virgin Mary on the far wall. “I will
restore the Miserere for nothing, in memory of my beloved
wife who died giving birth to my only son. I miss her so…” He
lowered his head and stepped off the podium amidst a burst of
tearful applause.

When word of the Council’s acceptance came
that afternoon, Señor Hidalgo broke down and wept like a child.
After consuming a bottle of wine and bowl of rabbit stew, he
staggered up the winding staircase to his bedroom under the
watchful eyes of Maria and his exhausted son.

Roberto was nearly out the front door when
his father shouted down to him from the top of the stairs. “This is
no time to celebrate! I’ll expect a work plan and estimate for the
Miserere by eight in the morning!”

Stunned, Roberto watched the old man
disappear through the door of his bedroom. The transition of
responsibility had begun.

 


The sun was setting behind the Meseta range
when Roberto escorted Laura into the Restaurante Flamenco in
Valencia’s old quarter.

“Roberto!” Señor Adolfo Losas stepped
between the linen-covered tables and extended a warm hand.

“Hello, my friend.” Roberto clasped Losas’
hand.

“It has been over a month. I thought you
were angry with my food.”

“Never, Adolfo. Your paella is the
finest in Spain.”

Adolfo stepped back and eyed the handsome
couple. “And such a beautiful companion.”

Laura smiled under her veil. “You are very
kind, señor.”

“But you look so sad, Roberto.”

“Just tired. Nothing a bottle of wine won’t
cure.”

Adolfo broke into a wide grin and winked at
Laura. “I have a quiet table in the back. With candle or without,
whatever you prefer.”

Laura nodded politely.

He led them through the busy restaurant to a
small rear table while deftly snatching a bottle of Rioja
and two empty glasses from a passing waiter’s tray. A bit off color
perhaps, but Señor Losas didn’t care. If not for the Hidalgo’s
extreme generosity in restoring his restaurant after last year’s
fire, Adolfo Losas would probably be back in Andalusia strutting an
exhausting flamenco for a few flung coins.

They opted for no candle. With a guitarist
strumming a soft medley of love songs, Roberto reached across the
table and clasped her warm hands. “We should have gone to my
apartment first.”

Laura frowned and eyed the plate of veal on
the table next to them. “I’m hungry, Roberto.”

“I’m hungry too, mi amor— but not for
food.”

“You’re too impatient.” She pulled her hands
away.

“But honest.”

Laura removed her veil and took a sip of
wine. She pushed the glass aside and stared at him with soft brown
eyes. “We need to talk.”

Roberto shrugged. “We can talk there.”

“I’m serious, Roberto.”

“So am I.”

She sighed and shook her head. “Persistent
young bull.”

After assuring Adolfo their early exit had
nothing to do with his food, they took a taxi to Roberto’s
apartment on Avenida Navarro Reverter. When he opened the door at
the top of the stairs, the young Spaniard flinched from a sharp,
acrid odor. “God, the developing solution.”

“Mi Dios, Roberto. You’ll kill us
with your damn chemicals.”

“Don’t turn on the light. It might cause an
explosion.”

“Mi Dios.”

Roberto rushed to a table cluttered with
brown bottles. He grasped a metal pan and carefully poured its
milky contents into a funneled glass jug. He put down the pan and
jammed a rubber stopper in the jug.

“That smell is disgusting.” Laura groped
across the dark room to its shuttered window. She swung open the
shutters and took a breath of fresh air while studying the last
glimmer of daylight above the rooftops across the street.

Roberto eased behind her and slipped his
arms around her waist. “Better?”

“Except for that damn smell.”

“It will be gone in a minute.”

She sighed and leaned against him. “Can I
ask you something?”

“Anything.”

“Is your father ill?”

“Ill?”

“He looked so tired coming out of the
church. I haven’t seen him like that. He’s always so full of
passion and fire.”

“Oh, he’ll be fine after a good night’s
rest. We’ve both been working too hard.” Roberto pressed his lips
to her ear. “But never mind him. If it’s passion and fire you want,
try his son.”

“Insatiable young bull.” She removed her hat
and dropped it on the chair beside the window. Her slender waist
slipped through his hands as she turned to face him. “You eat too
much squid, young Hidalgo. What will we ever do with you?”

“Do you know how much I love you?”

“I think you say that to all the
mujeres you lure into this smelly den.” She pressed her firm
body against him and kissed him softly on the lips.

“Laura, I”

“You talk too much.” She pushed away from
him and sat on the bed while shamelessly removing her blouse,
skirt, and undergarments. Stretching naked on the bed, she rolled
on her side and touched her fingers to her lips, gently blowing him
a kiss. “Well, what are you waiting for, little boy? Or would you
prefer a tense young virgin?”

Roberto’s heart pounded against his ribs. He
yanked off his clothes and slipped beside the beautiful woman lying
on his bed. He took her in his arms and kissed her warm lips.

Her hand slipped between his legs. “I think
you prefer older women.” She laughed and dragged her tongue down
his neck and chest— then lower.

“You’re shameless. Thank God, you’re so
shameless.”

“Do you like this, Roberto?” Her seductive
voice drove him mad as her tongue darted between his legs.

They kissed each other’s quivering bodies
until the urge became unbearable. She dug her nails into his back
and slipped beneath him. Her warm, moist lips pressed against his
ear. “Now, Roberto, I want to feel you inside me.”

He eased into her while uttering a soft
moan. Their bodies swayed together in the cool darkness until the
ecstasy exploded inside them. Clinging to each other, they gave
themselves up in a moment of splendor only lovers can know…

 


Roberto glanced at the moonlight coming
through the opened window. “I guess it’s too late for dinner.”

“I see your priorities have changed.” Laura
squeezed his hand.

“Maybe Adolfo will take pity on us before he
closes for the night.” Roberto tried to sit up, but Laura’s soft
arm pressed him back on the bed.

“I’m not hungry.”

“But, you said— ”

“Let’s just talk.”

Roberto put his arm around her and stared at
the darkness. “What should we talk about?”

“I think your father is right.”

Roberto’s face twisted in a frown. “Please,
not again. This is the third time you’ve brought that up
today.”

“I’m sorry, but someone has to make you
understand that your father is trying to help you. It’s not good to
see the Hidalgos fighting.”

Roberto looked away in frustration. “How
many times do I have to tell you, there are no problems between us.
He’s just tired. He’ll be fine after some rest. Then, he’ll come to
his senses and drop this crazy thing about retiring.”

She leaned on her elbow and stared at his
moonlit face. “It’s not that simple. Your father isn’t well.”

“Are you loco? At dinner, the man ate
like a horse and drank a bottle of wine. Now he snores in his bed
like a bull. Oh, almost forgot. He’s demanded a work plan by
tomorrow morning. Does that sound like a sick man?”

She brushed back a strand of light-brown
hair. “He loves you very much, Roberto. You owe him more than
unkind words.”

His face flushed. “Don’t you think I know
that? Now please drop it.” He crawled out of the bed and pulled on
his trousers.

“You think I’m enjoying this? It’s for your
own good, Roberto. You’re no different than the rest of us. Spain
is changing for the worst. We have to join hands. We have to be
prepared.”

“I’m prepared. And more than most. Hell, I’m
even looking forward to it.”

“You don’t know what you’re saying. The
Church is warning everyone. The socialists have taken over. They’ll
destroy Spain.”

His flush deepened. “What do you expect them
to say? It will mean less pesetas for their swollen
pockets.” He looked into her eyes. “Think of it, Laura. A new
republic. No more hypocrisy. Help for the poor. Medicine for the
sick. Now that would be a godly thing. Who knows, I might even
attend Mass again.”

She fell back on the pillow and sighed. “I
wouldn’t say these things if I didn’t care.”

He sat on the bed and ran his hand along her
bare leg. “Oh, if those priests could see you now.”

She slapped his hand away. “Why can’t you be
serious?”

He shook his head. “Life is too short to
worry so much. That’s why we’re in trouble. If you want to make
things better, give each citizen a bottle of wine, a lover, and
enough pesetas to get through the day. You’ll see, it will
be a happier world.”

She frowned and stared at the ceiling.
“Maybe for you, but I’ll need more if we’re to go on.”

“Go on?”

She fixed her brown eyes on him. “Who are
you, Roberto? Where are you going? You’re like the river in summer.
No direction. No purpose.”

Roberto felt a tinge of anger. “You suddenly
demand a lot, my darling.”

“It’s my life too.”

Roberto brushed back his tousled hair and
gazed at the opened window. “You’re asking a lot of tough
questions. Can I ask you one?”

“Anything.”

“Why are you so interested in my
future?”

“What?”

“Would you still love me if I was one of
those poor laborers digging in the fields?”

“Damn you!” She jumped out of the bed and
snatched her skirt off the chair. “You think I want your father’s
money?”

Roberto raised his hands apologetically.
“Calm down, I was only joking.”

“Joking? Don’t you realize people have
feelings? How can you say such a terrible thing to me?”

Roberto reached for her, but she backed
away.

“Let me tell you something, young man. I’m
tired of playing sex games with a child.”

Roberto’s face flushed. “Child?”

“I’d better go.” She tucked in her blouse
and snatched her purse off the chair.

“Wait. What’s wrong with you?” Roberto
stepped in front of her and blocked the door.

“A woman needs more than sweet words and
tender kisses. We’ll talk when you’ve grown up.”

He tried to put his arm around her, but she
pushed him away. “You’re serious. You’re really leaving.”

“I’m very serious. I’ve thought about it for
some time, but I wanted to be sure. It’s not easy to walk away from
someone you love.”

“Because of a little argument?”

“It’s more than that, Roberto. There are
things a woman expects in a man. Important things like character
and integrity.” She brushed away a tear and reached for the door
knob. “Please, let me go.”

Roberto shook his head. “Mi Dios, I
thought you were the one person who understood me.”

“I do, Roberto, and it frightens me. There’s
another side to you. A dark side that reminds me of the
communistas, and it’s growing stronger.”

Roberto glared at her. “First I’m a child.
Then a communista. Anything else?”

“I’m sorry, Roberto.”

“So am I.” He stepped away from the
door.

“You proud, foolish little boy.” She kissed
him on the cheek and walked out of the room.

 


He tried to sleep, but Laura’s words echoed
in his ears. How could he say such a cruel thing to her. Maybe she
was right about taking life more seriously. Either way, he loved
Laura too much to lose her over a stupid argument. He would talk to
her tomorrow, and she would listen.

At four a.m. he sat up and flung his pillow
at the wall. Something was eating at him and it was more than harsh
words exchanged between lovers.

It had started last week, a growing
restlessness he couldn’t explain. He awoke in a cold sweat with his
heart racing and hands trembling. A chilled draft swept across his
face. He heard a faint voice whispering like a breeze through the
trees. When he regained his senses, the voice was gone and the
chill had become a rush of cool night air coming through the opened
window.

Until now, he’d attributed the unexplained
dream to three months of exhaustive work, but maybe it was time to
see Dr. Vivar. There had to be a pill for such things.

He walked to the window and looked out at
the dark buildings across the street. A baby’s cry drifted through
the still night air. Above the rooftops, he could see stars
twinkling through the haze. The sun wouldn’t be up for two hours,
but he needed to walk now. He slipped on his shirt and pants, and
shuffled down the steps to the deserted street.

A dank night mist had settled on Valencia, a
strange occurrence for this time of year. He pulled up his shirt
collar and headed across the Plaza Porta de la Mar toward the Calle
de la Paz and Great Cathedral. An invigorating climb up the
Micalet’s two hundred steps would provide an unobstructed view of
the approaching Mediterranean sunrise, and set the stage for a
better day.

He was nearly past the University when he
spotted the Church of Corpus Christi nestled in the shadows on his
left, its dark spire jutting into the night sky. He paused on the
empty street and recalled his father’s edict to deliver the
Miserere work plan by eight a.m. The perfect distraction for
a troubled mind.

It would only take an hour to survey the
assembly and develop an estimate. Then, a quick trip to the market
for a bouquet of fresh flowers and, who knows, he might even
propose to his beautiful amor. He smiled and walked up the
steps to the church’s weathered doors.

“Yes?” Padre Erneste Pizarro stepped into
the candlelit vestibule.

“It’s Roberto Hidalgo, Padre.” Roberto
dipped his hand into the fountain of holy water and crossed
himself.

“Mi Dios, I can’t believe my eyes.
It’s like seeing your father thirty years ago.”

“I look that much like him?”

“Oh, yes. You’re the mirror image of your
father when he was your age.” Pizarro stepped closer and adjusted
his wire-rimmed glasses. He wasn’t a young man, but his chiseled
face, straight nose, and flashing brown eyes proudly declared his
Valencian heritage.

“I feel strange in here.”

“Strange?”

“It’s been nearly three years since I stood
in a church.”

“Why have you stayed away so long?”

“I don’t know, Padre. To be honest, I
wouldn’t be here now if it weren’t for the restoration. I’ve come
to inspect the Miserere.”

“Ah, the Miserere.” Pizarro smiled
and gestured toward the chapel. “God works in strange ways,
Roberto. Please, stay as long as you wish. Would you like me to
show you the way?”

“How do you mean that, Padre?”

“Oh, I’m sorry. I meant— ”

“Just a little joke. I’ll be fine.” Roberto
patted the priest’s arm and brushed past him into the softly
lighted chapel. He genuflected and walked down the aisle while
staring at the enormous painting of The Last Supper hanging
above the altar.

At the completion of the Eucharist, the
choir would break into the Fifty-first Psalm’s Miserere
while Ribalta’s beautiful painting disappeared behind blue and
black velvet drapes. With the choir’s voices rising in an emotional
tribute to Christ, the drapes would part, revealing a life-sized
crucifix where the picture had stood. Overcome with emotion, the
distraught congregation would praise God while falling on their
knees weeping for their earthly sins. Not a bad performance for a
few coins dropped in a donation bowl.

After personally reviewing the
Miserere’s delicate assembly, Roberto’s father had developed
an estimate of the required upgrades and written them off as a
minimal cost. Now, his son must prove him correct.

Roberto walked past the front pew toward the
gold curtain at the left of the altar. He pushed through it and
stepped into a darkened alcove. His hand groped the wall for a
light switch.

A blinding flash stung his eyes as a
dangling electric bulb lit up in front of his face. He cursed the
sudden brilliance and squinted at the ninety-foot-high labyrinth of
wheels, pulleys, and ropes that controlled the miraculous
transformation.

It only took a few minutes to figure out the
simple pulley system. He clutched the first wooden wheel with his
left hand and unleashed its secured rope with his right while
peeking through the curtain at the painting.

As the rotating wheel slid through his palm,
two blue-velvet drapes closed over the great painting above the
altar. A few turns of the wheel in the opposite direction returned
the drapes to their original parted position.

The ritual with the second wheel was
similar, only this time it was overlapping black-velvet drapes that
slipped over the painting. No need for reconstructive surgery here,
except perhaps a good cleaning of the heavy fabric.

The third wheel was more of a challenge for
the young architect. Straining against the taut wheel, Roberto
struggled to elevate Ribalta’s huge painting into the darkness
above the altar. With his arms cramping, he resecured the
restraining rope after managing to lift the cumbersome painting
only a few feet. Work must be done here. More pulleys to spread the
weight and ease the task of making the painting vanish.

One to go. Roberto spit on his palms and
wrapped the fourth rope around his waist. He gripped the control
wheel with his left hand and began unleashing the rope with his
right. It would only take a few seconds to free it from its
restraining hook.

If only Roberto had asked Pizarro a few more
questions, he would have realized two men worked the third wheel,
while the fourth required three muscular clerics.

The rope snapped against his waist. Before
he could react, a terrific force lifted him off the floor into the
darkness above the screeching wheel. He clutched the rope with both
hands and hung on for dear life. A loud crash echoed off the
walls.

He was dangling ninety feet in the air.
Everything was silent except the creaking rope. Regaining his
senses, he crawled down the rope until his feet rested on the
floor. He untangled the rope from his waist and pushed through the
gold curtain. Better to have stayed up there.

He froze in horror. An eight foot crucifix
had plunged into the altar, its thick restraining rope draped
across it like a resting snake. Stunned, he stepped onto the altar
and noticed a large crack where the crucifix had struck. The pulpit
had been split in two. Thank God, Pizarro wasn’t rehearsing a
sermon.

He knelt down and ran his finger along the
splintered gash in the wood. The entire altar would have to be
replaced, and a new pulpit constructed. “Damn.” He backed off the
altar and stared at the fallen crucifix. If it had suffered any
structural damage, the cost of replacement would be severe.
Carpenters weren’t cheap since joining the powerful UGT trade
union.

He collapsed in the front pew, his eyes
fixed on the crucifix. What a mess. All because of a silly lover’s
quarrel. How would he explain it to Pizzaro? Well, he wouldn’t have
to wait long. He heard a rustling sound and felt a warm hand on his
shoulder.

“What happened, Roberto?”

“I’m sorry, Padre. I didn’t know the
crucifix was so heavy. I’m afraid it cracked the altar when it
fell.” He looked down and sighed. “This is my fault. I’ll begin
repairing it immediately.”

The priest’s hand grasped his shoulder.
“Don’t worry about the altar. It’s only wood and can be fixed. I
think we have a more serious problem.”

“Padre?”

“Your soul, Roberto.”

“My what?” He tried to turn around, but the
priest’s grip was like iron.

“It’s time.”

“Time?”

“To stop the pain.”

“What?” Roberto tried to stand, but
Pizarro’s hand pressed him into the seat.

“Your road won’t be easy. Look up, Roberto—
into the darkness.”

Something moved in the shadows above the
altar. He gasped as images began to appear, like photographs
emerging in a developing solution. His ears echoed with screams and
wailing sirens. He saw women and children running through burning
streets. Plumes of flame belched into a blackened sky. The air
smelled from charred corpses.

“What’s happening? Stop it!” He covered his
face and begged for the heart-wrenching nightmare to end…

 


“Roberto?”

Roberto sat up and rubbed his forehead.
Pizarro was looking down at him with concerned eyes.

“I...must have fallen asleep.”

“Thank God, I thought you were injured. What
happened?”

Roberto looked up in surprise. “I told you.
The crucifix crashed into the altar when I untied the restraining
rope.”

“Told me? I just came back from the market.
I’ve been gone two hours.”

Roberto stared at the priest in disbelief.
“We talked. You sat behind me and we talked.”

“It wasn’t me, Roberto.”

“Then, it was one of your aides.”

“Aides? I have no aides. No one was here. I
locked the doors so you wouldn’t be disturbed.” Pizarro stepped
onto the damaged altar.

“Then, who was it? Someone playing a
prank?”

Pizarro wasn’t listening. He’d knelt beside
the fallen crucifix. “Roberto, did you cut your hands?”

“My hands?”

Pizarro lowered his head.

“What is it?” Roberto stepped onto the altar
and rested a hand on the priest’s shoulder. A red fluid was
dripping onto the altar from Christ’s feet. Roberto reached down
and dabbed the spreading crimson pool with his finger. It felt
warm. He touched his finger to his lips and detected a taste of
salt and iron.

“Padre?”

“Yes?”

“Is this part of Miserere?”

Pizarro shook his head. “You’d better leave,
Roberto. I need to be alone. Please tell no one about this.”

Roberto looked down at the widening pool of
blood and felt a chill go up his spine. “What does it mean?”

“Please go, Roberto.”

Roberto stumbled out of Corpus Christi and
headed for his apartment. The early morning air was filled with
pungent smells of fresh fruit and fish from the nearby market. He
walked along the Calle de La Paz and bumped into a rush of students
headed for their early morning classes at the University.

“Hey, watch it!”

He ignored their shouts and cut across the
Plaza Porta de la Mar to Avenida Navarro Reverter, and his
apartment.

He was about to unlock the door of his
apartment when a rustling sound stopped him. He leaned against the
door and peered into the shadows above the exposed roof beams. “Is
someone there?”

“You will wear black.”

He dropped to the floor and cowered against
the door. “Who are you? Show yourself, dammit!”

There was no response. The rustling had
stopped.

What was happening to him? He was coming
apart. Get to Dr. Vivar now. He scrambled to his feet and bolted
down the stairs.

 


But Vivar’s pills didn’t help. In the nights
that followed, Roberto relived the nightmarish vision of death and
destruction. Trembling in the darkness, he saw people running from
burning buildings while diving aircraft cut them down with
merciless machine gun fire. He heard their screams and saw bullets
ripping up the ground in front of him. When he ran for cover,
something bright flashed in front of his face. It was a small gold
crucifix dangling from a chain around his neck.

 


The selection had begun. Soon, other screams
would come from a desolate place across the world. Bloodcurdling
cries from people ravaged by merciless men …

 


 



Chapter 4 — Karak

The thin air above the Deosai echoed with
high-pitched whistles from marmots scurrying for their underground
burrows. A horse and rider approached from the east, their
silhouette swaying lazily through the windswept grass. They pulled
a heavily burdened yak.

Karak blinked his tired eyes and scanned the
distant yellow hills. They seemed no closer than when he left
Skardu this morning. His father had warned him about the monotonous
rocking. Easy to drift asleep on the Deosai, never to be heard from
again. He tugged on the rein and slipped off his horse into the
waist-high grass.

He reached into his pack and uncorked a
goatskin of water while recalling his father’s warning. Three
gulps— no more. He savored the cool water and filled a
small wooden bowl for his horse. A few decisive slurps and it was
gone. Then it was the yak’s turn. Each animal would get a second
bowl before resuming the trek, but the rider only got one. It was
summer on the Deosai and the highland streams were dry. To care for
your animals was to care for yourself.

Karak stretched his arms toward the sky and
scanned the horizon. Fifty miles behind him, Skardu’s burnt-sienna
hills reached toward the towering wall of ice that bore his name.
The unconquerable Karakorum range, western extent of the
Himalaya.

He smiled at a low hanging cloud and
pretended to snatch the floating white fleece. How proud he felt
today. His father had given him the finest birthday gifts
imaginable, a strong horse and yak to carry him across the rugged
Deosai. In a few hours, he would return from his first trading
foray to the great bazaar at Skardu, no small feat for a young man
traveling across the harshest terrain on earth.

After crossing fifty miles of desolate
plateau at an altitude exceeding thirteen thousand feet, Karak
Drasi had acquired everything his family and friends desired. Even
the fur-lined boots for his sister. And there was still a tie of
leftover wood strapped to his yak, proof he’d out-bartered Skardu’s
most cunning merchants and traders.

A chilled breeze swept across the grass,
whipping his father’s prayer scarf against his face. He tucked the
brown-checked cloth into his tunic and looked toward the mountains.
The breeze had shifted and was blowing from the ice giants on the
northeast horizon. Not a good sign. The shamans often warned that
cold summer winds from the Karakorum meant approaching death, while
warming winds from the southern valleys meant a long life.

Karak refreshed his animals a second time
before tucking away the precious goatskin. He climbed on his horse
and patted the steed’s black neck while staring at the yellow
hills. It would be a long day. He gave the yak’s rope a good luck
tug and pressed his heels into the horse’s flanks.

Piercing cries of darting marmots filled the
air as the three intruders continued their slow, westward trek
across the rippling grasslands. The chilled breeze had become a
cold, steady wind…

 


“Ata! Ata! Karak is home!”

Ghulam Drasi breathed a sigh of relief and
placed his freshly polished climbing boots on the wool blanket. He
stood up and turned to face the young girl who had barged into the
hut.

“He’s coming up the ridge, Father.”

Ghulam embraced his trembling daughter.
“Calm down, Nangi. You’ll scare everyone to death.”

“I’m so glad he’s safe.”

Ghulam felt his daughter relax in his arms.
He slipped his hand under her chin and lifted her beautiful face
toward him. “I’m surprised at you. Did you think I would send your
brother out there unprepared?”

She broke into a smile and started for the
door.

“Wait, Nangi.”

“Yes?”

Ghulam nodded at her. “Remember, you are the
daughter of Ghulam Drasi. You must always remain calm in front of
our friends.”

“Yes, Father.” Nangi’s black eyes danced
with happiness. She turned and ran through the opened door.

A smile cracked Ghulam’s lips. She was only
sixteen, but someday his little “queen of the gods” would rule far
more than a simple village in the hills of western Baltistan. He
stroked his black beard and glanced at the polished climbing boots.
One gift remained for his son. He slipped on his gray choga
and stepped through the opened door.

The panicked villagers had gathered at the
eastern edge of the village. Balti women in loose fitting bonnets
clutched their babies while their confused husbands whispered to
each other. They all stared at the cloaked rider approaching from
the valley.

Ghulam straightened his shoulders and walked
toward the alarmed villagers. “There is nothing to fear. It’s Karak
returning from Skardu.”

The stunned villagers broke into shouts of
anger. One of them threw up his hands and thrust them on his hips.
“Your daughter scares us to death, Ghulam.”

“Calm down, Rasul. She cries out for joy.
Her brother has come home.”

Rasul pointed a gnarled finger at Ghulam and
glared at him with black eyes. “You may be lambardar, but
that doesn’t give you the right to act like a king. First, you
entertain the angrezi. Then, you send out Nangi to panic us
while we prepare our evening meals. It is wrong, I tell you.”

Ghulam rested a hand on his friend’s
shoulder. Nangi has been scolded for acting so foolishly. She is
very excited. Can you blame her?” He pointed to the approaching
rider. “My son’s horse and yak ride low with a full pack of tools
and clothing. He has done well. Please rejoice with me. We have a
new trader in our midst.”

Ghulam turned to face the towering mountain
in the western sky. He clapped his hands and gazed at the white
summit. “Thank you, mother of the earth. You have guided my son’s
journey, and made an old man happy.”

He glanced over his shoulder to see if his
words had worked. The villagers were staring at the peak in
silence. He smiled to himself and turned away from the mountain.
“Well, what are we waiting for?” He clapped his hands and watched
Rasul and the others shuffle down the ridge toward his son.

He could barely contain himself. He
straightened his choga and assumed a formal stance befitting
his position as lambardar— the village leader. Karak’s
return must be handled with great ceremony.

He was nearly down the ridge when he saw
Rasul break into hysterical laughter, followed by the others. He
ran toward the commotion, his heart pounding against his ribs. His
son slumped on the horse, his arm dangling at its side.

“What has happened?” He pushed through the
roaring throng of shepherds and grasped Karak’s limp arm. “My
God.”

Rasul shook with laughter. “He is fine,
great leader. Can’t you hear him snoring?”

“He’s asleep?”

Rasul reached up and snatched the
brown-checked cloth dangling from Karak’s tunic. “Thank your prayer
scarf his horse remembered the way home.” Rasul fell on the ground
and rolled from side to side in convulsive laughter while Ghulam
stared at his snoring son.

 


Karak bit into a piece of white cheese and
sipped the bowl of fresh goat’s milk. He sighed with pleasure and
felt a warm hand on his shoulder.

“You look so tired, my son. Maybe we should
wait until morning to open the packs.”

“I’m fine, Mother.” Karak smiled and patted
her hand.

“You should be fine after sleeping on your
horse for fifty miles.”

Karak winced from his father’s piercing
stare.

“Let him eat in peace!” Nangi stood up and
glared at her father.

“Calm down, little one.” Karak smiled at his
young sister and put a finger to his lips, but she was too angry to
listen.

“You have no right to talk to him that way.
This was his first trek. You’re not perfect. Should I tell him what
happened while he was gone?”

“Enough!” Ghulam stood up and flung his
empty bowl on the hide blanket while his daughter stared at him in
shock. “Leave us. I want to be alone with my son.”

“Does that include me?” Karak’s mother put
down the goatskin of milk and looked at her husband with tired
eyes.

Ghulam hesitated. “I’m sorry, Diki. Please,
I must talk with my son.”

“Remember, you are both tired. It has been a
hard day for us all.” Diki smiled at him and gestured for Nangi to
follow her.

Ghulam waited for his wife and daughter to
leave the hut before sitting down. He reached for his clay pipe and
began stoking it with stale tobacco.

Karak took a deep breath and spoke softly.
“I was able to barter some wood for a fresh can of tobacco. It’s
pine-flavored with a touch of the charas weed. Your
favorite.”

Ghulam lit the pipe and smiled at his son.
“I’m sure you did well at the bazaar. By the gods, I’ve taught you
every trick I know.”

“I’m sorry for falling asleep. It happened
when I crossed the Chogu Chu. I was fine until then, but the
trickling current made such a soothing sound. I saw the green pines
on the hills and thought I was home.”

“Thank the gods your horse didn’t stray. If
he had veered northeast toward the cool smell of the glaciers, you
would have awakened in hostile country with an inviting pack of
goods and an ancient single-shot rifle.”

“It will never happen again.”

Ghulam reached out and grasped his son’s
shoulder. “The mountains watch out for you, Karak. You’re named for
the mighty Karakorum. Your sister carries the spirit of Nanga
Parbat— Diamir— Queen of the gods. I love you both more than
my life.” Ghulam’s piercing eyes glistened through his rugged
beard.

Karak patted his father’s gnarled hand.
“Then, you forgive me for falling asleep?”

Ghulam smiled. “I fell asleep many times at
the Chogu Chu.”

“You?”

“That’s why it is important to have a good
horse to carry you home. But enough of this. Let’s open your packs
and see the treasures of Skardu.” Ghulam laughed and slapped his
son’s shoulder.

Diki and Nangi stood dumbfounded when their
two men burst from the hut with their arms draped around each
other. Laughing like two drunkards, Ghulam and his son marched
toward the bundled packs lying in a heap beside the campfire.

Ghulam squeezed his son’s shoulder and
whispered, “Soon, I’ll have enough rupees to buy you a small
caravan. There are great passes beyond Skardu, and you are destined
to follow them, my son.”

“Rupees? From where?”

“In time, you will know. Now, let us enjoy
this wonderful evening.” Ghulam spread his arms toward Nanga Parbat
and cried out for the villagers to leave their huts and light the
bonfires. It was time to open the packs and share the clothing,
tools, and gifts from his son’s journey.

And out they came, ceremoniously dressed in
their finest pants, boots, tunics, and checkered cloaks. The men
wore traditional peaked Balti hats, and their wives, loose fitting
bonnets. Pine logs were stacked in two huge piles and struck with
flints. Soon, roaring flames shot into the darkening sky above the
Astor River Valley while Nanga Parbat blotted out the setting
sun.

It was a night of laughter and joy for the
family of Ghulam Drasi. Ignoring his fatigue, Ghulam’s proud son
entertained the villagers with contrived tales of battle against
mythical cloud monsters and giant marmots. With the campfires
burning brightly into the night sky, Karak distributed Skardu’s
wealth while the villagers applauded like excited children. So much
happiness, so much love, and it was all about to end…

 


“Rasul!” Karak shuffled down the hillside
toward the cloaked shepherd.

“So, you are finally awake, son of Ghulam
Drasi. Your friends tend to their woodcutting and animals while you
sleep like a newborn baby.” Rasul leaned against a rock and
squinted at the wiry young man approaching him in the morning
sunlight.

Karak reached into his tunic and extended a
small gold box toward his father’s best friend. “I was going to
give you this last night, but I forgot.”

Rasul took the box and studied it. “What is
it?”

“Open it and find out.”

Rasul rested his staff against the rock and
pried open the box. “Ah, an amulet.” He plucked the polished green
stone from the box and held it up to the sunlight.

“It is jade and will bring you good luck. I
bartered with a shaman to get it. I hope you like it.”

Rasul stood up and smiled at Karak through
his grizzled beard. “Thank you, young man. It’s the finest gift
I’ve ever received. I’ll wear it in a small pouch around my neck,
for good luck.” He reached out and patted Karak’s shoulder. “Walk
with me.”

They climbed down the hillside into a
pasture near a winding stream called the Das Khirim Gah. After
counting his grazing sheep, Rasul sat on the grass and gestured for
Karak to join him.

“I’m glad you like your gift.”

Rasul nodded and looked toward the
Karakorum. “I’ll use it to scare away the evil spirits in that cold
wind. I don’t like the smell of that wind.”

Karak sniffed the air. “You mean, the smell
of the glaciers?”

“No, young Drasi. I mean the smell of the
angrezi.”

“Angrezi?”

“Do you know your father had visitors while
you were gone?”

“Visitors?”

“Angrezi. English pigs offering money
for a sirdar to guide them up Nanga Parbat.”

“Karak’s face twisted in a scowl. “Did he
shout them out of the village?”

Rasul shook his head. “He agreed to help
them.”

“What?”

Rasul grabbed his arm. “They are evil men. I
watched them shake your father’s hand. They kept glancing at your
mother and sister with hungry eyes. I tried to warn him, but he
wouldn’t listen.”

“But, you’re his closest friend? He has
always respected your words?”

Rasul looked down at the amulet. “He won’t
face the truth.”

“Truth?”

“When he was a young man, Ghulam Drasi was
known throughout the Deosai for his strength and courage. He would
rise before the sun to cut down trees, then tend the sheep before
going into the mountains to hunt game, and there was still enough
left in him to drink and dance with your mother into the night.”
Rasul clutched the amulet. “Now, an old man lives with his
dreams.”

Karak sighed and looked at the grazing
sheep.

“He agreed to meet them today at their camp
in the Rupal Valley.”

“Today?”

Rasul gripped his arm. “Stop him, Karak.
You’re the only one he’ll listen to.”

Karak’s eyes widened.

“What is it?”

“His climbing boots are gone. He’s already
left!” Karak scrambled to his feet and charged up the hill. He was
nearly to the village when he saw his sister running toward
him.

“Karak!” Nangi ran to her brother and
clutched his arm.

“What happened?”

“Mother wouldn’t let me go with her. She
told me to wait in the village.”

“Where is she?”

“In the Rupal Valley. She’s gone after
Father.”

Karak’s face flushed. “The angrezi’s
camp?”

“You know?”

“By the gods, Nangi. Why didn’t you tell
me?”

She sobbed and began to cry. “He lied to us.
He promised not to go with them. When we woke, he was gone. Why did
he do that? We don’t need the angrezi’s filthy money.”

Karak held his sister while recalling his
father’s promise to buy equipment and supplies for a caravan. It
would be Ghulam Drasi’s third gift of manhood for his son’s
twenty-first birthday.

“Did she go alone?”

“She was afraid to ask for help. The
villagers are too angry. She didn’t want you to know.”

“My God. When did she leave?”

“I’m not sure.”

“By the gods.” Karak ran into their hut and
grabbed his rifle and a pouch of powder and bullets. He burst out
of the hut and tried to dodge his sister, but she grabbed his
arm.

“I’m going with you.”

“No, it’s too dangerous. Go to Rasul. Tell
him what happened.” Karak pointed a hard finger at his sister. “I
know that look in your eyes. Stay here, Nangi. I mean it.”

“But— ”

“Stay here!” He yanked his arm free and ran
up the steep slope toward the ridge overlooking the Rupal
Valley.

 


From the top of the ridge, Karak could see
the fertile valley stretching toward the foothills below Nanga
Parbat. He shaded his eyes and scanned the sunlit haze for a sign
of life. Except for a few stray sheep, the thick yellow carpet
looked deserted.

He was about to head south along the ridge
when he noticed a column of smoke rising into the haze from the
base of the foothills. It had to be the angrezi’s
camp. He took a deep breath and charged down the densely forested
slope into the valley. Had he looked back, he would have spotted
his sister climbing down the ridge behind him.

The Rupal Valley was blistering hot from the
afternoon sun. There was no breeze. Karak stripped off his tunic
and ran through the tall yellow grass toward the white smoke rising
from the foothills. He clutched his rifle while recalling the first
time his father led him into those foothills to hunt wild birds and
game. He had learned so much from his father and mother, but most
of all, they had taught him the meaning of love.

Karak was within a hundred yards of the
angrezi’s encampment when he heard a woman’s agonizing
screams. He crouched in the tall grass and edged closer. A man’s
rasping voice rose above the screams.

“Hold her down! That’s it. My turn,
dammit.”

With his heart pounding, Karak pushed
through the grass and stared in horror at the scene unfolding in
front of him.

They’d stripped his mother naked and pinned
her to the ground. One of the pigs had crawled on top of her while
the other two watched with animal eyes.

“Hurry, dammit! I want her next.” One of the
two onlookers pulled down his pants and tried to drag the third man
off her, but he was pushed away. When Diki screamed for mercy, her
assailant raised his hand and slapped her senseless with all his
might.

Karak stood up and gasped. His father was
lying beside the fire, his face covered with blood. The old man
clawed at the ground in a futile attempt to aid his ravaged
wife.

“Bastards!” Trembling with rage, Karak aimed
the rifle at the angrezi raping his mother.

“Watch it!” The two panicked angrezi
dived into the tall grass as their comrade’s head exploded in red
spray from Karak’s deadly bullet.

Karak ran to his mother’s writhing body. He
kicked away the dead man and tried to comfort her, but she was too
hysterical to know who he was.

“Mother! My God.”

He was lifting her in his arms when the two
angrezi sprang from the bushes on his left. He grasped the
rifle and tried to jam a bullet into the open chamber, but it
slipped out of his sweating hand and rolled on the ground.

“Get him! Before he reloads!”

Karak reached for another bullet, but it was
too late. The first angrezi slammed into him, sending the
rifle flying into the dirt. When Karak tried to grab it, the second
angrezi stomped on his hand with his boot, making him cry
out in pain.

Karak felt a crushing weight on his back. He
rolled over and swung wildly at the angrezi straddling him,
but it was no use. Strong hands pinned his arms to the ground while
the other angrezi pulled a knife from his belt.

“You killed our friend, you little shit. Now
why did you go and do that? All we want is a little intimacy with
the tasty lady. She’s a bit old, but not a bad body, and plenty
wild. I like that.”

“She’s my mother!” Karak broke free and took
a wild swing at the grizzled face looking down at him. He lunged
for the angrezi’s throat and felt a terrific pain in his
head.

His ears rang and the sky whirled overhead.
They were pulling off his pants and pushing his face in the dirt.
He felt a pain in his loins and heard a voice echoing in his
ears.

“Forgot to tell you, chum. We like young
boys too.”

The nightmare continued while they sodomized
him. When he tried to push them off, his head exploded in agony
from the impact of the angrezi’s rifle butt…

Everything was spinning. He heard a
bloodcurdling scream. A familiar voice cried out to him.

“Help me, Karak!”

“Give me that bloody rock. She’s clawing
like a wildcat. Here, little one. This’ll calm you down.”

“Karak! Help— ”

“Come on, let’s strip her. Man, did we luck
out. I thought we’d have to kill the old man and go back to the
village for our jollies, but look at this. Two wild women stumble
into our camp without us having to lift a finger.”

“Look at the body on this one. And untouched
too. Flip you for her. Heads, she’s mine. I win! You get the old
one.”

“What about the old guy?”

“Hell with him.”

“No, dammit. He gives me the bloody shivers
the way he keeps clawing at the dirt. Cut his bloody throat and put
him out of his misery.”

“Hey, don’t mess the girl up too bad. I want
some of that before we kill her. There, old man. Now you can sleep.
Might as well finish off the boy too.”

Karak felt a sharp pain in his back as the
angrezi shoved the knife between his ribs. The last thing he
heard was his mother’s screams while the two men continued to
ravage her and his sister…

Through the ringing darkness, he heard a
clap of thunder and felt rain pelting his face. The black sky
flashed with unearthly light. He tried to sit up, but a knifing
pain stopped him. He collapsed on his side and stared at the
darkness.

“Oh, God!” He could see them in the flashing
light. Three glistening bodies sprawled in the mud only a few feet
away, their eyes frozen in terror.

“No!” He tried to crawl toward them, but
couldn’t move. He buried his face in the mud as the sky exploded
with thunder.

What was that taste? Blood! The rain had
leeched the mud with his family’s blood. To mingle with his
own.

He heard footsteps sloshing through the mud.
They were getting louder. Thank the gods, they’d come back to
finish him.

“Thereby the fire!
Oh, God!”

Someone grasped his shoulder and turned him
over.

“Karak, can you hear me? It’s Rasul.”

“Rasul?”

“What happened? My God, what happened?”

“Why…didn’t…you…come?”

Rasul cradled Karak in his arms and stared
at the mutilated bodies lying next to the abandoned campfire. His
stunned eyes filled with tears as he tried to grasp what had
happened. “Oh, Ghulam, why didn’t you listen? Now I’ll take this to
my grave…” He broke down and wept while holding the last living
Drasi.

They rigged a stretcher and carried him back
to the village. In the days that followed, the wounded young man
teetered between life and death while Rasul and his family fought
to keep him alive.

In his delirium, Karak saw them lying naked
on the flashing ground. Everything was still except the falling
rain. Suddenly, his father reached out to him with his bloody hand
while raising his voice to the heavens.

 


Vengeance, Karak! Vengeance!

 


He saw the villagers take them to the great
mountain and light the torches. He heard the ancient chants and saw
their glowing ashes swirl into the night sky above Nanga Parbat.
Some ashes drifted west toward the great mountain. Others blew east
toward the Karakorum before disappearing into the blackness.

Torn with guilt, Rasul sat alone at the
nightly campfires. He clutched the amulet and listened to the
delirious young man cry out to the spirits of his dead family, and
he wept with each heart-wrenching scream.

For twelve sleepless nights, Rasul prayed
for the spirits of his dear friends while begging the gods to spare
the last living Drasi. His prayers were answered on the thirteenth
night when Karak staggered out of Rasul’s hut into a falling
rain.

“Thank the gods.” Rasul ran to him and
grasped his arm.

“How long has it been?”

“Many days. We didn’t think you would live
after losing so much blood. The angrezi’s knife barely
missed your heart. Praise the gods, it’s a miracle.”

“My family?”

Rasul looked down. “They are with the
gods.”

Karak clenched his fists. “The
angrezi?”

“They escaped.”

“The one I killed?”

“Rasul looked at him in surprise. “Killed?
We found no one.”

“They must have dragged him away. They
wanted to kill me so there would be no witness.” He looked up at
the flashing sky. “Were my mother and sister alive when you
came?”

“What?”

“Were they alive?”

Rasul shook his head. “Why are you doing
this? Let it go, Karak. It is over. They are with the gods.”

“Gods?” Karak brushed back his soaked hair
and glared at the old man. “Where were the gods when my sister
begged for mercy? When they slashed my father’s throat and raped my
mother?”

“Rasul wiped his eyes. “We’ve notified the
Raj in Skardu. They promised to— ”

“They will do nothing. The angrezi
own them.” Karak turned toward his father’s hut and started to walk
away.

“Where are you going?”

“To the mountains.”

Rasul looked at him in shock. “You’re
what?”

“My father wanted me to build a caravan that
would reach beyond Skardu. I’ll take my horse and yak, and head
northeast.”

“But, you’re not well. You need rest. There
is nothing out there but death.”

Karak looked toward the mountains. “I’ll
live, but I’d rather be dead.”

“Don’t do it, Karak. You’re the last living
Drasi. Stay here with your own kind. It would be your father’s
wish.”

Karak lowered his head and sobbed. “She
would have been a beautiful woman, my little queen of the
gods.”

“Karak, please— ”

“Be well, Rasul. I won’t forget you.” He
patted the old man’s arm and shuffled toward his father’s hut.

Karak left in the dark of night with rain
pouring from the skies and chilled winds sweeping across the
Deosai. He and his two animals would journey past the Raj at
Skardu, and cross the desert into the foothills below the wall of
glaciers separating Baltistan from China— toward his destiny at the
roof of the world.

 


The gods were pleased. They had found their
second warrior. They needed two more…



 


 



Chapter 5 — A New Path

Vivar leaned closer to the illuminated X-ray
and traced the dark spot with his finger. He adjusted his glasses
and placed a second X-ray beside the first.

“Well?” Señor Hidalgo slipped on his shirt
and fumbled nervously with the buttons.

Vivar picked up a divider and measured the
dark spot on the latest X-ray. He shook his head while pencilling
the measurement in a black notebook.

“What is it?”

“A miracle. I have never seen such
remission. The tumor has receded fourteen millimeters.”

“Receded?” Señor Hidalgo stared at the
brightly lit X-rays.

Vivar pulled off his glasses and smiled at
his patient. “I’ll not tempt fate, Felipe, but I can assure you a
longer life than we expected three months ago. If the tumor remains
in remission, there will be no need to operate.” He waited for a
reaction. “I don’t understand. You should be overjoyed. We have
witnessed a small miracle. God has granted you some extra
time.”

Señor Hidalgo slipped on his jacket and
raincoat. “Thank you, Esteban.”

“That’s all you have to say?”

The Señor forced a smile. “I’m afraid it’s a
mixed blessing.”

“Mixed?”

“How is my son?”

Vivar sighed and put down his glasses.
“There is nothing wrong with him except fatigue.”

“The pills do no good?”

“They help him sleep.”

“Then, there is nothing you can do?”

Vivar grasped the old man’s arm. “Roberto’s
problems are emotional. In three months, I have seen steady
deterioration. He has lost weight and slumps around like a hurt
animal. Something is eating at him.”

The Señor lowered his head. “We haven’t
talked since he brought up the nonsense about the Church.”

“Church?”

“I prefer not to discuss it.”

“But, if you don’t talk, how do you work
together?”

“I write him letters, and he complies.”

“Mi Dios.”

Señor Hidalgo looked at his friend. “I think
he needs psychiatric care.”

“No, Felipe. Roberto is full of crazy ideas,
but he is quite normal. Talk with him. He needs a father’s
love.”

“At twenty-nine?”

“At any age.”

Señor Hidalgo patted the doctor’s arm.
“You’re a good man, Esteban. I wish more were like you.” He turned
and walked out of the office.

A light drizzle was falling on Valencia. It
was late October and there were predictions of unusually heavy
rains along the Mediterranean coast. The Señor lifted his collar
and climbed into a waiting taxi.

“Señor?” The driver smiled at him through
the mirror.

“Please take me to the Church of Corpus
Christi.”

“Yes, señor.”

Señor Hidalgo leaned back in his seat and
pulled a folded newspaper out of his raincoat pocket. He flipped it
open and stared at the headlines as the taxi pulled away from the
curb. “Mi Dios.”

“Señor?”

“Look at this. The peseta has
collapsed. Our currency is worthless, like the idiot running the
government.”

“You mean, Señor Rivera?”

“The fool was supposed to bring prosperity
and order. Instead, he has alienated everyone.” The Señor slapped
the paper on the seat and stared out the rain-smeared window.

“Do you think we will have a new government,
señor?”

“I dread the thought. Let me ask you,
driver. Where are your sympathies?”

“With Spain, señor. We’re at the church.”
The driver guided the taxi through a deep puddle and pulled up to
the curb in front of Corpus Christi.

Señor Hidalgo opened the taxi door and
stepped into the falling rain. “Please wait, I’ll only be a few
minutes.” He closed the taxi door and climbed the steps to Corpus
Christi’s renovated entrance doors.

The chapel smelled from fresh paint. The
Señor crossed himself and walked down the aisle toward a kneeling
priest. He crossed himself a second time and knelt beside his
friend of thirty years.

Pizarro glanced at him and smiled. “Come to
say a prayer for your dear wife, Felipe?”

“I’ve come to say one for Spain. I’m afraid
we’re in for a bad time.”

“Have faith, Felipe. The Church will triumph
over these radicals.”

“It will take more than prayers to stop
them. They have won the hearts of the laborers. Rivera should have
clamped down on them when he had the chance. Now, it’s too late.”
Señor Hidalgo frowned and looked up at the painting above the
restored altar. “It’s not politics that brought me here, Erneste.
We need to discuss something.”

“As you wish.” Pizarro crossed himself and
retreated up the aisle with his aging friend.

“Yes?” Pizarro stepped into the vestibule
and clasped his hands.

“I have a taxi waiting, so I’ll be brief. It
concerns Roberto.”

“Roberto?”

“You know he’s been babbling about joining
the clergy.”

“He has discussed it with me.”

“He told me you encouraged him to go through
with it.”

Pizarro looked into his friend’s eyes. “When
Roberto asked my advice, I told him to follow his heart.”

“And that includes abandoning his
responsibilities?” The Señor’s face reddened.

Pizarro glanced down the aisle at the
restored altar. “These things aren’t easily explained. Perhaps God
is calling him.”

“God doesn’t call weak men.”

“How can you know that?”

Señor Hidalgo took a deep breath. “Listen to
me, Erneste. Despite his limitations, my son was normal until he
began restoring this church. Now, he cowers in the shadows like a
hermit.”

“Or a priest?”

“If you want to put it that way.”

Pizarro’s smile faded. “Roberto is going
through a difficult time. I suggest you talk with him about these
things. You have my promise not to intrude.”

“I want you to intrude, dammit! I want you
to talk him out of this insanity.”

“I’m sorry, Felipe. This matter is between
you and your son. Now please excuse me, I have to prepare for
tonight’s dinner at La Seo.”

“And that’s how you help a friend of thirty
years?” Señor Hidalgo’s eyes burned into the priest.

“I’ll pray for both of you, Felipe. Good
day.” Pizarro turned and walked into the chapel.

 


Roberto clutched his chest and stared at the
darkness in horror. The only sound was his labored breathing. He
slid his hand across his chest where the bullets had struck, but
there were no wounds. The diving aircraft was gone.

In three months, he hadn’t slept a night
without reliving the terrifying vision of men, women, and children
running for their lives under a relentless hail of bullets. His
nerves were shot. He was on the verge of breaking down.

Two hours had passed since he staggered up
the steps to his apartment and collapsed on the bed. After working
day and night on Corpus Christi’s delicate Miserere pulley
system, he had met his father’s commitment to complete the
restoration in time for Valencia’s All Saint’s Day celebration.

He sat up and wiped the sweat off his face.
In the distance, the bells of the Micalet chimed seven. The All
Saint’s Eve dinner honoring Cardinal Saez would begin in less than
an hour. Tomorrow, the Cardinal would conduct a special ceremony to
consecrate Corpus Christi’s restoration— proof the Church remained
strong in a nation seething with unrest.

Quickly showering and dressing, Roberto
rushed out of his apartment and hailed a passing taxi. When he
arrived at La Seo Cathedral, the honored guests were already seated
at a large oak table beneath a wall of paintings in the great
museum.

“Ah, my son has finally arrived. Please
forgive him, Your Eminence. He has worked night and day on the
restoration.” Señor Hidalgo glared at Roberto while addressing the
red-and-gold-cloaked official seated at the head of the table.

Roberto walked to the Cardinal and dropped
on one knee. “I’m sorry, Your Eminence.” He kissed the Cardinal’s
extended ring and felt a gentle hand touch his wet hair.

“God bless you, Roberto. Please, join your
father.”

Nodding humbly, Roberto took the empty seat
beside his father. His eyes focused on the goblet of red wine in
front of him.

“So, you embarrass me again.”

His father’s words were only a whisper, but
they cut through him like a dagger. “I fell asleep.”

“I’m not interested in your excuses. Did you
finish the Miserere?”

Roberto clenched his fists and nodded.

The dinner was served quietly with
occasional pleasantries exchanged between the Church Council and
Roberto’s father. It was past nine when Cardinal Saez finally rose
from his carved wooden chair and extended his silver-and-gold
goblet to the Señor. “We are very proud of your accomplishments,
Señor Hidalgo. You have excelled in restoring the Church’s sacred
architecture to its deserved prominence.” The Cardinal put down his
goblet and eyed the small audience. “In these trying times, it is
critical the Church’s presence be felt more than ever. Thank you
for contributing to that noble cause.”

Roberto’s father stood up and bowed to the
Cardinal amidst a round of applause from the thirteen seated
priests and officials. He straightened his royal-blue jacket and
red sash while waiting for the Cardinal’s gesture to begin
speaking.

“Thank you for this wonderful honor, Your
Eminence. I had no idea today would also bring me a personal
miracle. I have just received word my cancer has gone into
remission.”

A deep hush fell over the audience as
Cardinal Saez dropped into his chair in stunned silence. Roberto
stared at his father while recalling Laura’s prophetic words.

Señor Hidalgo took a deep breath and
continued. “I wasn’t going to speak of this tonight, but I feel it
is a message from God to continue the Church’s restoration effort
throughout España. Your Eminence, I remain your humble
servant and stand ready to assist you.” The Señor slipped into his
chair and lowered his head while accepting their standing
applause.

“Father, I— ”

“Not now, Roberto. Come to my home
tonight.”

“Your home?”

“We’ll talk later, Roberto.”

Señor Hidalgo’s words overwhelmed the
Council. Before closing the ceremony, Cardinal Saez extended his
arms toward the Señor and assured him his message would not be
forgotten. Blessing his fellow clergymen and guests, the Cardinal
excused himself and proceeded into La Seo’s historic chapel to pray
beneath the legendary Holy Grail.

 


A light rain was falling when Roberto
knocked on the door of his father’s home. He could see the
concerned look on Maria’s face when she opened the door.

“He is very upset, Roberto. Maybe you
shouldn’t see him tonight?”

“This wasn’t my idea.” Roberto grasped her
hand. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“He only told me today. I was devastated. He
has always been so strong. Please be patient with him. He loves you
so much.”

Roberto nodded and walked down the dark hall
toward the closed doors of his father’s study. He leaned forward
and pushed them open.

Señor Hidalgo was seated at the fireplace,
staring at his wife’s portrait. Roberto closed the doors and eased
into the chair beside him. The dimly lit room was silent except for
the crackling flames and ticking mantle clock.

Roberto leaned forward and spoke softly.
“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t want your pity.”

“Pity?”

“I don’t expect you to understand.”

Roberto shook his head. “Are you feeling any
pain?”

“No.” Señor Hidalgo rested his head against
the chair. “I asked you to come here because there is something you
should know.”

“Yes?”

“I have decided to remain head of
Architectura Hidalgo. You’ll not be taking over the business
after all.”

Roberto broke into a smile. “That’s
wonderful news. But you should go easy for awhile. Maybe take on
that assistant.”

“You’re the only help I need.”

“What?”

“Think of it, Roberto. You can continue your
carefree life until I sell the business or die. The money will be
yours to squander. Until then, I’ll expect your loyalty.”

Roberto’s smile faded. “What are you
saying?”

Señor Hidalgo glared at his son. “I visited
Corpus Christi today.”

“You saw Pizarro?”

Señor Hidalgo’s face reddened. “I can
tolerate your frivolous ways. I can even face the bitter truth that
you’re too weak to carry on my work. But I won’t let you throw away
twenty-nine years of struggle for a white collar and bible.”

Roberto clenched his trembling fists. “You
think I wanted this?”

“What?”

“You heard me. I’m coming apart!”

Señor Hidalgo stared at his son in shock.
“What is it, Roberto? What’s wrong?”

Roberto gripped the chair, his eyes fixed on
the fire.

The Señor leaned forward and gripped his
son’s arm. “My God, this is my fault. We’ll see a physician first
thing in the morning.”

“Physician? You mean, a psychiatrist?”

“Just for a consultation. It’s the wise
thing to do.”

“Damn you.” Roberto stood up in anger.

Señor Hidalgo fell back in the chair, his
eyes fixed on his trembling son.

“What’s wrong? Not frivolous enough for you?
Is that it?”

“Calm down, Roberto. You’re acting like a
lunatic.”

“Lunatic? Well, I’m not surprised after
putting up with your stupid lectures for twenty-nine years.”

“What?”

“I’m sick of your sermons. I don’t want your
damn money, your precious business, or your hypocritical friends. I
need to get away from here before you kill the last thing I
have.”

Señor Hidalgo shook with anger. “Which
is?”

“My love for you.”

The Señor rose out of his chair. “You call
this love? After I’ve sacrificed my life for you? How dare you!” He
raised his hand and slapped it across his son’s face. “I’ll expect
you at the ceremony. No excuses. Be there! Then, we’ll find that
doctor.” He stormed out of the study while his son wiped his
bleeding lip and stared at the portrait above the fireplace.

 


It was nearly eleven when Roberto walked
past the Marva Bar on the way to his apartment. Hesitating,
he heard the chords of a flamenco guitar and a sensual voice
coming from inside. Maybe some warm music and wine would take away
the bad taste in his mouth.

He pushed through the doors and stepped into
the smoke-filled bar. Through the haze, a beautiful guitarist
struck a final chord of ecstasy while crying out for the man she
loved. The room erupted with cheers and applause. Gesturing to her
accordionist, the young lady let out a passionate shriek and struck
up a tango while young lovers rushed from their tables to dance the
night away in the flickering candlelight.

This was the old, wonderful Spain Roberto
loved so deeply. Warm bodies pressed against each other, moving as
one to the tango’s pulsing rhythm.

He eased to the bar and ordered a bottle of
Rioja. He was well into his second glass when a tender hand
grasped his arm.

“Roberto?” A beautiful face looked up at him
in the soft candlelight.

“Laura?”

“It’s been so long.”

Roberto backed away, his eyes beaming. “You
look wonderful.” He reached behind the bar for an extra glass, but
she grabbed his arm.

“Please, join us.” She gestured toward a
table in the corner.

Roberto noticed two uniformed men seated at
the table. “Your brothers?”

She smiled and squeezed his arm. “Please,
let me introduce you.”

Roberto gulped down his wine and snatched
the bottle. He forced a smile and followed her between the swaying
dancers.

“Francisco, I’d like you to meet my friend,
Roberto Hidalgo. He and his father are renowned throughout Valencia
for their architectural restorations.”

The portly officer stood up and extended his
hand. “Pleasure to make your acquaintance, señor.”

“Likewise.” Roberto smiled and shook his
hand.

“And this is Rafael, my fiancé.”

Roberto’s smile faded. He extended his hand
to the handsome lieutenant who had risen from his seat. “Pleasure,
señor.”

“Please join us.” The lieutenant waved
toward a vacant chair.

“Thank you.” Roberto sat down and placed his
bottle on the table.

“How are you, Roberto?” Laura smiled
nervously while lifting a glass of wine to her lips.

“Things are going well.”

“And your father?”

“He’s well. I just left him.”

“Excuse me, señor. Is your father Don Felipe
Hidalgo?” The portly officer smiled at him through the
candlelight.

“Yes.”

“He was honored tonight by Cardinal
Saez?”

“Yes, for our restoration of Corpus
Christi.”

“It’s an honor to meet you, señor. Your
father is well respected among Spain’s true patriots. You must be
very proud.”

“I am.” Roberto picked up the bottle and
filled their empty glasses with Rioja.

The portly officer nodded and sipped the red
wine. “I’ll be at Cardinal Saez’s consecration ceremony in the
morning. They’ve asked a few of us to attend in case the socialists
try to disrupt things.”

Roberto looked up in surprise. “I doubt
there would be any trouble.”

“Ah, my friend. Things have changed for the
worst. With the government teetering, the months ahead could be
very difficult.”

Roberto sipped his wine and smiled at the
officer. “Well, I’m sure the army will protect us from the
socialists and anarchists.”

“I detect a note of animosity in your
voice.”

Roberto turned to the young lieutenant who
had finally spoken up. “Sorry, I’m just tired.”

“I see.” The lieutenant smiled and patted
Laura’s hand. “We should be going, my dear. We have an early
morning and our plane leaves after the ceremony.”

Roberto glanced at Laura. “So soon? Well,
it’s been a pleasure, Señor...? I’m sorry, I forgot your name.”

“Lieutenant Campeador, at your service.”

“Ah, named for a champion.” Roberto stood up
and shook the officer’s hand. “Good night, Lieutenant. Best wishes
to you both.” He looked down at Laura and forced a smile. “Good
night, Señorita Cortez. Wonderful seeing you again.” He clasped her
hand and locked his black eyes on hers.

“Oh, forgive my rudeness.” The portly
officer stood up and extended his hand. “It has been a pleasure,
Señor Hidalgo. I’ll be in Morocco for awhile, but perhaps we can
get together for dinner when I return. I’d like to hear your views
on the political situation when we have more time to talk. I trust
they are in line with your father’s.”

“I’ll look forward to it, Señor— ”

“Franco— Francisco Franco. God go with
you.”

Roberto slipped on his raincoat and picked
up their check.

“No, señor. That is not necessary.”

“Please, Señor Franco. I insist. You can pay
next time. And in case our paths don’t cross tomorrow, have a safe
flight to Morocco.” He walked away and left them standing at the
table.

Roberto pulled up his collar and stepped
into the falling rain. From here, it was only a short walk to his
apartment. He paused and sniffed the salt air while the rain
trickled down his face. No hurry. It might be a long time before he
smelled that air again.

“Roberto?”

He turned and saw Laura standing behind
him.

“Are you ill, Roberto? You look so
tired.”

“I’m fine, and I see you have done well.
Lieutenant Campeador seems very ambitious.”

She clutched his arm. “Please listen, I only
have a minute. When I saw you tonight, it reminded me of the
wonderful times we had. I want you to know something.”

Roberto touched a finger to her lips. “You
were right about me. I’m not very strong. I wish you the very
best.” He kissed her gently on the lips. “Goodbye, Laura.”

“Wait!” She watched him disappear into the
falling rain.

 


Roberto eased across his darkened apartment
to the shuttered window. He pushed it open and stared at the moon
flashing between the clouds. The damp night air smelled sweet like
her soft skin. He could still feel her long fingers clutching his
arm. He closed his eyes and felt her warm lips and body pressing
against him. A tender ache spread through his loins, making him
sigh. He would always love her, and his beautiful Valencia.

The Micalet’s belltower chimed midnight. In
a few hours, the ceremony would begin at Corpus Christi. He would
kneel with Valencia’s clergy while his father received the
Cardinal’s blessing. The Señor would rise and gesture for his son
to share the glory. Nodding, he would climb the steps toward his
proud father while the crowd applauded and his lovely Laura gazed
at him through moist eyes. How magnificent. How meaningless.

He reached into his shirt pocket and pulled
out a folded letter. He could barely read it in the moonlight…

 


Señor Roberto Hidalgo,

We will be pleased to welcome you to the
Seminary of Andalusia for a period of trial and reflection. We have
received a warm letter of recommendation from Padre Erneste Pizarro
at the Church of Corpus Christi. Padre Pizarro has expressed his
deepest conviction that you have experienced a personal message
from God to take up the cross. I assure you, we do not take this
lightly. We await your arrival.

God bless you,

Padre Miguel Ordoña

 


Roberto stared at the leather traveling bag
in the corner. The next few hours would be the hardest of his
life.

 


Señor Hidalgo lifted his arms and glanced
out the bedroom’s lead-paned window. “The rain has stopped. It
should be a beautiful morning.”

“Yes, señor.” Maria finished winding the red
sash around his waist and backed away to admire her handiwork. “You
have lost considerable weight. We need to put some meat on your
bones.”

The Señor slipped on his red tie and glanced
at the grandfather clock in the corner. “Mi Dios, it’s
already past seven. Is my car here?”

“I’ll check, señor.”

The Señor snatched his speech from the
nightstand and sat on the edge of the bed, his eyes focused on the
classic scrawl.

There would be no further mention of the
cancer. Only a fervent pledge to move forward with any new
assignments the Church cared to grant. He broke into a wry smile.
There would be many new assignments, not just in Valencia, but
throughout Spain. Before he was done, Architectura Hidalgo
would be revered throughout Europe.

Maria stepped into the bedroom and stared at
the old man seated on the bed.

“The car is here?”

She hesitated. “Your son is downstairs and
wishes to see you.”

“Roberto?” The Señor stuffed the paper into
his jacket and walked out of the room. When he reached the top of
the stairs, he looked down and saw his son standing in the
red-tiled foyer. He was holding a familiar leather bag.

Señor Hidalgo eased down the winding
staircase. “What’s wrong, Roberto?”

Roberto’s voice trembled. “This is very
hard.”

“Hard?”

“I’m leaving.”

“You’re what?”

“I’m sorry, Father.”

Señor Hidalgo grasped the staircase railing.
“Where are you going?”

“To Andalusia.”

“Andalusia?”

“I’ve been accepted into a seminary there—
to prepare for the priesthood.”

Señor Hidalgo sat on the stairs, trying to
compose himself.

“They’re willing to accept me for trial.
I’ll study under Padre Ordoña.”

The old man slumped against the railing.
“Roberto, I may have been a bit harsh, but this isn’t the answer.”
He glanced at the leather bag. “We both need rest. After the
ceremony, we’ll spend the afternoon at the sea. We’ll talk and
listen to the waves.”

Roberto rested a hand on his father’s
shoulder. “Don’t blame yourself for this. It’s not your doing.”

The old man grasped his son’s hand and
looked up at him with frightened eyes. “We need to get you to a
doctor. Mi Dios, why didn’t I see this coming.”

“Please stop.” Roberto knelt down and
embraced his father, his eyes full of tears.

For a moment, they clung to each other like
two little boys. Finally, the Señor pushed away from his son and
stood up. “You don’t know what you’re doing. You won’t last a week
in a seminary. You’re meant for the world, Roberto. Not a
four-walled prison.”

Roberto tried to speak, but his father
raised his hand for silence. “Soon, we’ll receive new orders from
the Church. There will be much work to do. I need you, Roberto.
You’re the only one I trust.”

Roberto gripped the railing and stood up.
“Please don’t make this harder than it is.”

“There is so much you don’t know. The
answers aren’t out there. They’re here, with me. We can find them
together.”

Roberto looked down. “I’m sorry.”

The old man gripped his arm. “Think of your
mother. Would she want this?”

“She would want me to find the truth.”

“Truth? You call this finding the truth?
Running away like a scared child?”

Roberto tried to embrace his father, but the
old man pushed him away, his brown eyes suddenly filled with anger.
“I warn you, Roberto. If you leave— it’s forever.”

Roberto lowered his head and picked up the
bag. “Nothing lasts forever. Goodbye, Father.” He turned and walked
out the door. He was opening the front gate when Maria caught up
with him.

“Don’t do this, Roberto. It will kill him.
He’s built his life around you.”

Roberto took her in his arms. “If I stay
here, it will kill us both.”

“That’s not true. He loves you,
Roberto.”

A tear rolled down his cheek. “God, I’ll
miss this place.”

“Then don’t go. Stay here, where you’re
needed and loved.”

Roberto hugged her and sobbed.

“We’ll see Padre Pizarro. He can help
you.”

“He can’t help me. He has problems of his
own. Things you wouldn’t understand.”

“Then, we’ll go to Dr. Vivar.”

Roberto shook his head. “There is no pill
for this.”

Maria struggled for words. “You’re tired.
You need rest.”

“It’s more than that.”

“More?”

“I need to find those people before it’s too
late.”

She pushed away from him. “People? What
people?”

“I see them in the night— in the fires. God,
help them.”

“Mi Dios, what are you saying?”

“Goodbye, Maria.”

“No. You need help…” She collapsed against
him.

He held her in his arms and broke down.
“You’re the only mother I’ve ever known. I’ll never forget you.” He
kissed her on the cheek and pushed through the gate.

“Roberto!”

He walked across Viveros Park toward the
Calle Cronista Revelles, and a waiting taxi. The air smelled sweet
from fresh fruits and vegetables. Students rushed across the
bridges toward their morning classes at the University. Below the
bridges and tree-lined embankments, the Turia sloshed around
Valencia’s western perimeter like a rippling, silver snake. In the
fields beyond the city, Sancho and the other laborers marched along
the furrows, turning the earth with their crude hoes. It would soon
be winter and the soil must be prepared for the spring planting.
Above them on the hilltops, the exhausted orange groves had gone to
sleep until spring.

Suddenly it was gone, fading into the
distance in a plume of billowing white smoke. Roberto pressed his
face against the dirt-smeared window and watched the Micalet drop
out of sight as the train veered inland toward Granada.

 


 



Chapter 6 — Nanda Lal

“By the gods, don’t you see it?” Tundup
pointed frantically at the haze.

“Keep moving, we don’t have time for
mirages. It’s almost dark. The dacoits are waiting in the
shadows to cut our throats.” Karak dug his heels into the horse’s
flanks and glanced at the caravan of yaks trailing behind him.

Tundup cursed and mounted his horse. “Don’t
you see? We’re near the sacred mountain. At the edge of the Ngari
Highlands. We’re too far north. There is no food here. We’ll starve
to death.”

Karak glared at the hide-covered rider.
“What are you saying?”

“We’re lost.”

“Lost? How can that be? You said we should
head north?”

“I was wrong.”

“By the gods, Tundup. What kind of guide are
you? You talk like you’ve never climbed the high passes.”

Tundup lowered his head. “I haven’t.”

“You what?” Karak jumped off his horse and
seized Tundup’s arm before the stunned Tibetan could react. “You
lying scum. I paid you fifty rupees for this!” He clutched
Tundup’s wool coat and dragged him off his horse onto the rocky
ground.

“Let go of me, madman!” Tundup struggled to
break free, but Karak sat on his chest and pinned his arms.

“I’ll ask you just once. Where are my fifty
rupees?”

“You think I’m rich like a rajah? I
used your rupees to buy food and gear for the trek. There
are only five left. You can have them. They’re inside my coat.”

Tundup tried to pry his arms free, but Karak
wouldn’t allow it. He yanked off the nomad’s wool hat and snatched
one of his black coiled braids. Without hesitating, he pulled his
razor-sharp kukri out of its leather sheath and sliced the
two foot braid from Tundup’s head.

“Stop! Are you mad!”

Karak dangled the severed braid in front of
Tundup’s face. “You’ll grow this back, but not the next thing I cut
off.”

“No, wait! Your rupees are in a pouch
inside my hat. Take your filthy money and go. And may the gods
curse you.”

Karak crawled off Tundup and dug through the
wool inside the discarded hat. He ripped out a small hide pouch and
counted the rupees. His face twisted in a scowl. “Only
forty?”

Tundup stared at the severed braid lying in
the dirt. “I spent ten rupees on clothes for my poor
family.”

“Liar.”

“No, it’s the truth. We have nothing. We’re
just trying to survive like you.”

“Well, at least it sounds good.” Karak
jammed the wool hat on his head and mounted his horse. “I’ll keep
your hat as a reminder not to trust the Drokpas. I hope your
head freezes into a block of ice when the sun sets. Goodbye,
jackal.” Karak dug his heels into the horse’s flanks and headed
southeast.

 


At sunset, Karak pitched a small tent and
tended his animals. He used a few precious drops of water to cook a
bowl of red rice and herbs over a smelly, yak dung campfire. The
thick haze dissipated and the night sky filled with stars. He
leaned against one of the packs and puffed on a crude, long-stemmed
pipe. Everything was still except the distant wind. Suddenly, he
heard a rustling sound in the darkness beyond the campfire.

“Go away, rabbit, or I’ll have you on my
plate.” He smiled at the scurrying creature. After nearly two years
roaming the vast highland frontier between India and Tibet, Karak
Drasi could easily tell the difference between a darting rabbit and
knife-wielding brigand. And god help the brigand who dared attack
the bearded man seated at the fire.

This trek had led him farther from his
homeland than any before. With his five yaks sagging from swollen
packs of salt, red beans, barley, and corn, he would venture into
Nepal’s Dolpo country to barter for a plot of grazing land and some
sheep. In a year or two, he’d take on some herdsmen and launch new
caravans across the Himalaya’s towering passes into Tibet and
China— fulfilling his father’s dream.

He snatched his long-barreled rifle and
aimed it at the bright star in the eastern sky. Building a caravan
meant acquiring new equipment and supplies, including better
weapons than the ancient single-shot rifle in his hands. In the
great markets, he could barter for food and supplies, but guns and
gear required rupees. Lots of them.

He lowered the rifle and gazed at the
smoldering pile of dung while recalling his treks into the
mountains with his father. He had learned much from his father.
Certainly enough to guide foreigners into the Karakorum and Central
Himalaya. With the angrezi flocking to the great mountains
in search of glory, it would be easy to offer his services as a
sirdar or shikari. If an imposter like Tundup could
pull it off, then certainly the son of Ghulam Drasi could
accumulate a large sack of rupees escorting angrezi
into the high passes and foothills. Good thoughts for a wayward
soul passing a lonely night on the high Barkha plain.

His eyelids grew heavy as a pleasant
numbness filled his brain. It had been days since he slept…

 


“Karak!”

His sister’s screams echoed across the Rupal
Valley while the angrezi stripped and raped her. Unable to move, he
saw his ravaged mother crawling toward his abandoned rifle. She was
reaching for it when one of the angrezi kicked it away.

“Look at that, Clive. The old gal’s still
kickin’. Come on old girl, there’s still time for another roll in
the clover.”

The pig jumped on Karak’s mother and raped
her while shoving her face in the dirt. When he finished with her,
he pulled out his knife and raised it over his head. “Ready,
Clive?”

The other angrezi pulled his knife and
pressed it against Nangi’s quivering throat.

“On three then. One! Two!”

 


“No!” Karak sat up in the darkness and
clutched his pounding chest. The only sound was the wind whistling
through the distant ridges. The fire had gone out and it was very
cold. He crawled into his small tent and huddled under a wool
blanket, his rifle at his side.

This nightmare had been worse than the
others. He saw them torture his mother and sister while his father
lay dead beside the campfire. He pleaded for them to stop when they
pulled their knives and slashed the throats of his loved ones. He
listened to Nangi’s stifled cry when the pig cut her throat and
wiped the bloody knife blade on her exposed breasts. He saw her
body convulse as she gasped her final breaths.

“Oh, God— no more.” He pressed the rifle
against his forehead and slid his hand down the barrel until his
thumb rested on the trigger. His family was out there in the
darkness. Calling him. Beckoning him home. A simple squeeze and he
would be with them.

He slipped his thumb off the trigger and
pushed the rifle away. It was too early to die. Promises must be
kept. Earth’s business must be done. He rolled on his back and
stared at the darkness.

 


“There, on the ridge!” Kumar pointed at the
sunlit horse and rider descending the rocky slope. “He carries a
rifle.”

“Calm down, you sound like a frightened
little boy.” Nanda Lal jammed his staff into the ground and leaned
against it while studying the string of yaks trailing the horse and
rider. “His animals strain from a heavy load. He must be a trader.”
Lal’s black eyes lit up. “Maybe he has salt in those packs. We
should greet him. He will need water.”

“Where are you going? Take your rifle. He
might be a brigand.”

Nanda Lal ignored his brother’s pleas. Using
his staff for balance, he maneuvered up the steep slope with the
grace of a mountain goat while eyeing the hide-covered packs
strapped to the rider’s yaks.

Karak slipped off his horse and spread his
open hands in a gesture of peace. “Salaam Alekwm.”

“Peace be with you, traveler.” Nanda Lal
pressed his hands together and nodded in respect to the
dust-covered man standing in front of him. “You have come a long
way?”

“From Skardu and Leh, by way of Lake Drabye
for salt.”

“By the gods, you have traveled far.” Lal
smiled and glanced at the packs. “You carry salt?”

“As much as you need.” Karak walked to the
first yak and undid one of the straps. He dipped his hand into the
open pack and pulled out a large chip of rock salt. He smiled and
placed it in Lal’s palm.

Lal licked the salt and smiled approvingly.
“And what could a rich trader seek from my humble existence? As you
can see, I am not a wealthy man.” Lal lowered his head and swept
his hand toward Kumar and the flock of grazing sheep.

Karak stroked his beard as if in deep
thought. “Let me ask you, friend. Are you a happy man?”

Nanda Lal looked at Karak with puzzled eyes.
“I am content.”

Karak pulled off his wool hat and brushed
back his shoulder-length black hair. “For two years, I have guided
caravans across the plains of Skardu and Leh, through the Ngari
Highland into the Chang Tang. Each time, I managed to save a few
rupees to build my caravan. What you see is the result of my
labor.”

Nanda Lal glanced at the small yak caravan.
“You have done well.”

“Have I? Then why am I not a happy man?”

Lal scratched his head. “I am Nanda Lal
Thapa. That nervous fool down there is my brother, Kumar. We’re
shepherds in need of salt and it seems you’re looking for a place
to rest. Come, we’ll dine together and discuss our needs.”

Karak nodded. “You are very kind to a weary
traveler.”

“How are you called?”

“Karak.”

“You’re Moslem?”

“I am a trader.” Karak gestured for his host
to lead the way down the slope.

 


Lamphuti stirred the pot of stewed rice and
barley while eyeing the precious chunk of salt in Karak’s
outstretched palm. “You are very generous, friend. My family thanks
you.” She took the salt and dropped it in the pot while nodding
gratefully to her hide-cloaked guest.

Karak admired the colorful strings of
turquoise and coral beads dangling from Lamphuti’s bronze neck.
“You’re a beautiful woman. Your husband is a lucky man.”

“You are very kind, sir. I think you’re a
charmer from across the mountains.” Lamphuti smiled and continued
to stir the stew while her chuckling guest strolled out of the
hut.

“Drink with me.” Nanda Lal extended a cup of
freshly brewed tea and gestured for Karak to join him and Kumar at
the campfire.

Karak pressed his palms together and nodded
in gratitude. He was about to sit down when he noticed a pretty
little girl peering at him from inside Nanda Lal’s hut. Her face
was round and bright, and she was clad in a homespun robe. He sat
down and grasped the cup of tea, pretending not to see her. When
the little one crept out of the hut, he focused his black eyes on
her and winked.

Nanda Lal watched in amusement as the tiny
girl broke into hysterical laughter and ran into the hut. “She is
my daughter, Tsiring. I see you like children.”

Karak sipped his tea and stared at the fire.
“She reminds me of my sister in Baltistan. I loved to play games
with her when she was a child.”

“Your family is well?”

Karak sipped his tea. “My family is
dead.”

“Even your sister?”

“They’re all dead.”

Lal stared at the fire. “I’m sorry. Was it
the plague?”

“A plague of sorts.”

“I’m deeply sorry.”

Karak nodded and sipped his tea.

“You’re Balti?”

“I was raised in Baltistan, beneath Nanga
Parbat.”

“Parbat? I’ve heard of it. A monarch of the
gods that lies to the north and west. I’m told it’s unconquerable
with sides so steep the snow cannot grip them. It must be a
beautiful mountain.”

“It is. My sister carried its name.”

“You must be Moslem if you’re from
Baltistan.”

Karak smiled and poked the fire with a
stick. “There are many followers of Islam in Baltistan, but my
father clung to the old ways.”

“Old ways?”

“I believe in the living spirit of the
mountains and sky.”

“Ah, a shamanist. Then, you believe all
things have life.” Lal took a plate of spiced rice and barley from
his wife, and passed it to his guest.

“I believe the spirits of my family have
joined with the mountains. Someday, my spirit will follow
them.”

Nanda Lal nodded. “I understand. Tell me,
friend. In your travels, have you prayed beneath the Crown
Chakra?”

Karak looked into Lal’s dark eyes. “Chakra?
I’ve not heard that name. Is it a shrine?”

Kumar looked up in surprise. “But you must
have seen it when you passed the great lake? It fills the northern
sky.”

“I remember seeing a large body of water,
but no mountain. Unless— ” Karak recalled Tundup’s frantic
reference to a phantom mountain rising through the haze.

Nanda Lal poured more tea into Karak’s cup.
“To reach our valley from the northeast, you must pass a great lake
called Manasarovar. Beyond it lies the most sacred mountain on
earth. We call it Kailas— The Crystal Shining— for it is the center
of all things. The earthly presence of Mt. Meru.”

“Meru?”

“The invisible source of the four sacred
rivers. The center of life where Shiva resides.”

Karak shook his head. “I’m not much for
these things. The gods have little time for me.”

A frown swept across Lal’s face. “Hear me,
friend. Kailas is the answer to all things. Perhaps you will find
peace there.”

“Peace?”

“From the pain of your lost family.”

Karak looked into the flickering campfire.
“You asked what I wanted in return for my salt.”

“Yes?”

He sighed and looked up at the starlit sky.
“I’m tired of wandering across empty plains with a chilled wind in
my face, and listening to hungry wolves cry in the night. I long
for a green valley with a small flock of sheep and a few yak
pastured in the high ground. Can you help me?”

Nanda Lal stretched his arms and looked at
the night sky. “The hour is late and my eyes are heavy. You can
sleep in our hut.”

Karak smiled and glanced at his caravan.
“I’m afraid there is too much of the nomad in me for that. Thank
you, but my tent will be fine. And thank you for feeding this weary
traveler.”

“I’ll tell my wife you enjoyed her stew.
Rest well, Karak. We’ll trek many miles tomorrow.”

“Trek?”

“To find your magic place.” Nanda Lal and
Kumar left their visitor sitting in front of the fading
campfire…

 


In the days that followed, Nanda Lal led
Karak and his small caravan along the Karnali River into Nepal’s
remote Humla Valley. There, beneath the mountain fortress known as
the Himalaya, they traded with wool-clad Tibetan Drokpas
desperate to exchange their goods before the winter snows blocked
their return across the high passes to Tibet.

Following the Karnali south, they
encountered vast forests of spruce, hemlock, and blue pine
surrounded by winding ridges that reminded Karak of his home in
Astor. He sniffed the crisp, scented air and recalled the first
time his father led him into the forests to cut precious wood for
their fires. It was a clean smell. A proud smell.

After trekking almost a week, they pitched
camp on a high slope blanketed with fog.

Nanda Lal leaned back against a rock and
watched the haze drift across the starlit sky. “Tomorrow, the
weather will clear and we’ll visit your new home.”

“How can you be sure? For two days, I’ve
seen nothing but fog.”

“In time, you will learn to bless that fog.
It hides the valley from the hungry eyes of thieves. Since I was a
boy tending my father’s flock, this valley has given food and
shelter to our animals.”

“Your father is alive?”

Lal shook his head. “He died many years ago,
but his spirit lives in the valley.”

Karak sprawled on his blanket and closed his
eyes. “You make it sound like a paradise.”

“No, it’s just a beautiful valley where your
yaks can graze in high pastures while your sheep gnaw at the grass
below. Go to sleep, my friend. We have found your magic place.”
Nanda Lal closed his eyes and listened to a snow leopard’s faint
cry…

 


Karak shielded his eyes from the bright
morning sunlight while staring in awe at the hills stretching
before him.

“Those white specks are sheep. They graze
along the banks of the river cutting through the valley. There are
hundreds of them in the meadows.” Nanda Lal swept his hand toward
the northern horizon. “You think that blue haze is the sky? It’s a
wall of ice. The northern Himal rising into the heavens. And below
it is a valley where your animals can graze in sheltered pastures,
safe from the winter winds.”

Karak shook his head. “I’ve never seen such
beauty. It is a paradise.”

Lal rested his hand on Karak’s shoulder.
“It’s more than that, my friend. Welcome to your new home.”

Karak’s black eyes glistened with tears. “I
wish my father was here.”

“But he is. You told me his spirit lives in
the mountains.”

Karak grasped Lal’s hand. “This is what I
wanted. A quiet place to shepherd a flock and build a home.”

“Then, I can have the salt?”

Karak smiled through his tears.

“Good, we have a bargain.”

The sun was high in the northern sky when
they finally reached the river basin. Lal waited for Karak to water
his animals before leading him up a small knoll on the river bank.
“I used to sit here with my father and talk about life. It’s a good
place.”

Karak wiped his brow. “It reminds me of my
home. I feel good here.”

“Then, it’s time for a decision. Soon, the
winter snows will block the high passes to my village. If you stay
here with your animals, it will be for the entire winter. There is
no time to build a home. You will have to live in one of those
caves.” Lal pointed toward the shadows below the valley’s southern
ridge. “You’re new to this country and have much to learn. Better
you stay in my home for the winter. Your yaks will be safe
here.”

“But, how will I find them?”

“You can tag them with your colors. No one
will disturb your markers. It’s a mortal sin to poach from
another’s herd. In the spring, your yaks will carry unborn babies
for your caravan. We’ll come back and build a good home in the
valley. Then, we’ll gather your flock.” Lal paused and scanned the
sky. “You must decide now. Stay here for the winter or return with
me. Those feather clouds will soon bring snow.”

Karak looked toward the mountains. “Do the
angrezi come here?”

“Angrezi?”

“I’m told they pay well for guides.”

Lal picked up a stone and squeezed it. “We
don’t deal with them. They are like the jackal. When they come, we
look the other way.”

Karak smiled and gripped Lal’s arm. “I’ve
never known a true friend. If your family will have me, I’ll be
honored to stay with you through the winter.”

“Good, let’s mark your animals and get out
of here while we can.”

After marking the yaks with strips of
brown-checkered cloth from his father’s prayer scarf, Karak
followed Nanda Lal into the high pastures above the valley where
they said a brief prayer before releasing the fur-clad animals to
graze beneath the Himal’s sheltering ridges.

They followed the river back to Lal’s home
in Taklakot. A week later, thick storm clouds boiled up from India.
Ramming against the Himalaya, the black clouds blotted out the sun
while dumping endless snow on the high passes.

With winter descending on Taklakot’s eleven
thousand foot plateau, Karak and Nanda Lal worked feverishly to
store precious grains, rice, and firewood in a cave near the
family’s hut. While they toiled, Kumar led the sheep down the
plateau’s steep slopes to a sheltered pasture in the river
basin.

For four long months, they cleared away
snow, tended the animals, and prepared the meals while enduring the
fierce blizzard winds raking Taklakot. In the evenings, they
huddled around the hut’s crude stone oven, exchanging tales of
mountain spirits while Lamphuti hummed the ancient chants.

Karak had learned the art of woodcarving
from his father. Using his knife and small blocks of wood, he spent
long hours whittling tiny animals for Tsiring while the child
stared at him with glistening black eyes.

He placed the small creatures in her hands
and lifted her in his arms while whispering, “Your father should
have named you Chandra, little one. Your face is like the full
moon.”

Hugging his neck, she fell asleep on his
shoulder listening to the wind and snow buffet the stone hut.

At night, Karak sat in the soft firelight,
staring at the family asleep across the room. With his eyes moist
with tears, he recalled his own family, and happier times. Perhaps
here, at the entrance to Nepal, he had finally found the peace he
longed for.

It wasn’t to be.

 


Lal looked up from the grinding wheel and
saw his brother running toward him across the mud-soaked
ground.

“Angrezi!”

Lal stared at his brother in shock.

Kumar bent over to catch his breath. “They
stopped to talk with me in the valley. They speak our language.
They’re looking for a sirdar to guide them up Nanda
Devi.”

“Devi? Are they insane?”

“They asked me to spread the word. They’re
camped at the river.”

“Did they tell you how much they will pay?”
Karak stepped toward Kumar with a half-sharpened axe dangling from
his hand.

“No, but I’m sure it’s a fair sum. Their
equipment and horses are top quality.”

“Enough! They’ll be gone tomorrow.” Nanda
Lal turned away and pressed his hatchet against the grinding
wheel.

Nothing was said until they broke from their
morning chores to eat the fresh stew Lamphuti had prepared. She
grasped Karak’s shoulder and placed a hot bowl of spiced rice and
barley in his hands. “I know what you’re thinking. Don’t do it,
Karak. These men have dirty hands. You don’t want their soiled
money.”

Karak reached up and patted her hand. “It
would only be a few weeks. If I can get a good price— ”

“You’re tempting the devil!” Lal stood up
and glared at him. “Nanda Devi is sacred. It faces Kailas. Only
pilgrims approach Devi.”

Karak ignored his friend’s tirade. “Then,
I’ll guide the angrezi away from the mountain.”

“You expect them to pay for that trickery?
Come to your senses, man. You don’t need their filthy money.”

Karak put down the bowl of stew. “There is
no harm in talking to them. I’ll be back before dinner.” He stood
up and started to walk away, but Lal seized his arm.

“I’m your friend. We’ve traded together.
You’ve slept in my house and eaten my food. Don’t my words deserve
your respect?”

“I’ll lead them away from here. Isn’t that
what you want?”

Karak tried to walk away, but Lal’s grip was
like iron. “Listen to me, Karak. I see great hatred in your heart.
You try to cover it, but you can’t. Don’t go with these men. Come
with me to Lake Manasarovar. An old man lives at the far end of the
lake. He is a yatri, a pilgrim who has seen Shiva’s
face. He can ease the pain in your soul. We’ll leave tomorrow and
be there in a few days.” Lal released his grip and extended his
open hand. “Salaam Alekwm.”

Karak brushed past him and walked toward his
horse. He mounted the animal and eased next to Lal. “We’ll visit
this pilgrim after I guide the angrezi away from the
mountain.” He reached down and clasped his friend’s hand.
“Salaam Alekwm.”

“Wait!” Lal watched his friend ride across
the mud-soaked ground toward the ridge leading to the valley.

Lamphuti grasped her husband’s arm and gazed
at the fading horse and rider. “What’s wrong with him?”

“I’m afraid we have only seen one side of
our friend. I don’t think he’ll be with us much longer.” Lal
lowered his head and walked toward the grinding wheel.

 


Karak tugged on the horse’s rein and scanned
the snow-patched valley stretching below him. The Karnali River
wound into the haze, its swirling blue-green waters spilling over
their banks from winter’s first thaw. He leaned forward and studied
the thin column of smoke rising from the river. It would take
another hour to reach their camp. He pressed his heels against the
horse’s ribs and eased down the rocky slope.

The two angrezi were securing their
tent when they spotted the horse and rider approaching from the
haze. One of them dropped his gear and walked along the embankment
toward the intruder.

“Namaste.” Karak raised his right
hand and pulled on the rein.

The angrezi raised his right hand and
smiled under his dark glasses and bush hat. He folded his arms and
stared at Karak.

Karak slipped off his horse and walked
toward him. He pressed his palms together and nodded politely.
“Greetings, sahib. I was told you seek a guide for a trek up
Nanda Devi.”

The angrezi nodded. “That’s right,
chum. Do you know the mountain?”

“I was born here, sahib. I can climb
it with my eyes shut.”

“Can you now?” The second angrezi
stood up and eased beside his comrade. He brushed off his white
sweater and brown fatigue pants while staring at Karak. “Tell me,
friend. How can we be sure you’re not lying?”

At first, Karak thought it was his
imagination. Something jumped inside him when the second
angrezi spoke.

“What’s the matter, friend? Cat got your
tongue?”

“I have no cats, sahib. But I can
show you big cats in the caves to the west. I hunted there when I
was young.”

The second angrezi pulled off his
bush hat and ran his fingers along the sweatband. “Why am I having
trouble believing you? How much baksheesh would you expect
for this little journey?”

Karak felt his face flush. His stomach
churned from a rush of fear.

The second angrezi stepped closer.
“You sick or something? Looks like you’ve got some kind of bug, the
way you’re shaking.”

Karak clenched his trembling fists. “I’m
sorry, sahib. A touch of malaria from my days in the jungle.
Tell me how far you wish to go.”

“Don’t know. We’ll trek into the foothills
and decide then. They tell me the mountain’s surrounded by other
peaks.”

“True, sahib, but there are passes
between the summits that lead to Nanda Devi’s eastern slope. From
there, it will be your decision to go on.”

The first angrezi pulled out a silver
flask and gulped down something that made him wince. “Say, chum,
are there any villages along the way?”

“A few, sahib, but they’re difficult
to find unless you know the way.”

The angrezi took another gulp and
stuffed the flask in his shirt pocket. “Any women in those
villages?”

Karak felt his heart pounding. “Yes,
sahib.”

The angrezi wiped his mouth with the
back of his hand and glanced at his friend. “What do you think? He
seems pretty knowledgeable.”

The second angrezi stared at Karak
and stroked his stubbled beard. “How about twenty rupees for
your trouble?”

Karak took a deep breath and fought to
control himself. “Twenty rupees is fair— each way.”

The angrezi scowled at him. “Are you
daft? Twenty five total. That’s my final offer.”

Karak hesitated and looked up at the haze
concealing the mountains. “For thirty-five rupees, I’ll take
you to a village where the young girls are beautiful and untouched.
You can stay there a few days while I explore a route up the
mountain.”

An evil grin spread across the second
angrezi’s face. He looked at his comrade and shrugged his
shoulders. “Seems fair. What do you think?”

“Agreed. We’ll pay you fifteen when we reach
the village and the rest when we return. We can supply the gear and
food.”

Karak bowed and pressed his palms
together.

“Good, we have a deal. Meet us here at
sunrise.”

“Yes, sahib.” Karak turned and
mounted his horse.

“One other thing.”

“Sahib?”

“Where did you learn to speak such good
English?”

“My father taught me, sahib.”

Clive watched him ride into the haze. “He
makes me nervous. I wonder if he’s lying about those native
girls.”

“He better not be or we’ll screw him
instead.” Roger walked back to the tent and picked up his hammer.
“Think positive, old chum. Imagine, a village of sweet, untouched
flesh just lying out there waiting for us. Remember that little
cutie in Baltistan. Blast, was she a tigercat. I felt bad dragging
that knife across her throat.”

“Yeah. Her old lady wasn’t bad either.”

“Roger grasped a tent stake and slammed it
with his hammer. “I don’t know. Thirty-five rupees seems a
lot.”

“Yeah, guess it is. Maybe we should kill the
bloody wog after we’re done.”

“Food for thought, old chum. Food for
thought.”

 


 



Chapter 7 — Assignment
North

The dark room flashed with lightning,
followed by a clap of thunder. A damp wind swept against his face,
rustling the papers on the table. He pushed out of the chair and
staggered across the room to the opened window.

He could see the Sierra Nevada’s peaks
against the flickering sky. Another deluge was about to be
unleashed on Andalusia’s drenched valleys and towns, a fitting
tribute to the turmoil raging through Spain.

He shut the window and staggered back to the
table. Above him, the seminary’s bell tower chimed ten p.m. So much
for Penance. Another nail in the coffin. He lit the candle and
looked down at the opened journal lying on the table. Time for
another depressing entry. He sat down and picked up the pen…

 


May 14, 1931:

Nineteen months have passed since the
seminary opened its doors to me. When I first saw it on the
hillside, it reminded me of a proud sanctuary where I could find
the answer to the nightmare tearing at me. But I was wrong. After a
year and a half of useless rituals, the nightmare is stronger than
ever.

Today, I exploded at Brother Perez for
cowering inside this sanctimonious prison while his nation begs for
help. When Ordoña demanded an apology, I threw my bible at the
altar and called him a hypocrite. I still see his green eyes
burning into me when I challenged him to speak out against the
Church…

 


Roberto closed the journal and collapsed in
the chair. It was over. After wasting nineteen months in a
self-imposed exile, it was time to return home. Time to rebuild his
shattered life.

He looked down at the crucifix on his chest.
What a fool he’d been. Pizarro’s letter had cinched it. There was
no miracle. No bleeding cross. He’d turned his back on the people
who loved him because of a freak accident and some reddish-brown
water dripping from a rusted chain. He’d thrown away everything
because of a sick hallucination. A father’s love, a woman’s
promise, an honorable life.

He slammed his fist on the table. His father
was right. He needed help. It was time to go home and face the
truth.

His thoughts were interrupted by a rap on
the door.

“Roberto?”

He grimaced and pushed up from the
table.

“Are you all right?” Ordoña stared at him
from the dark corridor.

“I was writing a letter. I must have fallen
asleep.”

“You’ve missed Penance. You know that’s
serious.”

“Yes.”

Ordoña frowned and brushed past him to the
window. He rested his hands on the sill and stared at the flashing
sky. “We can’t go on like this, Roberto.”

“I know.”

“We should talk in the morning.”

“Why not now?”

Ordoña shook his head. “I’ve called a
meeting in the assembly hall.”

“Meeting?”

“The wolves are loose.”

“Wolves?”

Ordoña grasped the crucifix on his chest.
“The new government wastes no time. They just swept the national
elections and already there is violence in the streets.”

Roberto looked at the candle. “I’m not
surprised. Madrid’s been seething for months.”

“Madrid? Brother Vega was in Granada this
afternoon gathering supplies. There were gunshots and firebombs.
Padre Varela was wounded.”

“Granada?” Roberto looked at him in
shock.

“We should prepare for the worst. I’m afraid
the communists have taken over. We’re all targets.”

“But why? We’re not politicians. Who would
want to harm a bunch of hermits in a seminary?”

Ordoña spun around and glared at him. “Don’t
you understand? There are rumors of church burnings in Madrid and
Valencia.”

“Valencia?”

“Yes, even in your beautiful Valencia.
Cardinal Saez has dispatched warnings to all cathedrals and
missions. We could be attacked at any time. And you make light of
it?”

Roberto stared at the burning candle. “What
about the military? The Civil Guard?”

“Powerless. They’re under that communist,
Azaña. He’s issued orders restraining them from taking action.”
Ordoña shook his head. “I’m afraid many innocent clerics will
suffer before it’s over.”

Roberto sighed. “I’m sorry, I didn’t
know.”

“Please come now. There is much to do, and
little time. And you’re still one of us.” Ordoña brushed past him
and disappeared through the door.

Roberto stared at the opened door. He was
about to turn away when he noticed a crumpled paper lying on the
floor. He reached down and picked up the unfinished letter.

For weeks, his letters had begun with the
same soft words before being flung against the wall…

 


Father,

Nineteen months have passed since we said
goodbye. I know how deeply my decision hurt you. My heart aches
because of it. If you would answer my letter, I’m sure we could
heal the past. If I can do anything to—

 


Roberto held the letter over the candle and
watched it burst into flames. It would take more than sympathetic
words to mend the wound between him and his father. The time had
come for deeds. He dropped the charred letter in the candle
tray.

He picked up his bible and started toward
the door, but hesitated when a folded paper dropped out of the
black book. It was the letter he’d received from Maria six months
ago, his last contact with home. He bent down and picked it up
while recalling her painful words.

In the letter, Maria described his father’s
rage when he realized his son would not be returning home. Cursing
himself for betraying his dead wife, Señor Hidalgo lost all
interest in his business while hungry competitors began usurping
the Church’s lucrative restoration offers.

When a concerned Padre Pizarro visited his
friend’s home, Señor Hidalgo lashed out at him, calling Pizarro a
“Judas” for betraying their friendship. Blinded with anger, Señor
Hidalgo cursed the priest out of his home.

In her final paragraph, Maria warned that
the Señor had begun drinking excessively and appeared to be in some
pain. Expressing her love for the young man she’d raised from a
pup, she begged him to return home before it was too late.

Roberto squeezed the letter and stuffed it
in the bible. Six months had passed since he received that letter.
Six months without finding the words to respond. He pushed through
the door and headed down the corridor.

 


Roberto took the last vacant seat at the
semicircular oak table facing the portrait of Cardinal Saez. No
words were spoken as the forty seated brothers focused their
attention on the black-robed figure standing beneath the portrait.
Above them, gusting winds whistled through a crack in the roof,
causing the candles to flicker. The room’s stone walls came alive
with dancing shadows.

Ordoña held up a letter and scanned the
congregation with piercing green eyes. “I won’t dwell on the
gravity of our situation since I’ve already met with each of you.
Cardinal Saez’s letter warns us to prepare for possible reprisals
from militant braceros who have been led astray by the
socialists and communists. As you know, shots have been fired and
there are rumors of church burnings. We fear the new government
will not lift a finger to help us.”

Ordoña put down the Cardinal’s letter and
stared at the semicircle of young men seated in front of him. “Some
of you have been here only a short time. You must therefore remain
within these walls as guardians of the Church’s property. For those
of you who have been here longer, it’s time to go into the
countryside to help the sick and poor. We must regain the people’s
loyalty and save our nation from these Marxist invaders.”

“Padre?” Roberto stood up in the shadows and
waited for Ordoña to acknowledge him.

“Yes?”

“Are you quoting from the Cardinal’s
letter?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Because it would mean the Church has seen
the light.”

A rush of whispers swept through the
hall.

Ordoña glared at Roberto. “Are you
questioning the Church’s motives?”

“I was, but this changes everything.”

“Does it now.” Ordoña brushed back his gray
hair in a nervous gesture. “Then, you’re ready to leave the
security of these walls to face life’s harsher side?”

Roberto nodded. “I’ve been waiting nineteen
months for this moment. Even praying for it.”

“I see.” Ordoña nodded and reached for one
of the brown envelopes stacked on the small table beside him. “Your
prayer is answered, my son. You’ll be assigned to Guernica.”

The room shook from a clap of thunder.

“Guernica?”

“Yes, Roberto. You talk like a bold
missionary. Let’s see if you have the stomach for it.” Ordoña
extended the envelope to one of the brothers and nodded for him to
pass it to the stunned young man in the shadows.

Roberto clenched his fists. He could feel
the brothers’ eyes burning into him. “I’ll leave in the
morning.”

“No!” Ordoña shook with anger. “You’ll leave
tonight.”

“But, the last bus left an hour ago.”

“You can walk to Granada tonight and take
the morning train. Walking is good for the soul. It cleanses the
ego. Go with God, son of Don Felipe Hidalgo.” Ordoña turned to the
others and prepared to give them their assignments while Roberto
stared at the brown envelope lying on the table.

 


It wasn’t a night for man or beast. The
steady rain had become a deluge, driven by gale force winds. Chains
of lightning danced across the black sky, accompanied by deafening
thunder. Swollen creeks spilled over their banks, sweeping away
everything in their path.

Roberto raised his raincoat collar and
looked up at the seminary’s flashing belltower. Ordoña’s harsh
words rang in his ears. He reached into his pocket and clutched the
brown envelope.

Guernica lay four hundred miles to the north
in the province of Vizcaya, a rugged, mountainous region populated
by Basque nationals. The Basque’s cries for autonomy were
well-known throughout Spain. Not the most friendly place to send a
missionary.

He looked down the muddy road. It would take
most of the night to reach Granada, if he didn’t drown first.
Tomorrow, he’d buy a ticket and board a train. But to where?

He noticed the battered signpost where the
bus had dropped him off nineteen months ago. Nothing had changed
since that day. The faded arrows still pointed south, east, north,
and west. For too long, he had been like that signpost— wandering
aimlessly down divergent roads. It was time to choose one road.

He felt a rush of anger. The Church didn’t
care about the poor. It was a political thing— a power thing. He
had challenged them, and was about to become one of their
sacrificial lambs.

He flinched from a bolt of lightning. The
sky shook with thunder. Torrents of rain swept across the road.

Let the hypocrites find another fool.
Priests like Ordoña should be the ones sent to Guernica. They had
caused the problems with their self-righteous greed. The hell with
them. The hell with them all.

With the hills flashing in unearthly light,
Roberto gripped his leather bag and marched down the muddy road
toward Granada. Behind him, the bell tower clanged midnight. He
would soon discover there was only one road, and it pointed north.
A new day had begun…

 


 



Chapter 8 — The Angrezi

Nanda Lal eased away from Lamphuti’s warm
body and sat up in the firelight, a deep frown etched on his face.
The only sounds were his wife’s and daughter’s soft breathing. He
looked down at Tsiring nestled beside his wife, her tiny hand
clutching a small carved animal. Seven other carvings decorated the
blanket beside her, each one a gift from her adopted big
brother.

Lal pulled on his hide-covered boots while
glaring at the empty blanket beside the stove. He snatched his
woolen cloak off the floor and slipped through the door into the
chilled darkness.

The eastern sky was brightening. Soon, the
sun’s rays would strike Nanda Devi and the western summits, turning
them into blinding mirrors. He slipped on his cloak and walked
across the frozen earth to the shed where his horse slept under a
warm blanket. The animal didn’t like being disturbed at this early
hour, but it obediently anchored itself while Lal swung on its back
and pressed his heels against its ribs.

At first, the gray horse was hesitant to
climb the darkened ridge above their home, but Lal was in no mood
for delays. He dug his heels into the horse’s ribs and prodded the
snorting animal up the rocky slope until they crossed the ridge
crest and began the steep descent to the valley, and his brother’s
camp.

 


Kumar leaned on his shepherding staff and
waved to the familiar figure approaching him on horseback. He could
see the urgency on his brother’s face.

“You saw him?” Lal looked down from the
horse’s back.

“I tried to talk him out of it, but he
wouldn’t listen.”

“How long ago?”

“It’s too late, my brother.”

Lal started to pull away, but Kumar snatched
the horse’s mane.

“Let go, fool! He’s my friend.”

“And mine too.” Kumar extended a remnant of
the brown-checked cloth Karak had used to mark his yaks in the
Karnali Valley. “He gave me this.”

Lal took the cloth from his brother’s hand
and stared at it.

“He thanked you for being his friend, and
warned you not to follow him. When I tried to stop him, he smiled
and asked that you care for his yaks, for they now belong to
you.”

Lal looked at his brother in shock. “But
that was his dream— to settle here in peace?”

“I’m afraid the gods have chosen a different
road for our friend. For some men, there is no peace.”

Lal clutched the torn cloth and gazed at
Devi’s sunlit peak.

 


The angrezi were breaking camp when
they spotted the lone rider coming toward them along the river
bank. Clive dropped his pack and rested his hands on his hips.
“What took you so long, chum?”

“I am sorry, sahib. There were
goodbyes to be said.”

“Goodbyes? Hell, you’ll only be gone a few
weeks?”

“Forgive me, sahib.” Karak slipped
off his horse and stared at the two khaki-clad Englishmen.

Clive brushed back his blond hair and
studied the bearded man standing in front of him. “What do you
think, Roger? Are thirty-five rupees too much for this
bloke?”

Roger folded his arms and eyed Karak’s horse
from under the brim of his bush hat. “That animal looks pretty old.
Will he hold up?”

“He is very smart, sahib. He can
prowl the upper slopes like a snow tiger.”

Roger scratched his stubbled face. “Thirty
rupees.”

“Thirty?”

“Take it or leave it.”

“But, you said— ”

“Ten when we reach the mountain. The rest
when we return.”

Karak lowered his head. “I have no choice.
It would be a disgrace to return to my family empty-handed.”

“Good, then let’s be on our way.” Clive
picked up his pack and walked toward his horse.

Karak was about to climb on his horse when
Roger blocked him and pointed a stern finger at his nose. “I don’t
know what’s bugging me, but I don’t like you. If you so much as
breathe funny, I’ll cut your balls off. Got me?”

Karak lowered his head and nodded.

“Damn wogs. Can’t trust any of ’em.” Roger
spit at the ground and walked away.

They rode along the river bank until they
reached the foothills, then veered southwest into a narrow gorge
lined with steep ridges. At high noon, they stopped to water the
horses and refresh themselves in a mountain stream winding through
the bottom of the gorge. Roger and Clive were dousing themselves
with cold water when Karak broke the news.

“We must leave the horses here until we
return.”

“What?” Roger sat back on his haunches and
wiped the water off his face.

Karak nodded toward the gorge’s western
wall. “The horses can’t go on. From here, we must climb on
foot.”

Roger stood up and pointed a menacing finger
at Karak. “I warned you, dammit.”

“I am sorry, sahib. This is the only
way to reach Nanda Devi.”

“And the village with the young girls?”
Clive glared at him with water dripping down his face.

“Yes, sahib. We can reach the village
in two days. The horses will be safe in one of the caves. I’ll
leave them food and water, and place stakes at the entrance to stop
the wolves and black bears.”

Roger picked up his bush hat and slapped it
against his thigh. “What about your great horse? You said he could
climb like a snow tiger?”

“That was before you cut my fee,
sahib.”

“What!”

“Just joking, sahib.” Karak walked
away from the stunned Englishman.

After spending the next two hours securing a
cave for the horses, Karak balanced the backpacks and replenished
the goatskins with water from the stream. He climbed to the cave
and reached between the protective barrier of razor-sharp spikes to
pat his horse on the nose.

“What the hell are you doing?” Roger climbed
toward him, followed by Clive.

Karak smiled at the two grumbling Englishmen
and gestured for them to follow him up the ridge.

At first, the angrezi insisted their
newfound guide stay between them, but they soon fell behind after
weakening from the agonizing climb. Slowing his pace, Karak eased
their minds by reassuring them this was the fastest route to the
hidden village at the base of Nanda Devi— and its untouched
maidens.

At sunset, they camped in a cave below the
crest of the ridge. The exhausted angrezi were smokers, and
not in the best of shape. After lighting a campfire of brush and
wood lugged up from the forest below, Karak prepared a meal of
boiled rice and barley which he dished into small bowls sprinkled
with herbs from his leather pouch. The angrezi devoured the
food like hungry jackals, leaving nothing but empty bowls and a
depleted cooking pot.

“Sorry, old chap. You’re more used to this
climbing than we are. Here’s some chocolate, if you like.” Roger
reached into his pack and started to pull out a chocolate bar, but
Karak gestured for him not to bother.

“Don’t like our chocolate, eh? Well, we’ll
eat it ourselves. Here you go, Clive. Have some dessert.” Roger
broke the bar in two and handed a piece to his friend while
shrugging his shoulders. A few shots of rum, and they were out
cold.

Karak awakened them in the morning with two
more bowls of the spiced concoction and some tea. After breaking
camp, the threesome climbed to the ridge crest and rested while
waiting for the thick haze to clear.

“There, sahib. You can almost see the
village from here.” Karak pointed into the haze while Clive tried
to figure out what he was looking at.

“Blast, Karmak. I can’t see a bloody
thing.”

“That’s Karak, sahib.”

“Never mind that. Where’s the bloody
mountain?”

“In front of you, sahib. Don’t you
see it?”

“I don’t see anything but bloody haze.”

“You’re looking too closely, sahib.
Open your mind and let your eyes feel its presence.”

Clive stepped back in awe. The western sky
had become an immense wall of blue ice with two opposing summits.
“That’s Nanda Devi? Blast, there’s no way I’ll climb that
monster.”

“It is your decision, sahib. It will
take several days to reach the summit. The air is very thin near
the top. We can go as high as you wish.”

“Forget it, Karmak. The village will
do.”

Karak noticed the sick smile on Clive’s
ruddy face. “That’s Karak, sahib. A wise decision.”

“Well, now what?”

“It will take two days to reach the village.
We must descend the western side of the ridge to the valley and
trek through the grasslands to the foothills.”

“Well, let’s get on with it. What the hell
are we waiting for?” Clive tugged at his backpack and gestured for
Karak to lead the way.

The sun was setting behind Nanda Devi’s
towering summits when they finally camped in one of the caves at
the far end of the valley. Karak pitched a small tent outside the
cave while explaining he would stand watch in case the cave
belonged to a roaming bear or leopard. Not the most comforting
words with the valley and foothills deep in Nanda Devi’s
shadows.

The angrezi lit a campfire and broke
out two bottles of rum. After stuffing themselves with more of
Karak’s spiced concoction, they guzzled the potent brown rum and
began exchanging slobbering tales of past conquests. It was nearly
midnight when Roger called out to Karak. “Hey, Klakik, or whatever
you’re called. Come join us by the fire.”

Karak scowled and jammed his sharpened
kukri into its sheath. He crawled into the small cave and
sat cross-legged next to the fire while Roger shoved a cup of rum
in his hands. “Relax, old man. Have a shot of good old English
rum.”

Roger watched Karak sip the rum, then broke
out laughing when he winced and began choking. “Gotta watch that
stuff, old chap. It’s the real thing. Not that crap you guys drink
over here.”

“Karak put down the cup and stared at the
fire. “I’m not a drinker, sahib. There is a saying among my
people that it is death to have a clouded mind above the
clouds.”

“But the clouds are up there, Kloric.” Clive
slid next to Karak and draped an arm across his shoulders. “So,
tell me more about this village. You know, the young women.”

Karak was about to speak when Roger let out
a groan and clutched his stomach.

“You should watch that liquor, sahib.
The altitude is very tricky. Even here, we are four of your
kilometers above the jungle.

Roger grimaced and waved his hand in
disgust. “Hell, it’s not the altitude. I drank more on Nanga
Parbat.”

Karak’s eyes widened. “You climbed the queen
of the gods?”

“Well, maybe halfway. We were— ”

Clive interrupted his friend before he could
finish. “Enough of that business, Roger. You know we shouldn’t talk
about ‘times gone by’ in front of others.” He glared at his friend
and tried to change the subject. “So, Kloric, about these untouched
women. When do we see this great sight?”

Karak forced a smile. “I’m afraid you will
never get my name correct, sahib. You surprise me.”

Clive slid his arm off Karak’s shoulders and
leaned back against the cave wall. “And why is that, old chum?”

“Never mind that crap. My goddamn stomach’s
on fire!” Roger clutched his stomach and doubled up against the
cave wall. “What the hell’s wrong with me?”

Clive grabbed Karak’s wool cloak and nodded
toward his ailing friend. “What’s wrong with him?” He watched Karak
slide next to Roger and place a hand on his glistening
forehead.

“Well?”

“Your friend is burning up with fever,
sahib. I think he is dying.”

“What?” Clive lunged for his rifle and aimed
it at Karak’s heart. “What the hell did you do to him?”

Karak shrugged his shoulders. “I poisoned
him, sahib.”

“You what?”

“I poisoned him, sahib. He’ll be dead
in a few minutes, but first there will be great pain.”

“You’re joking.”

“No, sahib. I’m deadly serious.”

“Scum!” Clive lifted the rifle and squeezed
the trigger, but the weapon only clicked.

“I’m afraid there are no bullets in your
rifle, sahib. I removed them when you and your friend fell
asleep from the alcohol in your flask. Don’t you know it is death
to have a clouded mind above the clouds?”

Clive stared at his friend writhing in agony
against the cave wall. His eyes darted to the packs where the
machete’s handle protruded from its sheath. He took a deep breath
and lunged for it.

Clive yanked the silver blade out of its
sheath and waved it menacingly at Karak. “Idiotwhy didn’t you try to stop me? Now I’m gonna cut you
in two.”

“I didn’t stop you for the same reason I
didn’t poison you, sahib.”

“What?”

“It is time to collect an old debt,
sahib. I want you to die with a knife in your hand.” Karak
reached into his belt and pulled out the kukri. “This knife
was my father’s. Do you know how long I’ve had it,
sahib?”

Clive clutched the machete while shaking his
moaning comrade’s foot. “Snap out of it, Roger. This bloke’s
insane.”

Roger looked up at his friend and tried to
speak, but instead made a gurgling sound as black blood spewed out
of his mouth onto the cave floor.

“I’m waiting for an answer, sahib.
How long have I had this knife?” Karak kicked the flaming coals at
Clive and glared at him.

“How the hell should I know, wog?”

“I took this knife from the blood-soaked
ground after you butchered my family. Do you remember that day,
sahib? In the Rupal Valley below Nanga Parbat?”

Clive’s face twisted in horror. “You! But
you should be dead? I stuck in the knife myself?”

“I am dead, sahib. You’re looking at
a ghost.”

“Bastard! I’ll kill— ”

Karak lunged across the campfire like a snow
leopard, slashing at Clive’s wrist before the Englishman could
swing the machete.

The stunned angrezi yelped as the
kukri cut deep into his wrist, forcing him to drop the
machete. In desperation, he reached out and clutched Karak’s throat
with his other hand while screaming for his convulsing friend to
help him.

Karak felt Clive’s fingers dig into his
windpipe. The pig cursed him and groped for the fallen machete with
his bloody hand.

Clive had the machete in his fingers when
Karak slashed viciously at the hand clutching his neck. Clive let
out a terrifying scream as the razor-sharp blade severed his hand
at the wrist. He pulled back in horror, his eyes staring at the
bleeding stump.

Karak ripped the severed hand off his throat
and threw it in the fire. “You won’t need this one either,
sahib.” He slashed at Clive’s remaining hand as it grasped
the machete.

“My hands! You cut off my bloody hands! For
God’s sake, Roger! Help me!” Clive looked down at Roger’s
motionless body lying against the cave wall, his eyes frozen in
contorted horror.

Karak grabbed the hysterical
angrezi’s blond hair and dragged him through the cave
entrance. He slammed him on his back and pressed the kukri
against his throat. “I’m afraid there is no village with vulnerable
women, sahib. Not like the one you visited three years ago
in Astor. Remember how my mother and sister screamed while you
raped them?”

“No, please! You people aren’t supposed to
take lives. It’s against your religion. You’re supposed to forgive
your enemies.”

Karak pulled on Clive’s hair until he
screamed in agony. “I do forgive you, sahib. And to prove
it, I’ll cut out your diseased heart so you’re pure again.”

“No! In the name of God!”

“Remember how they screamed when you slashed
their throats? And how I pleaded for mercy when you stuck the knife
in my back? Now you scream, sahib. I like that sound.
Scream, sahib. Scream!”

“No!”

Karak raised the kukri and plunged it
deep into Clive’s chest. The hysterical angrezi convulsed in
agony, his terrified blue eyes frozen on his executioner. When his
eyes finally closed, Karak sliced through muscle and bone until the
animal’s heart was exposed in a geyser of red spray. Digging his
hand into the chest cavity, he ripped the dripping muscle out of
the angrezi and carried it into the darkness where he held
it up to the moon above Nanda Devi.

“Vengeance, Father! Vengeance!”

 


 



Chapter 9 — Granada

Roberto wiped his sweating face and looked
down the deserted road. From the angle of his shadow, it was high
noon.

He’d been walking through ankle-deep mud for
seven hours. Granada couldn’t be more than a few miles away. He
could still catch an afternoon train and reach Valencia tonight. He
took an exhausted breath and stumbled toward a vine-covered
stump.

He plunked down on the stump and began
scraping the mud off his boots with a stick. Hesitating, he noticed
his reflection in a small puddle beside his foot. He bent down and
studied the mud-spattered face peering up at him from the rippling
puddle.

The handsome torero was gone,
replaced by tired eyes, matted black hair, and a stubbled beard. He
dropped the stick and looked down the muddy road. It would be a
painful homecoming.

His hand slipped into his raincoat pocket
and pulled out the apple he’d plucked off a tree this morning. It
was a far cry from a Valencia orange, but this wasn’t Valencia. He
bit into the over-ripened fruit and tried to grasp the past twelve
hours…

 


He’d spent the night in an abandoned barn
after a nearby lightning strike convinced him to delay his trek to
Granada until the storm passed. Collapsing on a bed of wet straw,
he quickly dropped into exhausted sleep below the barn’s badly
leaking roof.

He was awakened in the middle of the night
by a strange rumble. The rain had stopped, but he could still hear
the roof dripping in the cold darkness. The rumble grew louder,
accompanied by a metallic clanking sound.

He ran out of the barn and spotted a column
of motorized vehicles sloshing past him on the mud-drenched road.
The clanking came from two armored cars at the head of the column.
The moon broke through the clouds, revealing a cluster of
glistening helmets inside one of the trucks.

The rumble subsided as the vehicles faded
into the night like a line of swiftly moving rodents. He felt a
sudden chill. They were headed southwest toward Granada.

He climbed a hill looking for flashes that
might indicate trouble, but saw nothing. The air was still except
for an occasional roll of thunder over the Sierra Nevada’s. With
sunrise still an hour away, he mustered his courage and headed down
the muddy road toward Granada. It wasn’t a pleasant journey.

In the early morning light, he walked past a
village floating in mud and sewage. Without plumbing facilities,
the townspeople were forced to bury their wastes. Unfortunately,
the drenching rains had leeched the bacteria-carrying spoilage into
the gray mud surrounding their primitive shacks. The smell was
unbearable.

Moving on, he reached a second village of
thatched huts rising from the ubiquitous gray soup. He looked up in
horror at the surrounding ashen slopes and saw people living inside
whitewashed cave dwellings, their only escape from the wind, rain,
and mud.

A rag-clothed girl stood in the doorway of
the nearest hut munching a piece of soiled bread. Her exhausted
mother stirred a boiling cauldron in the shadows behind her. The
tired woman reached into a basket and flung a few turnips and
greens into the bubbling water while stirring the concoction with a
wooden ladle. The little girl waved at him and went inside.

He bent over and clutched his knees, the
nausea churning inside him. Could this be Spain? People living in
caves like prehistoric men and women? Families forced to share
their meager huts with livestock and disease-carrying vermin? All
this within a few miles of the Seminary of Andalusia and its
self-righteous occupants? God damn their souls to hell. And his for
being one of them…

 


Roberto was jarred from his thoughts by the
sound of a racing motor. He stood up and watched a large black
automobile splash past him. The small red-and-gold flag whipping
from its antenna indicated it carried government personnel. He
frowned and dropped the half-eaten apple.

He was about to start down the road when the
vehicle skidded to a halt and backed toward him. A young Civil
Guardsman swung open the rear passenger door and stared at him
through dark-green sunglasses. “Buenos dias, Padre.”

Startled, Roberto nodded at the
black-shirted guardsman. “Buenos dias.”

“You have business in Granada?”

“Just passing through. I’ve been reassigned
from the Seminary of Andalusia.”

The guardsman forced a smile. “You’ll be
taking a train?”

“Yes.”

“We’ll be glad to give you a lift. The roads
aren’t safe for clerics these days.” The guardsman gestured for
Roberto to climb inside.

“You’re very kind, sir. Thank you.” Roberto
scraped the mud off his boots and stepped into the car.

The handsome guardsman removed his
tri-cornered, black leather hat and placed it on his lap, revealing
a crop of neatly-combed black hair. “Looks like you’ve had a rough
walk?”

Roberto nodded.

“May I ask your destination?”

Roberto braced himself against the bouncing
car and gazed out the mud-smeared window.

“Padre?”

“Oh, I’m sorry.”

“Your destination?”

“Valencia.”

The guardsman flashed a nervous smile.
“Beautiful city. I’ve only visited it once, but it’s permanently
etched in my memory. Have you ever been there?”

“I was born there. It’s my home.”

“Ah, how good for you.” The guardsman looked
away. “I was born in Madrid. Can’t say I miss it these days.”

Roberto nodded. “I’ve heard things are bad
there.”

The guardsman frowned. “Things are bad
everywhere, Padre. The communists are carrying out open attacks
against churches and priests. Only today, the pigs burned the
Convent of Trinitarian Nuns in Madrid.”

Roberto shook his head. “Can’t you stop
them?”

“The Minister of War has ordered us to stand
down. If we disobey orders, we’ll be court-martialed.”

“Maybe Cardinal Saez will intervene.”

A sneer crept across the guardsman’s face.
“He already has. The Cardinal issued a pastoral letter condemning
the new government. He’s urging all Catholics to stand firm against
the enemies of Jesus Christ. I’ve heard he’ll be expelled
soon.”

“Expelled?”

“So much for the Church, eh Padre?” The
guardsman glanced out the window. “We’re coming into Granada. We
can drop you near the station. I wouldn’t linger. The union pickets
are all over the city. We’ve been ordered to let them have their
way.”

Roberto looked out the window at the
red-walled Alhambra Palace rising proudly on a hill above the city.
He was about to turn away when he noticed four plumes of black
smoke drifting into the sky above the city’s northeast quarter.

“Damn insurgents.” The guardsman leaned over
the driver’s shoulder.

“What is it?”

“I’m not sure. My men have orders not to
retaliate if fired upon. Damn Azaña. Damn him to hell. Doesn’t the
fool understand?”

“Understand?”

The guardsman leaned back in the seat and
slipped off his sunglasses, revealing two piercing brown eyes. “If
we don’t put down these mobs, things will boil over.”

“You mean— revolution?”

The guardsman stiffened. “That will never
happen. The army will never permit it.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Pray you never have to, Padre. It will be
the end of us all.”

Nothing further was said until the car
screeched to a halt at the Elvira Gate.

“Sorry to drop you here, but we have work to
do.” The guardsman pushed open the door and stepped out of the
car.

Roberto followed him and extended his hand.
“Thank you, officer— ”

The guardsman stepped back and flipped on
his tri-cornered hat. “Names aren’t important. Just say a prayer
for the Good Samaritan who pulled you out of the mud.” He nodded
toward the bustling intersection in front of them. “The train
station is three blocks up that street to the left. Walk briskly,
Padre. Good luck.” He climbed back in the car and gestured for the
driver to proceed.

Roberto watched the car disappear around a
corner while the guardsman’s warning echoed in his ears. He picked
up his leather bag and walked across the busy intersection amidst a
clatter of car horns and hissing buses. Pedestrians jostled past
him while rushing to their places of business. It felt good to be
back in civilization.

He’d walked a block when a newspaper vendor
caught his eye. The brown-bereted old man held a paper above his
head while shouting its headlines to a throng of shocked
Granadians.

“Terrorists on the loose! Cities burning!
Guard helpless!”

Roberto edged closer to the flapping
newspaper and its terrifying black headline. He stared in disbelief
at photographs of cathedrals afire in Madrid and Seville. A woman
standing next to him gasped and began to cry.

He stepped back and scanned the street.
Everything seemed normal except for the shouting vendor. Were
things really this bad or was the press just trying to sell more
papers? A few wayward fires shouldn’t throw a nation into panic.
But what about those plumes of smoke?

He looked up at a clock on one of the
buildings. Only twelve forty. With trains leaving all day, another
hour wouldn’t matter. He could still reach Valencia tonight. He
turned and headed down the Gran Via Colon toward the city’s center.
Twenty minutes later, he wished he hadn’t.

Once gala Granada no longer echoed with
laughter and the strains of flamenco guitars. In only a few
months, the city had become a tense cauldron of vengeful union
picketers, bitter landowners, starving immigrants, and frustrated
Civil Guardsmen.

Roberto was within two blocks of the Royal
Cathedral when a line of picketers brushed passed him carrying
placards condemning Spain’s corrupt Church. He heard their whispers
and felt their burning stares. Suddenly, one of them grabbed his
arm and glared at him with drunken eyes. “Filthy church bastard.
You call yourself a priest?”

Roberto froze in horror. “I’m not a
priest.”

“Lying coward! You’re just like the rest.”
The picketer made a menacing move toward him, but one of his
comrades yanked him away.

“Not here, Pedro. Too many guardsmen.” The
two picketers ducked into the crowd.

Roberto leaned against the lamp post and
tried to control his racing heart. The guardsman’s word’s rang in
his ears. Walk briskly, Padre.

He turned and retreated uptown toward the
train station. Moving quickly, he brushed past faceless pedestrians
while clutching the traveling bag in his right hand. When he
reached the intersection, a rush of panic swept through him.

My God, what am I doing here? They think I’m
a priest. I’d better get out of this black suit before someone
sticks a knife in my back. Incredible, I just abandoned the Church
and some fanatic’s going to make me a martyr.

He bolted across the intersection and raced
up a narrow street toward the station. Unfortunately, it was the
wrong street.

A half hour later, he paused in the middle
of a park and put down his bag. He remembered seeing a sign for
Jardine del Republica. But where was the station? Damn, he
should have asked someone directions. They couldn’t all be
assassins.

“Hey, Priest!”

He turned and saw a brown-suited man with a
low-brimmed hat walking across the grass toward him. A half dozen
shabbily-dressed picketers followed close behind.

The stranger halted and peered at Roberto
with menacing black eyes. He was shorter than Roberto, but his
scarred cheek and stocky build more than compensated for his lack
of height. “What’s in the bag, Priest?”

Roberto glanced over the stranger’s shoulder
and recognized the drunk who had confronted him on the street.

“What’s wrong, Priest? Can’t you talk?”

“I’m not a priest.”

“Funny, you look like a priest in those
black clothes.”

The drunk stepped forward and glared at
Roberto. “Hey, Miguel. Maybe he’s a Civil Guardsman.”

The stranger frowned and flicked up his hat
brim. “No, Pedro. I think he’s a priest. Look at the way he
trembles. All priests tremble these days.”

Roberto noticed the picketers edging closer.
A bead of sweat trickled down his face.

The stranger stepped toward Roberto and
stuck out his chest. “I am Miguel Pedroza of the Union General de
Trabajadores. Perhaps you would like to join us?”

“Join?”

“You have to stand for something, Priest.
Since you have no courage, the least you can do is donate your
money to the UGT brotherhood.”
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