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    Each scene from the novel is based on an actual historical fact, an extant artifact, or a real place. Readers eager to follow the clues on their own can visit the unique Virtual Museum of Traces at the novel’s website www.parchmentmaze.com, containing thousands of photographs from Moscow, Bulgaria, Burma, the Vatican, Berlin, Greece, Rome, and Thrace collected by the author in her four years of research. The clues are organized by location.


    


    Each chapter in The Parchment Maze opens with an excerpt from a mysterious manuscript s missing final pages, so the reader can find his or her own way out of the puzzle.


    


    

  


  
    Prologue


    In January 2008, restoration work began in one of Rome’s first libraries, located at the start of Europe’s ancient road, the Via Appia Antica. An unfamiliar manuscript whose existence surprised historians was discovered in the process. They estimated it to be around two centuries old. Interestingly enough, it had no author or title, only a catalog number. There was a sign resembling a meander1 or part of a maze engraved onto its leather cover with the word “The Taenarian Gate” in the center. To include it in the new card catalog, the archivists gave it a name: The Parchment Maze. Its contents were a curious jumble of artifacts, clippings, pictures and texts, some of which seemed to have been added to the manuscript long after its creation. On first reading, the various topics did not seem to be related. However, a more careful study of the text revealed that the various pictures and artifacts were clues to the manuscript labyrinth. Although each reader could find his own way out of the manuscript’s tangle of words, no one could unravel the very mystery behind it, likely because the manuscript had no beginning or end– they had been destroyed. The final inky scrawl hung unfinished on page 406. The librarians kept the manuscript’s old catalog number so that it could be found. They knew every manuscript was created so as to be discovered eventually...


    


    


    
      
        1 The meander is one of the most widely-used symbols in the world. Today most people refer to it as the Greek Fret; however, it is thought to have appeared more than 8,000 years ago in Ithe Central Balkans and to have been used by the first civilization using a primitive writing system to encode information into signs.

      

    

  


  
    The Incorporeal One


    [image: shutterstock_3214058.tif]


    Page 407 began with a picture from The Devil’s Throat cave and the following quote:


    Orpheus mourned her to the upper world, And then, lest he should leave the shades untried,


    Dared to descend to Styx, passing the portal Men call Taenarian. Through the phantom dwellers,


    The buried ghosts he passed– ...he swept the strings, and chanted:


    “Gods of the worlds below the world,– ... the music made the pale phantoms weep:– [Orpheus and Eurydice] climbed the upward path, through absolute silence,


    Up the steep murk, clouded in pitchy darkness...


    From Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Book X,


    “The Story of Orpheus and Eurydice”


    


    Along the Path, Devil’s Throat Cave, Rhodope Mountains, 1944


    No one knew what the world above was.


    He touched the face chiseled into the stone before him– the face of the first to descend from the upper kingdom. This man had come to them, here below, restoring their hope that the human race was not irreversibly lost among the shadows. They had called him Orpheus. The man gave them music as well as hope that there would come a day when they would be able to go back home. In exchange they gave him the Knowledge they had gathered and brought with them here from their world. And then they showed Orpheus the way back.


    


    Now he glanced back at the impenetrable darkness of his world one last time and started up towards the exit. He climbed slowly, as the path was steep, as well as damp, dark and narrow. Sharp stones cut into his feet despite his calluses. He had been climbing for hours. But he couldn’t go back. Nor could he stop. So he gave up on thinking of Up and Down and instead concentrated his thoughts and strength on moving forward– step by step along the wet rock.


    The narrow stone furrow led him to a river, and the river to a spacious cave, which was nevertheless much smaller than his world. He continued crawling upwards until he reached the stairs and started climbing. There was even a railing to hold on to, but he had no idea who had made it. No one had ever spoken of them. No one had ever returned from Above. Would he?


    Step by step, he trudged onward. The infernal roar of cascading water silenced his thoughts, while icy steam soaked and numbed his pale body. Then a warm light bathed him. He wanted to believe that the Upper World had finally changed, that the Seven Stars prophesying the End had gone back to their places, that he would go home again. They would be waiting for him– the same way they had waited for all those who had never returned.


    Although they had lost many of their men, they would not stop sending them. Because they knew that if they ever gave up hope of going back to earth, they would cease being human. The story of what had happened had been passed on by word of mouth for thousands of years, down to the present day.


    “Will I ever see them again?” he thought, knowing the question was pointless.


    It was the same with death. You don’t know where it will lead you. Maybe nowhere. Maybe Heaven, maybe Hell. So instead of wasting time on fear, savor the unknown, revel in solving the eternal human riddle that has puzzled all the generations that have gone before you. There’s no use in getting distracted by fear or excitement.


    He saw the tunnel in the distance, at the top of the stairs, next to the White Cypress, which was bathed in pure light. He had heard about it in legends and tales.


    He could feel the light creeping over his skin, soft and warming. He trembled as it began to sear him. His eyes could not see. Not yet. They had taught him that his body’s senses needed a few hours to adjust. And his eyes would be able to see, although mainly in the dark.


    The desire to learn what had happened before the First Ones had left the earth drove him onward. He had been preparing himself for this day his whole life– the moment after which nothing would be the same.


    Life was different here. The trees grew upwards, instead of down. And their leaves were colorful, not drab as in his world. Countless animals killed and devoured other animals. Every living creature was desperately fighting for survival. The farther on he went, the more he realized that for one to live here, another had to die. A strange world.


    He heard sounds, different from animals’ howls. It was like speech but in an unfamiliar language. Besides words, there were screams, moans and cries of pain.


    A rumble, deafening and terrifying– he saw flames, and in the flames– people. “The legend was true,” he thought. “Flames were still on earth.”


    

  


  
    Eight Suns


    Page 408 began with a clipping from a German book. Beneath it the caption indicated in small letters that this was Friedrichshain2, one of Hitler’s three bunkers. At the end of the Second World War a fire broke out in the control tower and spread throughout the entire building. The conflagration’s cause is still unknown. Numerous works of art were forever lost to the flames. Today the world knows about them only from photos and descriptions included in different museum catalogs compiled before 1945.


    


    East Berlin, 1945.


    ... Eight suns will shine and scream


    the truth That Heaven in Hell may be


    on earth...


    


    These were the last lines Georg read on page 408, the final page of the manuscript. The title had caught his eye– The Parchment Maze. Yet the book made no sense to him, so he tossed it into the corner.


    The match he was holding turned black and went out. Darkness surrounded him once more.


    “Heaven?” the boy whispered almost inaudibly.


    His dry, calloused fingers felt around for the matchbox. Two matches left. The thunder of bombs exploding had stopped. Maybe it was all over, he thought. He pricked up his ears, but heard only the distant wailing of sirens and the muted roar of the wind like a tank creeping across the sky.


    Georg struck a match and its light filled the concrete cell, illuminating its dry, gray ugliness. There were two hastily cobbled- together wooden chests in front of him. The boy was leaning against a towering stack of file folders and scientific reports printed on thousands of loose sheets of paper. For as long as the matches in the matchbox had lasted, Georg had tried reading the letters that covered the paper. Millions of ink symbols, silently marching along in lockstep. Most of the pages also bore the stamp CONFIDENTIAL and the signature of the Fiihrer.


    The boy didn’t want to steal the words, he was just trying to kill time. In any case, the pages mostly contained dull theories about “a new race and an old religion.” And the most interesting thing in them was a story about some kind of Solar Code. Of all the signs accompanying the text, Georg recognized only the swastika. It was drawn by hand, with its vertices numbered one to eight with Arabic numerals.
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    On his second day in the concrete cell, Georg opened up one of the chests after clawing out the bolts with his fingernails. It was full of books and stone tablets covered with obscure hieroglyphics. At the bottom of the second trunk he found a small stone amulet with a cross, seven stars and other details carved into it. It hung from a leather strap. Georg lifted it out carefully. He thought it might be something valuable. But the light from the next match showed him that it was just a miniature engraved stone. Nevertheless, he squeezed it in his fist. He wanted to believe that the small cross would bring him closer to God, who would notice him. Even nonbelievers expect someone to be watching over them.


    The bunker was full of Russians. Their strange language echoed through the cold walls. The boy silently grasped the stone amulet and prayed that the enemy would not discover him.


    


    The second-to-last match flickered and died, like his memory of recent days. He had only one match left. It was quiet outside. Even the sound of the sirens and the wind had faded away. He swallowed noisily, as if trying to dislodge something stuck in his throat, to make sure he could still hear.


    He felt along the hollow wall with his fingers. When he found a place where the paneling was loose, he pushed against it with his shoulder. The gray pasteboard panel crashed to the floor, sending a cloud of dust billowing through the air. Georg coughed and stepped out of his hiding place.


    He could barely make out the moon through the smoke-filled sky. Like a gigantic apparition, it threw its silvery blue glow on the towers of the Friedrichshain Bunker.


    The boy listened attentively. Snatches of Russian floated in from outside. “They’ve left guards,” he realized.


    “Sergeant Alexeev, we’ve loaded about ninety pictures,” a bass voice said.


    When Hitler had realized that a Russian invasion of Berlin was inevitable, he had ordered that all precious artworks be hidden in the bunkers. Georg had been left to guard part of the Fuhrer’s personal archive that had been built into one of the Friedrichshain towers.


    The boy peeped through the hole in the wall that served as a window. Outside, two soldiers were loading wooden chests into a military truck. Others were standing guard, smoking nervously.


    “They’ve conquered us!” the boy thought. He had received clear orders: he was to bum the manuscripts if Russian soldiers captured the bunker. Georg grasped the matchbox more tightly. He hesitated– as soon as the flames lapped at the paper, the Red Dogs would sniff him out. But it was his duty! Everyone had a duty– and what distinguished people was whether they ran from it or remained true. The Fuhrer had said that his archive must never fall into the occupiers’ hands.


    He struck the last match. The flame danced in his pupils. He hesitated again for a moment before dropping the lighted match into his hiding place. The paper twisted, white flames spitting black soot like tortured shades from Hades.


    Georg dashed down the stairs, deaf to everything except his own hysterical panting. He saw a door and opened it. The coast was clear. The feeling of freedom coursed through his body like water flowing into the hollow veins of a wilting plant. The boy ran towards the river.


    “Halt!” a stem voice shouted behind him. “Halt or I’ll shoot.”


    Georg turned around. The bunker looked like a gigantic black crow in the night, perched in an ash-white meadow. A cloud of smoke surrounded it, a whirlwind that threatened to sweep it away at any moment. Both towers were in flames.


    Three soldiers were chasing him.


    “Shoot!” one of them shouted.


    “But he’s just a boy!”


    “The Fascist has no age!”


    The river was his salvation. He clutched the talisman with the cross so tightly that his palm bled.


    The man who had given the order raised his rifle. The muzzle tracked the boy’s skeletal figure, which jumped to the left and right trying to dodge the bullets. Georg had almost reached the water when he felt the lead ball pierce his body. He fell lifeless into the cold water.


    “Drag him out of the mud!” the Russian officer barked to one of the soldiers.


    The officer searched Georg’s body. He noticed the clenched fist, pried it open and saw the amulet. He studied it in the light of the fire.


    The Son of God crucified on a cross. Seven stars above him arranged in an arc. A moon below them. At the bottom– the words Orpheus-Bacchus. The Russian decided it was some kind of tasteless joke. He put the amulet in his pocket and kicked the emaciated corpse into the river. The flames danced on the dark water’s smooth surface, fiery tongues leaping wildly to the rhythm of screams and sirens.


    The fire engulfed the whole building. The soldiers tried to put it out but failed, so they loaded whatever they could onto their trucks and started for Moscow.


    


    
      
        2The Friedrichshain Flak Bunker.

      

    

  


  
    The Forgotten Chateau


    Clippings from a daily newspaper were glued to the upper right-hand corner of page 409. They showed a photograph of the towers and gates of a castle overgrown with weeds. A note мm scribbled next to it: “A group of experts were sent on an urgent mission to a desolate Alpine chateau near the Swiss-French border.” According to the article accompanying the photo the castle was deserted but “full of secret treasures.”3


    


    Swiss-French border; March 1, the present


    Frozen rain whipped their faces mercilessly. The pearly eddies pelted the six figures trudging through the snowdrifts. The wind crashed against them and rebounded into oblivion. The trail had long since disappeared, so the guide followed the tall metal posts jutting out above the snow to mark the path.


    Hours had passed since they first started looking for the castle amidst the mountainous white waves. Their trek towards the Swiss- French border took them across the Alps at an altitude of 1,200 meters. After reaching the peak, they began to descend towards French territory.


    A narrow footpath blanketed with deep, pristine snow led to Chateau Jacques. There was also an old waggoners’ trail, but that was on the French side of the border.


    Vera Kandilova plodded along silently behind her father. The cold wind and lashing rain had dulled her consciousness. She had even stopped shivering. She had wrapped her head in a plastic bag, leaving only a crack so she could see her father’s back. Vera quickened her pace and caught up with him.


    “Did we really have to hike in this weather, for God’s sake?” she asked weakly.


    “Vera, remember that you decided to come with us,” the professor replied sharply. “We all came voluntarily. There are precious artifacts in that castle and God only knows what’s disappeared already!”


    She fell silent. Her father was right. Vera was the one who had asked to come along. She thought a visit to the castle would spark some new interest that would wash away the muddle of the present. Lately she had spent a lot of time alone. Feeding the ravenous phantoms of her unrealized ambitions was growing ever harder. Whenever she felt them nearing, she tried to smother them with work and study.


    When the hikers had begun that morning, the sun had been shining from a lavender sky. Here in the mountains, however, it felt as if Hell had opened its maw through a sliver of moon to swallow up the earth.


    Vera felt exhaustion gnawing at her limbs. She just wanted to let go of everything and collapse into the snow. She kept walking. Perhaps because everyone else was still moving forward. The group gave strength to the individual. Nevertheless, Vera started to lag behind and eventually everyone passed her up. Her father turned around a couple times to make sure she was still there. Regretting his sharp comments, he waited for his daughter and threw his arm around her shoulders.


    “Dear, do you want to go to the exhibition in Moscow?”


    “The one in March? At the Pushkin Museum?” Vera cheered up. “Are you kidding me?! It’s every archaeologist’s dream!”


    “Well, I won’t be able to go,” he replied morosely. “You can take my spot.”


    Vera stopped short, as though her feet were nailed to the ground. Her amazed eyes followed her father. Gestures of this kind were not in his nature.


    “Look! I can see the lights!” the guide shouted, pointing into the gaping gorge. Indeed, a few pale, yellow dots quivered down below, like electric fish on some unexplored ocean floor. These signs of civilization reinvigorated the group. Vera clutched her father’s elbow, feeling her feet sink into the snow. With great effort, she managed to pick them up and keep walking.


    At the castle’s wooden gates a man huddled in a brown overcoat greeted them. The hood kept half of his face hidden from their sight. Holding a lantern in one hand, he looked like a jailor from a Dumas novel– time and progress seemed to have skipped over this desolate pocket of the Alps. The man introduced himself as Monsieur Marten, Chateau Jacques’ caretaker. The guide had already warned them that he was an eccentric. He spoke little and almost never to other humans. He had held the key to the castle for years. Monsieur Marten announced that they would have to wait until the morning to look around the uninhabited castle. The exhausted and freezing hikers silently blessed him for not inviting them in.


    The Bulgarian group had booked rooms in a nearby hotel. The guide, whom the embassy in Geneva had hired to take them to the castle, stayed with them for the night to make sure everything was in order.


    The group had dinner in the hotel’s basement tavern, where they were the only customers. The innkeeper deigned to make a fire, repeatedly mentioning that he was doing this only in their honor. Apparently he hadn’t had any other visitors for months. He served them homemade bread speckled with suspicious brown spots and onion soup with a thick, dry skin on it– and promised to be better prepared for their meals the next day He circled the table, stealing glances at the group. Obviously eager to quiz his visitors, the innkeeper visibly wracked his brains for a conversation opener, eventually settling on:


    “Cold night for hiking, huh?”


    He tried to look somber, probably hoping this would hide his obvious penchant for sticking his nose in other people’s business. The foreigners answered with polite and highly unsatisfying smiles, so he tried again.


    “We don’t get many tourists at this time of the year in the Alps. Where are you headed?”


    “We’ve already arrived, thank God!” replied Hristo Kuzmanov, the only one of the group who spoke French.


    “Here?” the innkeeper asked, confused.


    “We’ve come to the chateau.”


    The innkeeper grew pale, as if someone had pulled a plug and drained his blood. He carefully studied the guests one by one, starting with Vera, who was busy removing the hard skin from her soup and wiping it onto a napkin. Then he eyed the old professor. The two other people next to him had said they were some kind of scholars, although they looked more like hungry mice in wet clothes. At the far end of the table a blue-eyed young man who had introduced himself as a reporter was chatting with the sun-burned guide.


    The blood slowly returned to the innkeeper’s face.


    “You mean the Bulgarian’s chateau?” he asked, noisily dragging a chair from the neighboring table and sitting down at theirs. He took their surprised glances as his cue to go on.


    “Since he died five years ago, no one’s been in there,” he whispered, glancing around furtively like a conspirator from the Three Musketeers. He leaned towards the middle of the table, sweat pouring from his face. “Monsieur Marten has been looking after the place by himself.”


    “The caretaker, yes, we’ve met him,” Kuzmanov replied and moved closer to the innkeeper.


    Kuzmanov, the director of the Ethnographic Museum, had studied history in Paris, grooming himself for a stellar career worthy of his rocket-fuelled ambition.


    “Monsieur Marten is an odd duck. He doesn’t mix with any of us locals. Sometimes he gets the strangest visitors... foreigners. Are you friends of his?”


    “We are a group of experts sent by the Bulgarian government. The owner of the castle left all his possessions to the state. Ever since, however, there’ve been endless legal wrangles over the inheritance with the deceased’s family,” Vera’s father offered this explanation. Unlike the others, he wasn’t whispering.


    “I knew he had died,” the innkeeper replied curtly. He spoke English with a thick French accent. Then he shouted to the bartender, “Bring us a jug of red wine!”


    Intrigued, he decided to stay at the Bulgarians’ table a bit longer.


    “And who won the case?” the innkeeper asked.


    “The state. The will was indisputable.” Kiril, the journalist, jumped into the conversation.


    “Hm, really? You must know that there were some scary times at the chateau”... the innkeeper explained. “The villagers say there were ghosts. But I haven’t seen any. What worried me the most was... the brotherhood,” he said these last words so quietly that they had to read his lips.


    “What brotherhood?”


    “Don’t you know? This region was one of the largest centers for the medieval heretics known as Cathars.” Then he added loudly, “They supposedly still exist today in some secret organizations.”


    The innkeeper was eager to bombard them with everything he knew on the subject. He explained that the Cathars had appeared in the tenth century and that their beliefs had spread throughout Europe, but that their home base was in France. He even regaled them with Cathar theology: the sect had preached that since time immemorial there had been an ongoing struggle between the principles of darkness and light, between spirit and matter. They upheld the basic idea of dualism and shared the Bogomils’ belief in reincarnation. What made the deepest impression on Vera was the fact that the Cathars believed that the sun was the Devil and that the Devil was actually the Creator.


    “I’ve heard of them,” Kiril boasted, picking up the scent of a good scoop. “But what did the owner of the castle have to do with them?”


    “All kinds of people used to come here. To see the Bulgarian,” the innkeeper replied. “Strange people. And their music made your blood run cold...”


    “Rituals?” the reporter asked with a smile. “Did you ever see them?’


    “No, that was impossible. They would lock themselves in the basement. All you could hear was the music.”


    The innkeeper got up and put the chair back at the neighboring table.


    “I don’t suppose you’ll be here long?” he asked in the same cold tone he had greeted them with.


    “A week, perhaps,” Kuzmanov replied.


    The innkeeper picked up the jug of red wine and took it back to the bar. Vera watched him. He was short and plump, like a Greek amphora. His body wobbled like a corkscrew, requiring no small effort to walk in a straight line. He reached the bar and ducked behind it.


    Vera lit a cigarette, deeply inhaling the smoke. She closed her eyes to savor it. Exhaling a misty thread, she leaned back in her chair. She didn’t smoke often, only when she was enjoying herself in company or very lonely.


    “Hope you don’t mind,” she said to Kiril, who was sitting next to her watching the wafting coils of smoke.


    “No problem. I’m used to it.”


    “My father said that this mysterious chateau owner died of cancer...”


    “A great way of covering your tracks.”


    “What tracks?”


    “I looked at his medical records. The tumor was only in the early stages. But isn’t it strange how he suddenly decided to change his will completely and sign it in the hospital? Five days before he died?”


    “Interesting,” Vera said and stubbed out her cigarette.


    She looked at her watch– it was almost midnight. Vera finished her wine and looked back towards the bar. The innkeeper was wiping it with a greasy cloth, not taking his eyes off the foreigners for a second. The bar looked as if it had been crafted years ago. It was made out of a single piece of solid wood lined with large stones along the base. In the centre there was a drawing of a king tightly grasping his gilded throne. Beneath it, a Latin inscription read “Rex Solaris”– The Sun King.


    


    
      
        3The fictional description of Chateau Jacques is inspired by G. Milkov’s investigation published in the Bulgarian newspaper 24 Hours as a serial piece run in a few issues during November 2007. The articles describe the obstacles the group of experts had to overcome in order to assess the cultural treasures bequeathed to Bulgaria by the castle’s late owner. All names are changed in the novel.

      

    

  


  
    The Amulet


    Page 410 began with a sketch of the Orphic Amulet. At first glance it seems to be Christ crucified. Next to the drawing in small letters there is a note, “In 1945 a mysterious medallion disappeared from the Friedrichshain Bunker. This medallion has given rise to many academic disputes today. The object is made from engraved hematite. It measures 14x19mm. It is known that the archaeologist E. Gerhard acquired it in Rome at some point before 1867. It was subsequently purchased by the Berlin Museum in 1904 and is included in the museums catalog under number 1164.” The famous historian Eisler (1921) was the first to publish an academic article about it. He wrote, “It is remarkable for the history of religion, since Christ is depicted in Orpheus ’place, rather than the reverse.”


    


    Berlin, March 2, the present


    It was a quiet, clear day. Dr. Franz Werder reached the last bend in the path. The summit of the hill was already visible amidst the branches of the trees. His sneakers pounded the footpath winding through the man-made hill in Friedrichshain Park. The mound itself had no name. It had appeared in the middle of the city about half a century earlier4, like the hunched back of a huge green monster.


    The cool morning breeze blew Werder’s gloomy thoughts away. He squinted as rays of sunlight darted amidst the trees and shrubs around him.


    Werder jogged here every morning. The more he pushed himself climbing the hill, the more satisfying he found the rest of his day. The time he spent in the park breathed life to his otherwise monotonous routine as a bookworm burrowed among the artifacts and archives at the History Museum.


    


    Just before reaching the plateau at the summit, Werder saw the gaping hole that split the concrete wall at the top of the hill in two. Younger visitors had no idea why the wall was there at the top of the mound. Franz Werder was one of the few who knew that fifty years ago this had been the site of one of Hitler’s three bunkers. The steep hill had been created to hide its ruins from the citizens of Berlin forever.


    All that was left of the burned-out control tower was one wall, cracked in half by bombs. Now it stood there harmless, covered in graffiti. Yet every time Franz saw it, an invisible hand tightened around his throat. He heard the distant cries and explosions, the never-ending dirge sung by the wind and the rustling leaves.


    His cell phone rang, but he hesitated to pick up. His morning jog was his time for himself, his secret escape from the city and its people. He looked at the screen. The director of the museum was calling– and he didn’t call often.


    “Werder here.”


    “I’m calling to notify you about your upcoming trip.” The director didn’t waste time with chitchat.


    “What trip?”


    “You’re going to Moscow. Our Russian colleagues kindly informed us at the very last minute about an exhibition.”


    “What exhibition?”


    ‘“The Age of the Merovingians– Europe without Borders,”’ the director said with a chuckle. “Works acquired by Russia during World War II will be on display. I don’t think it’s an accident that we weren’t informed any earlier.” After a short pause he added, “The exhibit opens in five days at the Pushkin Museum. You’ve got to go. We might be able to get back some of our stolen pieces.”


    “What do you mean five days!? I’ve got a trip planned...”


    “Before I forget,” the director interrupted..“The Bulgarian Archeological Museum has called three times, looking for you. Some grad student... Vera Kandilova is insisting on getting detailed information from your department about the Orpheus Amulet. You supposedly promised to send it to her.”


    “Oh, yes... I did promise. She is doing research on Orpheus.” Franz Werder started back down the winding path, lost in thought. He recalled that this same woman had called him before. She had explained that she was studying the connection between Orphism and Christianity. He had promised to help. She was extremely persistent. Strange, he thought, the interest in the miniature artifact had increased inexplicably recently. People from all over the world had been asking about it. Last week he’d received a letter from Columbia University and even from National Geographic.


    He was home before he knew it. He lived at 9 Buschingstrasse, close to the park. He took a cool shower. The thought of going to Moscow had reinvigorated him. Escape from habit has a strange way of bringing us back to life.


    


    
      
        4In 1945, following Hitler’s orders, the Friedrichshain Flak Bunker was used as a bomb shelter. It was completely demolished during World War II; one of Berlin’s most beautiful parks was subsequently built in its place. The debris from the bunker is piled under a high hill in the center of the park. Observant visitors can still spot enormous concrete slabs, remnants of the bunker, at the top of the hill. A more careful inspection of the surroundings reveals the presence of mysterious staircases, parts of walls, columns and bars among the shrubs.

      

    

  


  
    The Solar Code


    Page 411 began with the outline of a sun drawn in charcoal. Beneath it were several hieroglyphs, followed by a handwritten text: “Since antiquity, people have believed that the Sun God was born on December 25th after the longest three nights of the year. Most pagan gods were born on this date. Orphism is one of the most popular Sun-cult religions. It is a long-forgotten fact that Dionysus, himself the son of a god, was also born on this day, along with the divinities Osiris and Mitra. Although Jesus Christ was also born on this solar birthday, the solar cult is nevertheless a taboo topic in Christianity.”


    


    The Roman Catacombs, March 2


    The man was dressed in a black habit with a tight white collar around his neck. Beneath it hung an iron cross that swayed over his chest, keeping time with his steps. His eyes peered through a pair of thick, frameless glasses. His blond hair flecked with platinum- grey strands and ruddy cheeks betrayed his Germanic roots.


    The priest was in no hurry. His dark silhouette melted into the blackness of the night. He was walking along the paved path through the verdant gardens covering the miles-long subterranean labyrinths of the Roman catacombs. The pathway led to the Via Appia Antica, considered the oldest and longest road in Europe. The ancient stone walls lining it were decorated with marble bas- reliefs, the remnants of ancient buildings. The ruins of a nameless castle rose on the green slope beyond them.


    As he walked along the path, Herbert often thought of how transient life was compared to human civilization, which never died. Quite to the contrary, civilizations left their mark for later generations to find. They inspired imaginative theories, aroused curiosity, filled history books and fed archaeologists’ ambitions. Even as the stone remnants of old civilizations crumbled, the metamorphosis of civilization as a whole continued, incorporating earlier ideas within its very foundations. Herbert loved trying to find his way through their labyrinth. Today, however, he wasn’t thinking about them. Terror gripped his whole being.


    Despite his slow pace, he reached the end of the path, which came out near the small church, Domine Quo Vadis. The church was a major tourist attraction. Beyond its high wooden gates lay a marble slab with two symmetrical footprints in it, not unlike those from Hollywood’s Walk of Fame. The creamy white stone itself was enclosed under iron bars which tourists crowded around to marvel at the sight. The tour guides told them these were Jesus’s footprints. According to Catholic legend, Christ’s feet sank into the stone when St. Peter saw Him after the Resurrection and asked Him where He was going, to which Christ answered: “I am going to Rome to be crucified again.”


    The slab was just a human attempt to materialize the traces left by the incorporeal, Herbert mused. He crossed the pavement in front of the church and continued on up the narrow street. The entrance to the San Domitilla Catacombs was just a few steps away.


    He turned his key in the rusty lock and pushed the door open. Herbert crossed the courtyard and his shadow slid over the windows of the Basilica5. Herbert found the silence and darkness unnatural.


    [image: shutterstock_94093570.tif]


    
      The closed doors of the Domine Quo Vadis Church

    


    


    He had never come here at night. “But what does light matter in the catacombs?” he thought. He took out a flashlight and started down the steep steps leading into the ancient manmade mole-hole. “I’ve been working here for years,” he thought. “I must be the only person who knows the way to the southern tunnel. That must be why the stranger came to me. Or perhaps he knows about the old manuscript.”


    When he reached the altar of the subterranean basilica, he struck a long match and began lighting the candles one by one. Flickering shadows performed a spectral dance on the walls and Herbert’s face.


    “Are you sure you recognized the symbols from the Solar Code?” the stranger with the elongated, strangely colored eyes had asked him pointblank yesterday. He was an expressionless, cold man. Herbert had seen others like him.


    The previous day he had taken the stranger to the San Callisto Catacombs and pointed out a side room located opposite the sarcophagus of Pope Miltiades6, as the stranger had requested. The dark cell was called the Four Seasons Burial Chamber. The painter had depicted the endless cycle of life after death. A young man holding an Orphic lyre7 and singing surrounded by animals8 was clearly visible in the picture. The tourist guides didn’t mention Orpheus. They were not supposed to direct visitors’ attention to heretical scenes like this one.


    “How long has the cross been under the sarcophagus?” the stranger asked.


    “Since the second century A.D.”


    The man with the colorful eyes took a picture of the fresco with a tiny camera. Herbert observed him with curiosity. He was the strangest man the priest had ever seen. Not only his eyes were different, but also he was very tall, covered with hat and sometimes in the darkness Herbert could swear he could see kind of luminosity around his hands.


    Then the man requested that they go to the Catacombs of Santi Marcellino e Pietro, which were officially closed to civilian visitors. Herbert could sense a trap, yet couldn’t deny any of the stranger’s wishes. Only death could stop him now. What he felt could only be understood by someone obsessed with the thrill of discovery. He often regretted the day he’d gone to the library at the beginning of the Via Appia Antica, looking for a manuscript referred to in one of the historical books he’d been reading at the time. He thought it must be a mistake, but as soon as he said the name aloud, the librarian disappeared into a narrow corridor and returned a few moments later with a book called The Parchment Maze. In its pages Herbert found the question whose answer he was still looking for today, seeking clues that would lead him to the Solar Code that had been used– as well as hidden– thousands of years ago. The manuscript ended unfinished on page 411. From that moment on Herbert knew he couldn’t share what he had seen with anyone. Yet the coincidences between what he had read and what he had discovered at catacombs were so numerous and inexplicable that they left him torn between the suspicion he was imagining things and the hope that someday someone would come and search for the code. And then Herbert would likely learn the answer. But years had passed and no one had come looking for it. Until today.


    Now, despite the sensation of impending doom that accompanied his presence, the man with the strange eyes seemed to be the only one who could quench the historian’s torturous thirst for knowledge. He’d finally learn whether he had truly decoded the symbols on the walls or just imagined them.


    They went to the Catacombs of Santi Marcellino e Pietro. Herbert showed another fresco to the stranger. Once again it pictured Orpheus with a lyre in his hand. There was a tree beside him, from which a peacock9 gazed at the singer.


    “You’re probably Thracian, right?” Herbert tried to start a conversation. “I don’t know what a Thracian should look like, but...”


    “Why are you talking about the Thracians?” the stranger interrupted.


    “You’re looking for traces that lead to Orpheus. A lot of Thracians were buried here, you know. Thousands of them worked in the Roman Empire.”


    The stranger was silent.


    “Some people say that Constantine the Great was also a Thracian. Did you know that? They say he ordered that the Gospels10 be written. The task was assigned to an unnamed subject, also a Thracian. Given all that, it’s impossible for there to be no connection between Orphism and Christianity.”


    “You’re not a believer,” the stranger said. He spoke perfect Italian.


    “I’ve been a priest for ten years. But I’ve been a historian for twenty-five.”


    The chilly air brushed its lips against Herbert’s back and made him shiver. All these years he had never gotten used to it.


    Pieces of white marble were visible, embedded in the stony vaults of the Basilica, some of them thousands of years older than the rest of the walls. They immediately attracted attention, conspicuously white against the brownish-gray surface. More careful observers could spot names and symbols written on them. Most were seals of ancient companies and undertakers, which people today found mysterious and even magical.


    The more the darkness of the catacombs swallowed Herbert, the more he felt suffocated by fear of the unknown. He tried not to think about it and went over his tasks in his mind. Tomorrow he had to send the photos he had promised to an archeologist named Vera Kandilova. They had been exchanging emails for months. She had explained to him that she was researching Orpheus and had learned about the frescoes in the Roman catacombs that show an ideological connection between Orpheus and Christ. Herbert helped his colleagues whenever he could. He believed that the point of knowledge was passing it on to people.


    He heard footsteps. Herbert raised his head. The shadows of the candles’ flames leapt on the damp domes. The stranger was coming.


    


    
      
        5The Basilica in the Catacombs of San Domitilla is thought to be the first underground basilica in Europe. Its last story rises above the ground, looking like a one-story building.

      


      
        6The Catacombs of San Callisto are most famous for the fact that thirteen Popes from the third and fourth centuries were buried in them. Miltiades was the final one (he died in 314). He had African origins.

      


      
        7It is thought that this fresco was painted by Thracians who went to Rome looking for work more than seventeen centuries ago. Many of them were buried in the catacombs.

      


      
        8This fresco is one of the most popular works of art showing the connection between Orpheus and Christ. The animals depicted around the Thracian poet come to symbolize his transformation into Christ and other later deities.

      


      
        9The peacock is one of the fundamental early Christian symbols. It signifies the Resurrection, as Christians believe its flesh is the only natural flesh that doesn’t rot. The lyre was a symbol popularly used at the time of the painting to indicate the connection with Orpheus and his teachings. Some scientists believe that the combination of Christian and Orphic symbols can be ascribed to the ignorance of the painter. Others argue that the mixture is the result of a wise revelation.

      


      
        10According to official sources, in 325 A.D. Constantine the Great presided over the first Ecumenical Council in Nicaea at which only four of the Gospels were recognized as canonical: those written by Mark, Matthew, Luke and John. All the others were declared heretical. The church searched for and destroyed copies of the heretical works for centuries, persecuting anyone who dared to disseminate them. In 1945 in a monastic cemetery in the vicinity of the Egyptian city Nag Hamadi some villagers accidentally found ancient manuscripts written in Coptic, including the Gospel of Philip, which has been assumed to be lost and which tells about Christ’s wife. Constantine the Great, a Thracian born in Naissus, passed the Edict of Milan, which acknowledged Christianity as a religion equal in rights to the other religions professed in the territory of the Roman Empire. During the subsequent centuries, most Thracian cities had well- organized Christian communities and actively participated in religious life.

      

    

  


  
    Book Reviews


    The Parchment Maze is quite unique– an archival thriller, a mystery fantasy, and an historical riddle gamebook. Vera is a young archaeologist who discovers the existence of a secret society that has been hidden from the rest of the world for six thousand years. Fiction and science combine in an intriguing novel based on real archaeological discoveries and actual icons, a daring combination of Dan Brown and Umberto Eco. Could the legend of Orpheus and his descent into the Underworld be more than just mythology?There is supernatural love, there are secrets; there is murder, there is history; from Berlin to Moscow, from Rome to Burma, Filipova’s novel is sure to intrigue.


    Colin Falconer, author of twenty novels,

    translated into seventeen languages over the last twenty-five years


    —


    The Parchment Maze is a carefully crafted literary work that could be both entertaining and illuminating for readers throughout the world, especially in the United States. The contribution of The Parchment Maze to the literature of the occult is quite significant. In my professional opinion, this novel surpasses those of both Dan Brown and Elizabeth Kostova in terms of complexity and theme.Three specific features of the novel that are noteworthy are as follows: (1) the labyrinthine structure of the story; (2) the well-drawn relationships of Vera-Ariman, Vera-Futch, and Vera-her father; and ( 3) the sustained journey motif that stresses the quest for illumination/faith/paradise. Finally, the mysterious ending of the novel leaves the reader hoping for more. Perhaps Vera is not dead. A sequel is certainly possible.


    Joseph F. Ceccio, Ph.D., March 2011, professor of English literature at the University of Akron


    —


    Ancient myths from both Bulgaria and the world, historical sources along with a lot fictionalized past, quoted manuscripts with lost ends, roads that cross, and characters in whose destinies events from more than a century and a half ago come together: these are only some of the ideas behind The Parchment Maze. The intricate interplay of history, its interpretations and politics in the novel determines the characters’ personal stories, while the author takes us through a number of genres in her writing: thriller, philosophical and historical novel, non-fictional and matter-of-fact literature. And although this technique reminds us of the voices of some of the bestselling writers of the day, such as Dan Brown and Elizabeth Kostova, and even the internationally acclaimed Umberto Eco, The Parchment Maze shows us that these voices are very well assimilated into the writing of its author, who, nevertheless, retains her own style, respects the readers and relies on their active interpretation of the text, while at the same time wanting her writing to be convertible. The Parchment Maze by Ludmila Filipova is perhaps one of the author’s best books so far. Following one of the most successful literary models– especially in terms of sales and appeal to a versatile readership– the novel is perched on the border between fiction and non-fiction. Its full- blooded characters have their own personal stories and particular roles in the texture and plot of the novel, but they also come with specific ideas about the past. It is through them that Bulgarian and international myths are interpreted, the past is given a new meaning– layer over layer of interpretations get accumulated, unfinished stories are continued. The novel deals with politics, shaping of theories, demystifications and discoveries of new mysteries.To recap in literary terms, The Parchment Maze is a typical post-modern novel, relying on quotability, the active role of the readers’ imagination in reading and interpreting the novel, and the readers’ readiness to experiment with genre-mixing (thriller, philosophical novel, journalistic narrative, etc). It is a novel that thinks of the separation between fiction and non-fiction, between literature and non-literature, as surmountable and which believes in quotability’s role as a fundamental principle on which our contemporary culture is based. As a result, the novel’s aspiration is to overcome the regional confinements in terms of both the problems treated and the way of thinking implied.


    Amelia Licheva, professor of literature,

    Sofia University


    —


    A novel based on mysteries and riddles– where do we come from; where are we going? Where did knowledge originate from? And who are its guardians? The story of The Parchmen t Maze takes place in the familiar, unfamiliar Bulgarian scene and in some of the largest cultural centers, such as Berlin, Moscow, Rome, Switzerland and Burma. Putting on display some of the most controversial treasures of the Old World, the author takes us to the dusty backrooms of the museums where the ‘tricky’ artifacts are hidden. The novel tells us the engaging story of a woman who has devoted her life to archaeology. Vera is a young scientist on the verge of a huge discovery that would completely alter our ideas about the past of our lands. At some point in the late prehistoric era there appeared a civilization that greatly impacted the development of Europe and the world. In her attempt to unravel the mysteries surrounding the history of that civilization, the heroine of the novel comes across a mysterious society, which has succeeded in keeping its secrets and knowledge hidden from the rest of the world since 4000 B.C. Who is Orpheus and who are the people who professed Orphism? When did they appear and why did they disappear? Who are their heirs and what are the secrets they are still keeping?


    Science, secrets, murders, love and wounds that have left their deep marks in the souls of the characters– they all come together to make The Parchment Maze a novel about the past, the present and the future. The author skillfully combines fictional characters and actual archaeological discoveries, thus making the readers aware of some not-so-famous real discoveries and artifacts, most of which were made within the territory of present-day Bulgaria.


    Petranka Nedelcheva,

    assistant professor of archeology


    —


    Ludmila Filipova is a young author with a few already published and successful novels. But what is important is that Ludmila is not afraid to experiment, always searching for something new; she does not strictly follow literary models and meticulously avoidd cliches; it’s difficult to frame her work in literary terms.


    The Parchment Maze is a wonderful experiment. The idea behind it is simple and very effective. The reader is involved in an investigation, a quest for knowledge about an ancient civilization that has disappeared. Very few traces are left behind– most of the traces have been painstakingly obliterated. The reader becomes an archaeologist, a criminologist, and a discoverer. She is given access to a database of information consisting of documents, photos, artifacts, hints implying some paths that should lead him/ her to the truth. And the truth is somewhere around us. We just need to see it.


    The huge amount of documentary material found and collected speaks to the author’s credit. And so does the serious, thorough analysis of the facts. It is on those that the main hypothesis of the novel is based. The author has treated them very professionally, including numerous quotations, papers, photos and pictures on the pages of her novel. The clear, succinct style underlines the complexity of the main idea of the novel.


    The Parchment Maze is, in fact, the only Bulgarian example of a riddle novel. The worth of such novels stems from the fact that they easily engage readers of all ages and greatly facilitate their remembering of the information shared. On top of that, in this particular example, the action is fast, while the novel is full of suspense and is, therefore, likely to keep the readers absorbed.


    The very structure of the book betrays experimentalism. It mirrors the structure of the ancient manuscript around which the intrigue in the story revolves. The book comes complete with superb illustrations and a lot of photographic material. All that leaves us with a definite feeling of the documentariness.


    Maria Stankova, writer, literary critic


    —


    This is not just a novel, but rather a cinematic story that will make you alter your ideas about the origins of human knowledge multiple times.


    From the ever-engagingly changing “pictures,” you will learn why we, the people inhabiting the territories of the earliest civilization in the world, are responsible for unraveling its mysteries and carrying into the future its ancient knowledge about the meaning of human life and the immortality of the human soul.


    Stiliyan Ivanov, director and screenwriter
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