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To David,
the son I would like to have had


Prologue

The narrow path, clinging to the steep mountainside, looked out over a valley. Down in the far distance, you could sense a rushing spring that collected the mountain rains. I had left my camper van at the end of the forest road – it couldn’t go any further than that. In the Italy of tourists and everyday toil, the mountain range of the Abruzzi seemed as wild and deserted as in the earliest days of humankind.

As I emerged from a grove of pine trees, the bottom of the coomb came into view: a sharp slope rising to a fringe of trees that hid the incline facing the Adriatic. Birds of prey were soaring lazily above, and the solitude was absolute; I was tens of miles away from the busy roads filled with holidaymakers, none of whom would venture here.

It was then that I met him: he was dressed in a sort of smock, with a sickle in his hand, leaning over a clump of gentians. The white hair floating around his shoulders brought out his fragility. When he straightened up, I noticed an unkempt beard and two clear, almost aquatic eyes – the eyes of a child, as naive and tender as they were as piercing and alert. His gaze stripped me to my very soul.

“So here you are… I heard you arriving. Sounds carry a long way here, and nobody ever comes to this valley.”

“You speak French?”

He straightened up, slipped the handle of his sickle into the belt around his smock and said, without offering me his hand:

“Father Nil. I am – or rather, was – a monk in a French abbey. That was before.”

His smooth face was furrowed by a malicious smile. Without asking me who I was, or how I had managed to reach this remote spot, he added:

“You need a drink, it’s a hot summer. Some herbal tea. I’ll mix this gentian with mint and rosemary – it’ll taste bitter but refreshing. Come along.”

It was a command, but given in an almost affectionate tone of voice. I followed him. He was slender and erect, and his steps were light. At times the sunshine filtering through the spruce trees cast bright patterns on his gleaming silvery hair.

The path narrowed, then suddenly broadened out into a tiny terrace overlooking the sheer cliff. Barely emerging from the mountainside was a façade of dry stones, a low door and a window.

“You’ll need to lower your head going in: this hermitage is a converted cave, as those in Qumran must have been.”

Was I supposed to be familiar with Qumran? Father Nil asked no questions and gave no explanations. His mere presence created an order in things that was simple and obvious. The appearance of a goblin or a fairy at his side would have seemed perfectly natural to me.

I spent the whole day with him. When the sun reached its zenith, we sat on the parapet overlooking the abyss and shared a meal of bread, goat’s cheese and exquisite sweet-smelling herbs. When the shadows on the opposite slope just started to fall on the hermitage, he said to me:

“I’ll walk you back to the forest path. The water running in the stream there is pure, you can drink it.”

Everything seemed pure after contact with him. I told him of my desire to camp for a few days in these mountains.

“You won’t need to lock your vehicle,” he said. “Nobody comes here, and the wild animals respect everything. Come along tomorrow morning, I’ll have some fresh cheese.”

I lost count of the time. The following day, his goats made their appearance on the terrace, and came to eat the crumbs from our hands.

“They were observing you yesterday, though you didn’t see them. If they are prepared to show themselves in your presence, I can tell you my story. You will be the first to hear it.”

And Father Nil told me his story. In this adventure, he was the main protagonist: yet he did not tell me about himself, but about a man whose traces in history he had uncovered – a Judaean of the first century. And behind that man, I perceived the luminous shadow of yet another man, of whom he spoke little, but who explained the clarity of his limpid gaze.

On the last day my whole world – that of a Westerner brought up in the Christian world – had been up-ended. I left just as the first stars were coming out. Father Nil remained on his natural terrace, a small shadow giving meaning to the whole valley. His goats came with me part of the way. But when I switched on my torch, they turned back.


Part One
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The train plunged onwards into the November night. He glanced at his watch: as usual, the Rome “express” was two hours behind schedule on the Italian stretch. He sighed: they wouldn’t be in Paris until nine in the evening…

He tried to settle down more comfortably, poking his index finger under his celluloid collar. Father Andrei was not used to this uncomfortable clerical garb, which he wore only on those rare occasions when he left the abbey. And these Italian carriages – they obviously dated back to Mussolini’s days! The leather-imitation seats as hard as the benches in a monastery, the windows that could be pulled right down to the very low safety rail, the lack of air conditioning…

Anyway, there was only another hour to go. The lights of the station of Lamotte-Beuvron had just whisked by: it was always on the long straight stretches of the Sologne that the express reached its maximum speed.

Seeing the priest fidgeting, the thickset passenger sitting opposite him raised his brown eyes from his newspaper. The smile he gave Andrei did not light up the rest of his olive-complexioned face.

“He’s just smiling with his lips,” thought Andrei. “His eyes are as cold as pebbles on the banks of the Loire…”

The Rome express often carried clerical passengers; sometimes it resembled a branch of the Vatican. But in his compartment there was just himself and these two silent men: the other seats, although they had been reserved, had remained empty ever since their departure. He glanced at the second passenger wedged into the corner seat next to the corridor: a bit older, elegant, with hair as fair as a field of wheat. He seemed to be asleep – his eyes were closed – but every now and then the fingers of his right hand drummed on his knee as if playing the piano, while his left hand struck chords on his thigh. Since their departure, he and Andrei had exchanged nothing more than a few polite words in Italian, and Andrei had noticed his strong foreign accent without being able to place it. Somewhere in Eastern Europe? He had a boyish face, in spite of the scar that stretched from his left ear and vanished into the gold of his hair.

This habit of Andrei’s, observing every little detail… He had doubtless picked it up from spending his whole life poring over the most obscure manuscripts.

He leant his head against the window and gazed out absentmindedly at the road that ran parallel to the railway.

Two months had already elapsed since he should have sent to Rome a translation and analysis of the Coptic manuscript of Nag Hammadi. He had quickly completed the translation – but as for the analysis that was supposed to accompany it… he had been unable to write it. It was impossible to say everything, especially in writing.

Too dangerous.

So they had summoned him to Rome. In the offices of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith – or the Inquisition, as it was known in former days – he had not been able to evade the questions of his interrogators. He would have preferred not to talk of his hypotheses, and take refuge instead in the technical problems of translation. But the Cardinal, and in particular the formidable minutante, had forced him into a corner and compelled him to say more than he wanted to. Then they had cross-questioned him about the stone slab of Germigny – that’s when their faces had become even more unfriendly.

After that uncomfortable experience, he had gone to the book stacks of the Vatican Library. It was there that the painful history of his family had brutally caught up with him – this was perhaps the price he had to pay for setting eyes at last on the material proof of what he had suspected for so long. Then he had had to leave San Girolamo in a hurry and catch the train back to the abbey: he was in danger. Peace was what he desired – nothing but peace. All these machinations were not for him – he didn’t feel at home. But could he call anywhere home these days? Entering the abbey, he had changed his homeland for the second time, and solitude had invaded him.

Now the riddle was solved. What would he say to Father Nil on his return? Nil, who was so reserved, and who had already travelled part of the path alone… He would put him on the right road. What he himself had discovered in the course of a whole lifetime of research, Nil would have to discover by himself.

And if anything happened to him… Nil would be worthy to pass on the secret in his turn.

Father Andrei opened his travel bag and rummaged around in it under the impassive gaze of the passenger opposite. After all, it was rather agreeable to have just three people in a compartment meant for six. He took off his stiff new clerical jacket and placed it, without crumpling it, on the empty seat to his right. Back in his travel bag he eventually found what he was looking for: a pencil and a small sheet of paper. He jotted down a few words, holding the paper in the hollow of his left hand, then he mechanically folded his fingers across it and threw his head backwards.

The noise of the train, echoed back by the trees bordering the road, made him feel drowsy. He sensed himself dozing off…

Everything happened extremely quickly. The passenger opposite him calmly put down his newspaper and stood up. At the same moment, in the corner seat, the expression of the fair-haired man became resolute. He got up and came over, as if to take something down from the luggage rack above him. Andrei looked up mechanically: the luggage rack was empty.

He had no time to think: the golden head of hair was leaning over him, and he saw the man’s hand stretching out towards his jacket lying on the seat.

Suddenly everything went black: the jacket had been flung over his head. He felt two strong arms encircling him, pinning the garment against his torso and lifting him up. His cry of stupefaction was muffled by the fabric. He promptly found himself face downwards, heard the squeal of the window being lowered, and felt the metal of the safety rail against his hips. He struggled, but his whole upper body was already suspended in the void outside the train, and the wind slammed into him without blowing away the tails of the jacket still being held firmly against his face.

He was suffocating. “Who are they? I should have expected it, after so many others over the last two thousand years. But why now, and why here?”

His left hand, trapped between the safety rail and his stomach, continued to clutch the piece of paper.

He felt himself being tipped out of the window.
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Mgr Alessandro Calfo was satisfied. Before leaving the great rectangular room near the Vatican, the eleven other members of the Society of St Pius V had given him carte blanche to act as he saw fit. The society couldn’t afford to take any risks. For four centuries, it alone had watched over the most momentous secret of the Catholic, Apostolic and Roman Church. Those who got too close to that secret needed to be neutralized.

He had of course abstained from telling the Cardinal everything. Would they be able to keep the secret for long? But if it were to be divulged, it would mean the end of the Church, the end of Christianity as a whole. And it would be a mortal blow to a West already faltering in the face of Islam. It was a huge responsibility that rested on the shoulders of the twelve: the Society of St Pius V had been created with the sole aim of protecting this secret, and Calfo was its rector.

He had revealed to the Cardinal that there were, as yet, no more than scattered clues that only a few scholars, spread across the world, were able to understand and interpret. But he had concealed the most important thing: if these clues were all put together and presented to the public, they might lead to absolute and indisputable proof. This was why it was important for the existing trails to remain scattered. Anyone malevolent enough – or merely perspicacious enough – to put them together would be able to discover the truth.

He got up, walked round the table, and stood right in front of the bleeding figure on the crucifix.

“Master! Your twelve apostles are keeping watch over you.”

He mechanically twisted the ring that encircled the annular finger on his right hand. The precious stone, a dark green jasper with glinting red highlights, was abnormally thick – even for Rome, where prelates are fond of the ostentatious signs of their dignity. At every moment, this venerable jewel reminded him of the exact nature of his mission.

Anyone who penetrates the secret must be consumed by it, and disappear!
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At its maximum speed, the train plunged across the plain of Sologne like a glowing snake. His body still bent double, his torso lashed by the wind, Father Andrei arched his back against the pressure of the two firm hands pushing him towards the abyss. Suddenly, he relaxed all his muscles.

“God, I have sought you ever since the daybreak of my life: now it has come to its end.”

With a hrumpf! the thickset passenger pushed Andrei into the void, while his companion, standing motionless behind him, stood gazing on.

Like a dead leaf, the body whirled down and crashed onto the railway track.

The Rome express was obviously trying to make up for lost time: in less than a minute, the only thing left by the side of the railway was a broken puppet lying in the icy breeze. The jacket had flown far away. Curiously, Andrei’s left elbow had got caught between two sleepers: his fist, still clutching the piece of paper he had been writing on only minutes before, was now pointing up at the black, silent sky in which the clouds slowly sailed eastwards.

A little later, a doe emerged from the forest and came to sniff at this shapeless mass with its smell of man. It knew the sour odour that humans give off when they are very afraid. The doe sniffed for a while at Andrei’s closed fist raised grotesquely raised heavenwards.

The animal suddenly looked up, then bounded to one side and darted into the shelter of the trees. A car had caught it in its headlights, braking abruptly on the road down below. Two men came out, climbed up the slope and leant over the shapeless body. The doe froze: soon the men went back down the slope and stood next to the car, talking animatedly.

When the doe saw the reflection of the flashing lights of the police car speeding along the road, it took another bound and fled away into the dark, silent forest.
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Gospels according to Mark and John

On this Thursday evening, 6th April in the year 30, the son of Joseph, whom everyone in Palestine called Jesus the Nazorean, was preparing to have his last meal, surrounded by the group of his twelve apostles.

With a grimace, Peter pulled up the cushion that kept slipping away from under his hip. Only the rich were in the habit of eating like this, Roman-style, reclining on a divan: poor Jews like themselves took their meals squatting on the groud. It seemed that their prestigious host, the Judaean, had wanted to confer a certain solemnity on this dinner, and had made a real effort for them – but the Twelve, lying around the table in a U shape, felt a bit lost in this large room.

They had cast aside all the other disciples to form a tight bodyguard limited just to the Twelve of them: a highly symbolic figure that recalled the twelve tribes of Israel. When the time came to launch their assault on the Temple – and that time was now near – the people would understand. There would then be twelve of them to govern Israel, in the name of the God who had given twelve sons to Jacob. On this they were all agreed. But at the right hand of Jesus – when he came into his reign – there would be only one place: and they were already locked in a violent struggle as to who among them would be the first of the Twelve.

But first there was the riot that they were to instigate in two days’ time, taking advantage of the hubbub of Passover.

When they had left their homeland, Galilee, and moved to the capital, they had first met with their host for this evening, the Judaean who owned the fine house in the western district of Jerusalem. He was a rich man, educated and even cultivated – while the horizon of the Twelve did not extend beyond their fishing nets.

While his servants were bringing the dishes, the Judaean remained silent. He felt that Jesus was running a considerable risk, surrounded by these twelve fanatics: their assault on the Temple would of course end in failure. He had to shelter Jesus from their ambitions – even if, for this purpose, he had been obliged to forge a temporary alliance with Peter.

He had met Jesus two years earlier, on the banks of the Jordan. He had been an Essene and had turned Nazorean – one of the Jewish sects attached to the Baptist movement. Jesus was one too, though he never spoke of it. Between the two of them a bond of understanding and mutual esteem had soon been established. He would sometimes assert that he was the only one who had really understood who Jesus was. Neither a kind of God, as some members of the populace had hymned him after a spectacular cure, nor the Messiah, as Peter would have liked, nor the new King David, as the Zealots dreamt.

No, he was something else, which the Twelve, obsessed by their dreams of power, had not even glimpsed.

So he considered himself to be superior to them, and said to anyone who would listen that he was the beloved disciple of the Master – while Jesus, for the past few months, had found it more and more difficult to put up with his gang of ignorant Galileans, greedy to get their hands on power.

The Twelve were furious at the sight of another pretender moving in, just like that, to a position they had never managed to reach, furious that he had gained the confidence of the Nazorean.

So the enemy within this group was this beloved disciple. He, who never left his native Judaea, said that he had understood Jesus better than all of them, even though it was they who had constantly followed Jesus in Galilee.

An impostor…

He was reclining at the right hand of Jesus – the host’s place. Peter never took his eyes off him. Was he about to betray the terrible secret that had only recently bound them together – would he make Jesus realize that he had been betrayed? Was he now regretting having introduced Judas to Caiaphas, to set up the trap that was to close on the Master this very evening?

Suddenly Jesus stretched out his hand and took hold of a morsel that he held for a moment over the dish, so that the sauce would drip off it: he was going to offer it to one of the guests, as a token of ritual friendship. Silence abruptly fell. Peter turned pale, and his jaw was set. “If it is to that impostor that the morsel is offered,” he thought, “everything is ruined: it will mean he has just betrayed our alliance. If so, I’ll kill him, and then make my escape…”

With a broad sweep of his hand, Jesus held the morsel out to Judas, who remained motionless at the end of the table, as if transfixed.

“Well, my friend… Go on, take it!”

Without a word, Judas leant forwards, took the morsel and placed it between his lips. A few drops of sauce trickled onto his short beard.

The conversations resumed, while Judas chewed slowly, his eyes riveted on those of his Master. Then he got up and moved to the exit. As he passed behind them, their host saw Jesus turn his head slightly. And he was the only one who heard Jesus say:

“My friend… What you have to do, do it quickly!”

Slowly, Judas opened the door. Outside, the Passover moon had not yet risen: the night was dark.

There were now only eleven of them around Jesus.

Eleven, and the beloved disciple.
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The bell rang out for a second time. In the uncertain light of dawn, St Martin’s Abbey was the only place in the village with its lights on. On winter nights such as this, the wind whistles between the desolate banks of the river and makes the Val-de-Loire seem more like Siberia than France.

The bell was still echoing in the cloister when Father Nil entered, having taken off his ample choir robe: the office of lauds had just finished. People knew that the monks maintained a complete silence until terce, and so nobody ever called before eight o’clock.

The doorbell rang for the third time, imperiously.

“The brother porter won’t answer it, he has his orders. Too bad, I’ll go myself.”

Ever since he had brought to light the hidden circumstances of Jesus’s death, Nil had been suffering from a hazy sense of unease. He did not like it when Father Andrei went off on one of his infrequent trips: the librarian had become his sole confidant after God. Monks live in common, but they do not communicate, and Nil needed to talk to someone about his research. Instead of returning to his cell, where his ongoing study of the events surrounding the capture of Jesus awaited him, he went into the gatehouse and opened the heavy door that separates every monastery from the external world.

In the gleam of the car’s headlights, an officer from the gendarmerie snapped to attention and saluted.

“Excuse me, Father, but does this person reside here?”

He held out an identity card. Without a word, Nil took the laminated piece of paper and read the name: Andrei Sokolwski. Age: 67. Address: St Martin’s Abbey…

Father Andrei!

The blood drained from his cheeks.

“Yes… of course, he’s the Abbey librarian. What?…”

The gendarme was used to these disagreeable duties.

“Yesterday evening, two farm labourers informed us that, going home late, they had discovered his body on the side of the railway track, between Lamotte-Beuvron and La Ferté-Saint-Aubin. Dead. I’m sorry, but one of you will have to come and identify the body… For the inquiry, you understand.”

“Dead? Father Andrei?”

Nil wavered in dismay.

“But… it must be the Reverend Father Abbot who…”

Behind them, they heard footsteps, muffled by the swish of a monk’s habit. It was the Father Abbot himself. Alerted by the doorbell? Or impelled by some mysterious presentiment?

The gendarme bowed. In the Orleans brigade, everyone knows that, at the Abbey, the man who wears a ring and a pectoral cross has the same rank as a bishop. The Republic respects these things.

“Reverend Father, one of your monks, Father Andrei, was discovered yesterday next to the Rome express railway line, not far from here. It was a heavy fall, and he didn’t have a chance: his neck bones were broken, he must have been killed instantly. We won’t take the body to Paris for autopsy until we’ve identified it: could you come along in my car and carry out this formality, please? It’s painful but necessary.”

Ever since he had been elected to this prestigious post, the Father Abbot of St Martin’s had never allowed a single feeling to show. True enough, he had been elected by the monks, in accordance with the Monastic Rule. But, contrary to that Rule, there had been several telephone calls between Val-de-Loire and Rome. And then, a high-ranking prelate had come to make his annual retreat in the cloister just before the election, in order to put discreet pressure on any waverers and convince them that Dom Gérard was the right man for the situation.

Only a reliable man could be entrusted with power over the Abbey, over its unique theological college and its three libraries. So not a muscle in his face betrayed the slightest emotion to the gendarme, who was still standing to attention.

“Father Andrei! Good Lord, how terrible! We were expecting him this morning – he was due back from Rome. How could such an accident have happened?”

“Accident? It’s too early to use that word, Reverend Father. The few indications that we have suggest another line of inquiry. The passenger cars used on the Rome express are old models, but the doors are locked as soon as the train departs, for the entire journey. Your colleague can only have fallen out of the window in his compartment. When the ticket inspector did his last check before arrival in Paris, he saw that this compartment was empty: not only was Father Andrei no longer there – although his suitcase was where he’d left it – but the two other passengers had disappeared without leaving any luggage behind them. Three seats in the compartment had been reserved, but had remained unoccupied ever since Rome: so there was no witness. The inquiry is only just starting, but our initial hypothesis rules out any accident: it looks more like a crime. It seems possible that Father Andrei was pushed out of the window by one or both of the passengers as the train was moving. Do you mind coming with me for the identification?”

Father Nil had taken a discreet step backwards, but he had the impression that a flood of emotions was going to burst through the dam of his superior’s face, however implacably it had been fashioned to stem the waves.

But the Father Abbot immediately mastered his feelings.

“Go with you? Now? That’s not possible: this morning I am seeing the bishops from the Centre-Val-de-Loire Region, and my presence here is indispensable.”

He turned round to Father Nil and said, with a heavy sigh, “Father Nil, could you go with this gentleman and carry out this painful formality?”

Nil bowed his head in sign of obedience: his study of the conspiracy around the death of Jesus would have to wait. It was Andrei who had just been crucified – and this death had taken place only the night before.

“Of course, Reverend Father: I’ll go and get our coat, it’s cold… It’ll just take me a moment, Monsieur, if you don’t mind waiting…”

Monastic poverty forbade a monk from proclaiming himself to be the owner of the least little object: our coat had for years been used solely by Father Nil – but it would have been inappropriate to say so. The Father Abbot asked the gendarme to step into the empty gatehouse and took him familiarly by the arm.

“I don’t wish to prejudge the final result of your inquiry. But a crime – that’s just not possible! Can you imagine what the press, the television, the journalists will make of it? The Catholic Church would come out of it badly, and the Republic would be gravely embarrassed. I’m certain it’s a suicide. Poor Father Andrei… do you follow my meaning?”

The gendarme gently pulled his arm away: he followed all too well, but an inquiry is an inquiry, and it’s no easy matter to climb through the open window of a speeding train while two innocent passengers watch. And he didn’t like a civilian telling him what to do – not even one wearing a pectoral cross and a pastoral ring.

“Reverend Father, the inquiry will take its course. Father Andrei can’t have fallen out of the window all by himself: it’s up to Paris to decide what happened. Allow me to tell you that, right now, everything seems to indicate that this was a crime.”

“No, I’m sure you mean a suicide…”

“A monk committing suicide? At his age? Highly unlikely.”

He stroked his chin: all the same, the Father Abbot was right, this business was likely to cause quite a stir, and in high places too…

“Tell me, Reverend Father, did your Father Andrei suffer from… from psychological problems?”

The Father Abbot looked relieved: the gendarme seemed to understand.

“He did indeed! He was being treated for them. In fact, I can confirm that he was in a state of great mental fragility.”

Andrei was known among his colleagues for being remarkably well balanced, physically and psychologically, and in forty years of monastic life he had never once needed the infirmary. He was a studious man, surrounded by manuscripts; a scholar whose heart rate can never have risen above sixty beats per minute. The prelate smiled at the gendarme.

“A suicide is, of course, a horrible sin for a monk – but all sin deserves mercy. Whereas a crime…”

The wan light of morning enveloped the scene. The body had been moved away from the tracks so that the investigation would not get in the way of the trains, but the stiff corpse had not changed its posture: Father Andrei’s left forearm was still pointing heavenwards, his fist clenched. On the ride over, Nil had had time to prepare himself for the shock. But he still found it difficult to approach, to kneel down, to draw back the cloth that had been placed over the head, twisted awry.

“Yes,” he murmured with a sigh. “Yes, it’s Father Andrei. My poor friend…”

There was a moment’s silence, which the gendarme respected. Then he touched Father Nil on the shoulder.

“Stay with him: I’ll draw up the statement of identification in the car, you’ll just need to sign it and then I’ll drive you back to the Abbey.”

Nil wiped away a tear trickling down his cheek. Then he noticed the body’s clenched fist that seemed, in a last gesture of despair, to be cursing the heavens. With difficulty he managed to prise open the dead man’s chill fingers: in the hollow of the palm there was a crumpled little square of paper.

Nil glanced round: the gendarme was leaning over the dashboard of his car. He peeled the scrap of paper from his friend’s hand, and his eyes fell on a few lines written in pencil.

Nobody was looking at him: he adroitly slipped the paper away into his coat pocket.
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Gospels according to Matthew and John

A few days before the evening of the last supper, Peter had been waiting outside the walls. The Judaean came through the gate, greeted by the sentries who recognized him as the proprietor of one of the local villas. He took a few steps; the shape of the fisherman emerged from the shadows.

“Shalom!”

“Ma shalom lek’ha.”

He did not hold out his hand to the Galilean. For a week, apprehension had been gnawing away at him: whenever he met them, on the hillside outside the city where they spent each night in the friendly, secluded darkness of a vast olive grove, the Twelve spoke of nothing other than the imminent assault they were about to launch against the Temple. Never again would the circumstances be so favourable, they argued: thousands of pilgrims were encamped pretty much everywhere around the city. The crowd had been worked on by the Zealots, and were ready for anything. Jesus’s popularity had to be exploited to set off the explosion, now.

They would fail – that much was obvious. And Jesus risked being killed for no reason at all, in a Jewish-style riot. The Master deserved better: he was worth infinitely more than all the rest of them, and he needed to be protected from his fanatical disciples. A plan had been hatching in the Judaean’s head – now he just needed to convince Peter.

“The Master has asked if he can come to supper at your house,” Peter said, “in the upper room. It’s impossible for him to celebrate Passover this year – we’re being watched much too closely. Instead, a solemn meal, following the Essene rite – that’s all.”

“You’re all completely mad! You want to come and do that in my house? Two hundred yards away from the High Priest’s palace, in a part of town where your Galilean accent will get you arrested straight away?”

The fisherman from the Lake gave him a crafty smile.

“Exactly: your place is just where we’ll be safest. The authorities will never think of coming to look for us in the protected district, especially not in the house of a friend of the High Priest!”

“Oh… ‘friend’ is going a bit far. We’re neighbours. There’s no way a former Essene like me and the highest dignitary in the clergy could be ‘friends’. When do you plan on holding this supper?”

“Thursday evening, at nightfall.”

It was a crazy but cunning idea. Hidden away inside his house, the Galileans would evade all notice.

“All right. Tell the Master that I’ll be honoured to welcome him into my home, and everything will be ready for a solemn meal. One of my servants will help you slip past the patrols: you’ll recognize him from the pitcher of water that he’ll be carrying for the ritual ablutions of your meal. Meanwhile, come along with me, we need to talk.”

Peter followed him. They climbed over a pile of bricks. There was a gleam of metal from under his cloak: the sica, the short sword the Zealots used to gut their victims. So he never went without it these days! Jesus’s apostles were ready for anything…

In a few words, the Judaean told him of his plan. So the uprising was going to occur on the occasion of the feast, was it? An excellent idea: the crowd of pilgrims would be easy to manipulate. But given that Jesus preached only peace and pardon, how would he react, in the heat of the moment? And wasn’t there the risk of his being wounded, or worse? If he were slain by a legionary’s sword, their coup would fail…

Peter listened, his interest suddenly aroused.

“So are you saying we should ask him to go back to Galilee, where he doesn’t run any risk? It’s all going to happen so quickly, and we can’t have him four days’ journey away from here…”

“And who’s asking you to send him away from Jerusalem? No, not at all: you need to bring him into the heart of the action, but in a place where a Roman arrow can’t reach him. You want to have your meal in the part of town where Caiaphas’s palace is, since you think it’s where you’ll be safest. A good idea. In the same way, what I’m telling you is this: just before the action, get Jesus into a really safe place, right inside the palace. Have him arrested and taken to Caiaphas on the eve of Passover. He’ll be locked away in the cellars and, as you know, they’re not allowed to hold trials during the feast. When it’s over… power will have changed hands! You can go and fetch him in triumph, he’ll appear on the balcony of the palace, the crowd will howl for joy at being finally delivered from the caste of priests…”

Peter interrupted him, after being completely stupefied.

“Have our Master arrested by our sworn enemies?”

“You need Jesus to be safe and sound. You’re the ones who can take care of the violent stuff; then he can speak and take the people along with him – as only he knows how. Shelter him from the uproar of a violent insurrection, and then go and fetch him afterwards!…

And when you fail, the Judaean thought grimly – and you will fail, you’re up against Roman troops – Jesus at least will still be alive. What happens then will be quite different from what you’re dreaming of. Israel needs a prophet, not a gang leader.

They took a few steps in silence across the rocky crest that looked down over the Vale of Gehenna.

Suddenly Peter looked up.

“You’re right: he’ll be in the way if we start any violent action – he won’t approve of it. But how can we ensure he gets arrested at just the right time? Things can change from one hour to the next!”

“I’ve thought of that. You know that Judas is completely devoted to him. You’re a former Zealot like him, so you can explain things to Judas. He’ll need to bring along the Temple guard at the precise time and place where they’ll be sure to find him, separated from the crowd that’s always protecting him. For example, just after the supper at my house, on Thursday night, in the Garden of Olives.”

“Will Judas agree to that? And how will he make contact with the Jewish authorities? He’s just an ordinary Galilean – how can he get into the High Priest’s palace? How’s he going to negotiate with the man he dreams of eliminating? Why on earth do you think he went over to the Zealots? I know those people: this is what they negotiate with!”

He slapped the sica rubbing against his left thigh.

“You can tell him it’s for the good of the cause, to protect the Master. You’ll find the right words: he’ll listen to you. And I’ll take him to Caiaphas. I’m allowed to enter and leave the palace at will: they’ll let Judas in, if he’s with me. Caiaphas will fall for it – the priests are so scared of Jesus!”

“Fine… So if you say you can bring him to Caiaphas, if you think he can pretend to betray Jesus while in fact protecting him… It’s risky, but what isn’t risky right now?”

As they passed back through the gate into the City, the Judaean gave a friendly wave to the guards. In a few days, many of these men would be dead or wounded, and the Romans would easily suppress the revolt. As for the gang of Twelve, the Land of Israel would soon be rid of them once and for all.

And Jesus’s mission, his real mission, could then begin.
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Nil had spent the whole morning – from the time the gendarme had brought him back to the Abbey – slumped on his stool. He had not opened the notes and papers relating to his ongoing research into the circumstances of the death of Jesus. A monk’s cell never contains a chair on which he might rest his back and daydream. And yet this is just what Nil was doing, mulling over his memories. The Abbey was silent, as if shrouded in cotton wool: all the classes in the theological college had been suspended until Father Andrei’s funeral. There was still an hour to go before the conventual mass.

Andrei… the only one to whom he could ever talk about his research. The only one who seemed able to understand his conclusions, and sometimes even to reach them before he did himself.

“You should never fear the truth, Nil: it was to find the truth, to know, that you entered this abbey. But the truth will turn you into a solitary, and it might even destroy you: never forget that it was truth that led Jesus to his death, and others after him. I have come near the truth in the manuscripts I have been decrypting for forty years. Since few people can follow me in my speciality, and as I never talk about my conclusions, people trust me. And it was in the Gospels themselves that you discovered… certain things. Beware: if these things have long been kept hidden away in the oubliettes of the Church, it’s because it’s dangerous to talk about them openly…”

“St John’s Gospel is on the syllabus in the theological college this year. I can’t avoid the question: who was its author? What role did the mysterious beloved disciple play in the plot, and in that crucial period following the death of Jesus?”

Andrei, the son of Russian émigrés who had converted to Catholicism, had an amazing gift for languages, and this had led to his being put in charge of the three libraries of the Abbey, a sensitive position that only a trustworthy man could fill. Whenever he smiled, he looked like an old starets.

“Ah, my friend… Ever since the start, this question has been evaded. And you’re starting to understand why, aren’t you? So do the same as all those who came before you: don’t say everything that you know. Your students in the theological college wouldn’t be able to take it… and in that case, I’d fear for your safety!”

Andrei had been right. For the past thirty years, the Catholic Church had been undergoing an unprecedented crisis. Lay people were deserting it, joining sects or becoming Buddhists, and the Christian world was suffering from a profound malaise. You could no longer find any reliable teachers able to impart sound doctrine in the seminaries, which in any case were now emptying.

So Rome had decided to bring together the hard core of the remaining seminarists in a monastic school, a theological college of the kind found in the Middle Ages. There was a score of them, entrusted to the care of the Abbey and to the instruction of its scholars. Had the monks chosen to flee this corrupt world? Then they would provide the young men in the theological college with what they would most need for their survival: a breastplate of truth.

Father Nil was entrusted with the task of teaching exegesis – that is, explaining the Gospels. What did it matter if he wasn’t really a specialist in ancient languages? He would work with Father Andrei, who could read Coptic, Syriac and many other dead languages fluently.

These two solitaries became collaborators and ended up as friends: what monastic life made difficult, the love of ancient texts enabled.

This only friend Nil had now lost in tragic circumstances. And this death filled him with anguish.

At the same moment, a hand was nervously dialling an international number beginning with 390, the main (and highly confidential) line of the Vatican State. It bore a ring adorned with a very simple opal: the Archbishop of Paris felt it was his duty to set an example of modesty.

“Pronto?”

In the shade of Michelangelo’s dome, it was a hand with immaculately manicured fingernails that lifted the receiver. Its episcopal ring was topped by a curious green jasper: an asymmetric lozenge shape, in a chiselled silver mount on which it looked like a small lid. It was a jewel of great value.

“Hello, Monsignor, it’s the Archbishop of Paris here… Ah, you were just about to phone me?… Yes, a most regrettable business, it really is – but… you’ve already heard?…”

(How can that be possible? The accident only happened last night…)

“Complete discretion? That will be difficult, the inquiry is in the hands of the Paris police – it seems it’s a criminal affair… The Cardinal? Of course, I quite understand… Suicide, is that right? Yes… though it’s painful for me to say so: suicide is a sin against which divine mercy has always been powerless. As you say… shall we let God decide?”

The Archbishop moved the receiver away from his ear just long enough to smile. In the Vatican, they rather enjoy telling God what to do.

“Hello? Yes, I can hear you… Now’s the time to do a bit of networking? Of course, we’re on excellent terms with the Ministry of the Interior. Fine… Well, I’ll look after it. You can reassure the Cardinal: it will be reported as a suicide, and the file will be closed. Arrivederci, Monsignore!”

He always took care not to squander his credit with the Government. How could the death of a monk, an inoffensive scholar, justify a request for the inquiry to be taken no further? The Archbishop of Paris heaved a sigh. You couldn’t quarrel with an order given by Mgr Calfo, especially when he was passing it onto you at the explicit request of the Cardinal Prefect.

He phoned the switchboard.

“Could you put me through to the Minister of the Interior? Thank you, I’ll hold…”
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Gospels according to Matthew and John

Thursday night was drawing to an end, and it was almost daybreak on Friday morning. The Judaean came over to the flames and held out his hands towards their welcoming warmth. Because of the cold, the guards had lit a fire in the courtyard of Caiaphas’s palace, and they respectfully allowed him to come over to it: a wealthy local landowner, an acquaintance of the High Priest… He turned round: Peter was skulking in a corner, no doubt terrified to be there, at the very heart of a power that he was planning to overthrow in a few hours’ time. If he behaved like a conspirator caught in the act, the Galilean would start to arouse suspicions.

He beckoned him over to the fire. The fisherman hesitated, then diffidently slipped into the circle of servants enjoying the warmth.

Everything had gone exceptionally well. Two days previously, he had dragged Judas along with him – Judas, who was completely amazed to find himself for the first time in the district where the Jewish dignitaries lived. The interview with Caiaphas had got off to a good start – the High Priest seemed delighted to be presented with an opportunity to hustle Jesus away into the shadows, without any bother, nice and quietly. Then Judas had stiffened: perhaps he suddenly understood whom exactly he was talking to, and realized he was actually going to hand his Master over to the Jewish authorities.

“And how am I to know that, once Jesus is in your hands, you won’t put him to death?”

The High Priest solemnly raised his right hand.

“Galilean, I swear before the Eternal: Jesus the Nazorean will be judged fairly by our Law, which does not sentence a wandering preacher to death. His life will not be in any danger. To reassure you, I will give you a token of my promise: the Eternal is henceforth witness between you and me.”

With a smile, he handed over to Judas thirty pieces of gold.

Without a word, Judas pocketed the gold. The High Priest had just made a solemn commitment: Jesus would be arrested, but there would be a trial. That would take time, and in three days Caiaphas would no longer be the most powerful leader in the country. He would no longer be anything at all.

* * *

But what on earth were they doing up there? Why wasn’t Jesus already in the shadows of a dungeon in the cellars? In the shadows – safe and secure?

The Judaean had seen several members of the Sanhedrin grumbling as they climbed the steps up to the first storey of the palace, where Jesus had been taken on his arrival.

Since then, no further news had found its way down to the courtyard. He didn’t like the way events were turning out: to hide his jumpiness, he headed out to the exit and walked a few steps down the street.

He bumped into a shadow flattened against the wall.

“Judas… what are you doing here?”

The man was trembling like the leaf of a fig tree in the wind of Galilee.

“I… I came to see. I’m really worried about the Master! Can anyone trust a promise made by a man like Caiaphas?”

“Look, just calm down: everything’s going just as it should. Don’t stay here, you risk getting arrested by the first patrol to come along. Go to my place; in my upper room you’ll be safe.”

He headed to the palace gate. Turning round, he saw Judas standing there motionless. He wasn’t going to leave.

The cocks were starting to crow. Suddenly the door of the room opened and the light of the torches lit up the veranda. Caiaphas came out and glanced down into the courtyard: quickly, the Judaean moved away from the light of the fire – this was no time to be noticed. Later, when the uprising had failed, he would go to see the High Priest and demand that the Master be set free.

Then Jesus appeared, coming down the stairs. He was being held at the elbows by two guards, and his arms were tightly bound behind him.

Why? There was no need to tie him up just to take him down into the cellars!

The group passed on the other side of the fire, and he heard Caiaphas’s shrill voice:

“Take him to Pilate, and don’t hang about!”

An icy chill broke out on his forehead.

To Pilate! If he was being taken to the Roman procurator, there was only one single explanation: Caiaphas had broken his sworn promise.

Judas had not left his observation post. At first he just saw the light of a torch, dazzling him: he shrank back into a doorway and held his breath. A patrol?

It wasn’t a patrol. In the midst of a group of Temple guards, he spotted a man who staggered as he walked, his arms shackled behind his back. The officer at the head of the group barked out an order as he strode past Judas, who was still hidden in the shadows.

“Get a move on! To Pilate’s palace!”

With a sense of horror, Judas clearly made out the face of the man being roughly pushed along: it was Jesus.

The Master was very pale, and his features were drawn. He passed by the door without seeing anything – his gaze seemed focused within. Stricken with dismay, Judas stared at the Master’s wrists: they were very tightly bound, there were bloodstains on the rope, and his twisted, knotted hands were completely blue.

This nightmare vision faded: the armed group had just turned right, heading for the Antonia fortress, where Pilate resided whenever he was in Jerusalem.

Every Jew knew the Law: in Israel, blasphemy brought a death sentence. You were immediately taken out and stoned to death. If they had not stoned Jesus in the courtyard, it must have been because he had refused to declare himself equal with God, which would have been the supreme blasphemy. So the leaders of the Jewish nation were seeking a sentence based on political grounds – and given that the Romans were jumpy throughout the feast of the Passover, they would no doubt get it.

Judas staggered out of the city. Jesus would not be given a proper trial, Caiaphas had broken his promise and decided on his death. And so that he would die – since they had not been able to convict him of blasphemy – he was being handed over to the Romans.

And the Romans were never short of crosses…

He arrived in front of the imposing mass of the Temple. In the depths of his pocket the thirty pieces of gold were still clinking – the derisory token of an agreement concluded between himself and the High Priest, an agreement that had just been broken, a promise that had been scorned. Caiaphas had duped him.

He would go and confront him inside the Temple, remind him of his promise. And if he persisted in his treachery, Judas would appeal to the Eternal, whom Caiaphas had called on as a witness.

“Priests of the Temple, the hour of God’s judgement on you is at hand!”
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Nil gave a start: the first bell for mass was ringing, he would soon need to go down into the sacristy to get ready. One last time, he reread the scrap of paper he had wrested a few hours earlier from the grip of Andrei’s fingers stiffened in death:


Tell Nil: Coptic manuscript (Apoc.)

Apostle’s letter
M M M.
Stone slab in G.

Find the link between them. Now.



Warding off any thought of his inquiry into the role played by Judas in the death of Jesus, he came down to earth with a bump. What did these words mean? They were a scribbled reminder, of course. Andrei wanted to tell him about a Coptic manuscript: the one from Rome, or another? Several hundred photocopies were filed away in the drawers of his office: which of them was it? He had written Apoc. in brackets: a Coptic manuscript about the apocalypse? This was not much to go on: there are dozens of apocalypses, Jewish as well as Christian. And though Nil was able to read Coptic, he felt unable to translate a difficult text correctly.

The second line awoke in him the memory of one of his conversations with the librarian. Was it the apostolic letter that Andrei had obliquely mentioned one day, dropping a fleeting hint, a mere conjecture, as he called it, a hypothesis for which he had no proof? He had refused to tell him any more about it.

What did the triple letter M underneath mean?

Only the last but one line was clear to Nil. Yes, he needed to go back and photograph the stone slab in Germigny again, as he had promised his friend he would just before he left.

As for the last line, find the link between them, this was something they had often discussed: for Andrei, it was the main part of his work as a historian. But why now, and why was this word underlined?

He tried to focus his thoughts. On the one hand there was his research on the Gospels, which Andrei had often asked him about. Then the time the librarian had been called in for questioning in connection with the Coptic manuscript. And finally, the discovery at Germigny that had deeply disturbed him. All of this suddenly seemed to have assumed such significance for his friend that he urgently wanted to discuss it with Nil as soon as he returned.

Had Andrei discovered something in Rome? Something they might have referred to during their many private conversations? Or had he, in Rome, finally ended up talking about the things he should have kept secret?

The gendarme had used the word “crime”. But what could have been the motive? Andrei had no possessions, and lived reclusively in his library, far from the gaze of all others. Of all others, that is, except the Vatican. And yet Nil could not accept the idea of a murder carried out at the behest of Rome. The last time the Pope had deliberately had his own priests assassinated was in Paraguay, in 1760. The political situation of the time had made that collective murder of innocent people expedient: things were different in those days. At the end of the twentieth century, the Pope would not get rid of an inoffensive scholar!

“Rome no longer sheds blood. The Vatican committing a crime? Impossible.”

He remembered the frequent warnings uttered by his friend. The disquiet that had been dwelling in him for some time made his stomach tighten.

He glanced at his watch: four minutes to go before mass; if he didn’t go down to the sacristy right now, he’d be late. He opened his desk drawer and pushed the note to the back, under a pile of letters. His fingers ran over the snapshot taken a month earlier in the church of Germigny. Andrei’s last wishes…

He rose, and left his cell.

Before him stretched the dark, chill corridor of the second storey – the “corridor of the Reverend Fathers” – reminding him where he was: in the Abbey. And now he was alone. Never again would the librarian’s conspiratorial smile lighten up this corridor.
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“Take a seat, Monsignor.”

Calfo repressed a grimace, and allowed his plump body to settle back into the soft curves of the armchair, opposite the imposing desk. He didn’t like the way Emil Catzinger, the very powerful Cardinal Prefect of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, had summoned him to a formal meeting. As everybody knows, the serious business isn’t done around a desk, but over a shared pizza, or going for a stroll after a spaghettata in a shady garden, with a fine cigar wedged between your index and middle fingers.

Alessandro Calfo had been born in the quartiere spagnolo, the working-class heart of Naples, from a lineage that had vegetated in the wretched promiscuity of a single-room flat overlooking the street. Immersed in a populace whose volcanic sensuality was nourished by a generous sun, he very soon perceived that he had an irrepressible need for pleasure. The flesh was there, soft, inviting, quivering, but inaccessible to a poor boy who learnt to dream of his desires and to desire his dreams.

Alessandro was cut out to be a real Neapolitan, obsessed by the cult of the god Eros – the only possible way of forgetting about the poverty of the quartiere into which he had been born. But in a patriarchal society, acting out your desires is even more of a tricky business than proving that the annual miracles promised by San Gennaro have been performed.

It was at this point that his father sent him to the unwelcoming North. There were too many children to feed in this one-room flat: this figlio would become a man of the Church, but not just anywhere. His father, a bashful admirer of Mussolini, had heard that lassù – up there – real patriots were rebuilding the seminaries in the spirit of Fascism. Since God was a good Italian, there was no question of going anywhere else to train for his service. At the age of ten, Alessandro, now ensconced in the plain of the Po, put on a cassock – he would wear it permanently from now.

But this cassock covered – without being able to contain them – the permanent frustrations of this son of Vesuvius, always on the verge of erupting.

In the seminary, he made his second discovery: comfort and affluence. Mysteriously, funds flowed here along the countless channels of the European extreme right. The poor boy from the quartiere learnt the importance of money – money which can do anything.

At seventeen he was sent to learn his faith in the shadow of the Vatican, and in the language of God: Latin. Here he made his third discovery: power. And he saw that wielding power can, more than any obsession with pleasure, fill a life and give it meaning. To be sure, the cult of Eros is one approach to the mysteries of God – but power turns the person who possesses it into the equal of God himself.

His natural inclination towards Fascism meant that, one day, he came across the Society of St Pius V. He realized that his three successive discoveries would find a table ready-laid for them. His appetite for power would grow and flourish in the ideological totalitarianism of the Society. His crimson-hemmed cassock would remind him of belated spiritual aspirations, while elegantly acting as a cover for the fulfilment of his carnal desires. And finally, money would come flowing into his hands, thanks to the hundreds of files the Society carefully kept up to date – files which spared no one.

Money, power and pleasure: Alessandro was ready. At the age of forty he was promoted to the title of Monsignor, and became the rector of the highly mysterious and highly influential Society, a prelature which answered directly to the Pope and was subject to his authority alone. Then the unexpected happened: he conceived a real passion for the mission with which he had been entrusted, and became the fanatical defender of the founding dogmas of a Church to which he owed everything.

He ceased to repress the itch of his senses. But in allowing it to find expression, he gave it a dimension compatible with his priestly office: now he saw it as the quickest way to reach mystical union, by means of carnal transfiguration.

Two people – and two alone – knew that the all-powerful Rector of the Society of St Pius V was this little man with his honeyed tones: the Pope and Cardinal Emil Catzinger. For everyone else, urbi et orbi, he was merely one of the humble minutanti of the Congregation.

In theory, at least.

“Take a seat. Two questions – one external and one internal.”

This distinction is a habitual one in the inner circles of the Vatican: here “internal questions” are those that crop up in the Church – a friendly, normal, controllable world. And “external questions” refer to what happens on the rest of the planet – a hostile, abnormal world that needs to be controlled as much as possible.

“I’ve already spoken to you about this rather worrying problem – the French Benedictine Abbey…”

“Yes, you asked me to do the necessary. But we didn’t need to take any action, as the unfortunate Father Andrei committed suicide, I think, and we can draw a line under it all.”

His Eminence hated being interrupted: even if Calfo was trying to get him to forget the fact, he was in charge here. He would soon put him in his place.

Catzinger was an Austrian. He had been chosen by the Pope, who found that his reputation as an enlightened theologian would be useful. But he rapidly revealed himself to be a formidable conservative, and since this was also, deep down, to the taste of St Peter’s new successor, the honeymoon between the two men turned into an enduring union.

“Suicide is an abominable sin – God have mercy on his soul! But it seems there’s another black sheep in this monastery, where the flock of the faithful really needs to be above reproach. Look at this” – he passed a file over to Calfo – “a denunciation of this person from the Father Abbot. Perhaps it’s of no importance: you be the judge, and we’ll come back to it. There’s no urgency, at least not yet.”

The Cardinal’s relation to his own past was fraught. His father had been an officer in the Austrian Wehrmacht, the Anschluss division. While he had distanced himself from Nazism to the utmost, he had preserved one of its instincts: his conviction of being the sole possessor of a truth that alone was capable of uniting the world, around a Catholic faith that was non-negotiable.

“The internal question concerns you directly, Monsignor…”

Calfo crossed his legs and waited to hear the rest.

“You know the Roman proverb: una piccola avventura non fa male – a little adventure does no harm… so long as the prelate remembers his position and is, above all, properly discreet. Well, I’ve learnt that a… common whore is threatening to sell her story to the paparazzi in the anti-clerical press, who are promising to pay her a fortune in exchange for her revelations concerning certain… how shall I put it?… certain private conversations you are alleged to have had with her.”

“Spiritual conversations, Your Eminence: we are together making progress along the path of mystical experience.”

“I’m sure you are. But anyway, the sums mentioned are considerable – what do you intend to do?”

“Silence is the first of Christian virtues: Our Lord himself refused to reply to the slanders of the High Priest Caiaphas. So silence has no price – I think that a few hundred dollars…”

“You must be joking! This time you need to add a zero. I’m inclined to help you out, but make this the last time: the Holy Father will not fail to see the paragraph published in Il Paese. This is a warning to us. It really is deplorable!”

Emil Catzinger slipped his hand into his crimson cassock and pulled out of the inside pocket a little silver-gilt key. He leant forwards, inserted the key into the bottom drawer of his desk and opened it.

The drawer contained a score of bulging envelopes. From even the smallest parish of the Catholic empire, a tax is gathered for the Apostolic seat. Catzinger directed one of the three congregations which ensured the collection of this manna, as regular and innocent as the fine drizzle of Brittany.

He delicately took hold of the first envelope, opened it and rapidly counted the notes with his fingertips. Then he proffered the envelope to Calfo, who half-opened it. He didn’t need to stick his hand in to find out exactly how much it contained: a Neapolitan can count a bundle of banknotes with a glance.

“Your Eminence, I can’t say how touched I am. You can rest assured of my gratitude and devotion!”

“I’m sure I can. The Pope and I appreciate your zeal for the most sacred cause there is – touching as it does the person of Our Lord Jesus Christ himself. Va bene, Monsignore – calm down this young woman’s hankerings for publicity and, from now on, please lead her along the paths of spirituality in a… less demanding way.”

A few hours later, Catzinger found himself in the office overlooking Bernini’s colonnade, on the right-hand side, with its window directly onto St Peter’s Square. Ever since his election, the Pope had chosen to travel extensively, leaving the management of everyday affairs to the men who live in the shadow of the Vatican. Nobody ever mentions them, but they steer St Peter’s vessel in the right direction: that of the restoration of the old order.

His Eminence Emil Catzinger was the man who in secret ruled the Catholic Church – and he ruled it with a rod of iron.

A trembling hand held out to the Cardinal, who was standing respectfully in front of the old man’s armchair, a copy of Il Paese. He found it difficult to enunciate his words.

“And this story in which the name Calfo appears… ah, er… is it our Monsignor Calfo?”

“Yes, Holy Father, it is. I saw him today: he’ll do what is necessary to prevent these hateful slanders from spattering the Holy See with mud.”

“And… how can we prevent?…”

“He’ll take care of it in person. And you know that, thanks to our Vatican Bank, we control the press group on which Il Paese depends.”

“No, I wasn’t aware of that. All right, make sure that peace returns, Eminenza. Peace – that is what I yearn for, at every moment!”

The Cardinal bowed with a smile. He had learnt to love the old Pontiff, even though his past life meant that he felt different from him in every fibre of his being. Every day, he was moved by the older man’s struggle against illness, his courage in suffering.

And he admired the strength of his faith.
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