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About the Book


The Vatican Cathedral is packed to the rafters as Pope Gregory XVII leads the congregation in mass. A cloaked stranger steps suddenly and fearlessly towards the altar and commands the wheelchair-bound Pope to stand.


He does.


The miracle stops the world in its tracks. Who is this stranger?


More miraculous events follow and as the Vatican retreats and closes its doors to the world, journalist Alexander Trecchio and police officer Gabriella Fierro set out to find an explanation that might calm an increasingly hysterical nation.


Because the question on everyone’s lips is what the stranger’s arrival might mean … and whether it finally heralds the End of Days.




To Alex and Megan, who always ask
the most delightfully provocative questions
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Behold, he cometh with the clouds, and every eye shall see him, even those that pierced him. And all the tribes of the earth shall wail because of him. So it is to be. Amen.


Revelation 1:7


Lo, I come unexpected, like a thief. And blessed is he that keepeth watch …


Revelation 16:15
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St Peter’s Basilica, Vatican City: Sunday, 8.22 a.m.


He did not come with trumpets from heaven. Angels did not burst into song. There was no darkening of the sun, and the fabric of the ancient basilica remained unscathed.


He entered quietly, without fanfare, though with every footstep he took, the world began to change.


Not that his outward appearance gave any indication of what was to come. An unassuming man in worn jeans. A grey button-down shirt, slightly wrinkled. His shoes, mildly tattered. In every visible way he was unremarkable.


Later, no one was able to recollect seeing him enter St Peter’s. Not one of the thousands gathered there observed him pass through the vast western doors or step into the great expanse of space designed to reflect the glorious meeting of heaven and earth. All they could remember was the way his silent walk through the interior had gradually drawn their attention once he was in their midst.


But of his demeanour, there in the centuries-old heart of Christendom, they remembered every detail. The way he’d moved calmly down the central aisle during the pontifical High Mass. The way men and women had unconsciously parted to create a path while their children had clambered towards him, inexplicably drawn. The way they’d all hushed as he drew near, and how their gazes had lingered on him as he’d moved by. They remembered that.


He had a posture that spoke of purpose, though he walked almost casually through the throngs. His hair, only a few inches in length, slightly wavy and with a gold-brown tone, seemed oddly bright in the orange light of the ancient church. As he strode towards Bernini’s great baldachin, his eyes were ever forward. Gentle and serene, yet strong.


They all remembered his eyes.


At the far end of the 211-metre-long nave, the Mass’s chief celebrant stood albedo in white, bent at the high altar. Though his bodily infirmity would have conveyed the message effectively on its own, the design of the massive bronzework above him reinforced the fact that, for all the pontiff’s worldly fame and power, he was yet a tiny figure before the majesty of God.


He was surrounded by two cardinal concelebrants, and between them and him were the customary assistants who went everywhere with the beleaguered Pope, holding his twisted form upright by the elbows for those parts of the service that required him to stand. He was far from an old man, but the specific type of spinal stenosis he had suffered from since childhood left him permanently disfigured and unable to stand under his own power. The lingering results of that infirmity, however, had never weakened his spirit. They had only strengthened it, and the man the media had cruelly termed ‘the crippled Pope’ was loved all the more by his flock for the weak body that made his inner spiritual convictions so evident.


The Pope and his assistants were flanked by a suite of priests and a full cohort of servers decked out in their liturgical fineries. Behind them, on specially constructed risers, the red-robed choristers of the Sistine Chapel choir filled the space with the angelic Latin of the Sanctus. The angels themselves, one elderly woman would later recall, could have produced no more glorious a sound.


Sanctus, Sanctus, Sanctus


Dominus Deus Sabaoth …


Benedictus qui venit in nomine Domini.


Holy, Holy, Holy


Lord God of Sabaoth …


Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord.


The stranger walked slowly forward.


The Pope glanced up from the instruments of the bloodless sacrifice – the chalice and paten of hammered gold – his face beaming the glory he felt at every celebration of the sacred service. It was clear, as he craned a pained neck and gazed out over the faithful, his hazel eyes reflecting the shimmer of the crimson wine in the chalice, that the inheritor of the office of the Apostle Peter was wholly enrapt in the sacrosanct liturgical rite.


It was as he looked over his flock that the pontiff caught his first sight of the stranger’s approach.


And it was then that the inexplicable began to take place.


At the front of the rows of chairs in the basilica’s central nave, just beyond the red ropes that kept the faithful at a respectful distance from the clerical centrepiece, the vivid blue, red and orange ceremonial uniforms of the Swiss Guard formed a crescent before the high altar. The men within the costumes, who looked like something out of a Renaissance carnival, were among the most highly trained and devoted military protective details in the world.


As the stranger approached the periphery, the guardsmen were the last bodies before the baldacchino and the clerics beneath it. By tradition and honour, as well as by the oath each had sworn when they were commissioned in the Cortile di San Domaso, theirs was a line they would allow no man to pass. Holiness incited hatred as well as reverence, and for centuries the Swiss Guard’s ranks had ensured that, at least in practical terms, hate did not win out over love.


But as the stranger continued to approach, it was clear that the path he intended to follow did not end at their cordon. The two guards closest to the central aisle stiffened, their position blocking his route, hands clutched tightly at their ceremonial halberds. Behind the approaching man it was as if the whole basilica had gone silent and stiff. The space was electric with focus. The thousands were staring at this man, totally enthralled.


The stranger slowed, his blue-jeaned appearance all the more out of place as he came before the ancient uniforms erroneously attributed to a design by Michelangelo. He drew to a stop only a few feet from the guards. He said nothing. He kept his eyes only on the Pope, beyond and elevated several steps above.


The stalwart guards tensed, devotion and tireless training calling them towards their sacred duty.


And then, as the stranger stood before them, they knelt.


The whole troop of elite soldiers, the de facto standing military of the Vatican, fell to their knees in almost perfect unison. The two closest to the stranger skirted aside, obeisantly poised, allowing him an unobstructed path.


Muffled gasps from the crowd were audible as the stranger resumed his progress, stepping softly around the entrance to the crypt of St Peter. A few paces later, he began his ascent to the high altar.


The corpulent red-robed director of the choir glanced over his shoulder, shocked, then spun away from his choristers. His fat arms were still suspended in a conductor’s pose as behind him the choir faltered, then went silent.


The sudden absence of sound in the basilica was overwhelming. The man’s footsteps could now be clearly heard, echoing through the mesmerised space as he mounted the final steps.


At last he stood face to face with the Holy Father across the laden altar. The Pope’s body was bent sharply to his right, his assistants firmly gripping his upper arms in support. He stood frozen in place, his fingertips still touching the shimmering chalice, and locked eyes with the stranger.


‘Who are you?’ His familiar, sonorous voice trembled.


The man gazed peacefully into the pontiff’s eyes. While the people would remember the mysteriousness of the silence that filled the vast space during their long, interlocked glance, the Pope would recollect that it had been as if he was staring into eternity, his heart filled with the same sense of wonder and majesty that it formerly had equated only with gazing out over the undulating waves of the sea and contemplating the vastness of God’s glory.


Then, in a gentle voice, holding out two upturned hands, the stranger finally spoke.


‘Do you not know me, Peter?’


Gasps filled the basilica. Stillness gave way to a wave of sibilant tension as the man’s answer was whispered through the rows of faithful. The casual visitors in the throng struggled to comprehend what it meant, but the meaning of the words was apparent to men and women of faith. Apparent, and explosive. Peter was the name of the first holder of the papal office – the man who had denied Christ three times.


These were words the Saviour would speak to his own.


Camera flashes began to ignite the space in their hundreds. But the Pope only stared at the stranger’s extended hands. The pontifical eyes welled with unexpected tears.


‘My faithful servant,’ the stranger said a moment later, his voice rich and oddly soothing. He placed one of his hands upon the trembling pontiff’s shoulder. The assistant holding the Pope’s right arm reinforced his grip, but the stranger kept his gentle gaze on the Holy Father, absent of any menace.


‘Do not be afraid. It is I.’


The Pope’s eyes were like glass, his breath weak. In the distance, the stranger’s latest words had been heard and their even more direct contents ignited the faithful, who snapped images with their cameras, filming the scene with their phones, dozens dropping to their knees in prayer. The dozens became a hundred, and a hundred became two. But the pontiff gazed straight into the man’s face. His whole body trembled.


And then the miracle happened.


‘You are a man of faith,’ the stranger said softly to the Pope, ‘and your faith has made you whole.’ He reached out his other arm, grabbed the hands of both the assistants from the shoulders of the pontiff and pulled them gently aside. They resisted only a moment, then silently let the man draw their hands away from their charge.


The Pope stood, unsupported and bent, wavering.


‘Stand, Peter,’ the stranger said. ‘That which was crooked has been made straight.’


The Pope stared at him, his eyes wide. He took a breath. Swallowed.


And then the Holy Father stood upright for the first time in his life.


Neither man seemed to notice the cries of wonder from the cardinals and clerics surrounding them, or from the awe-struck masses behind as the crowd beheld the healing of their spiritual leader.


The Pope’s own eyes were glazed with a film of wonder and gratitude.


With his right hand, the stranger lifted the golden chalice and placed it back into the Pope’s grasp, ensuring that the pontiff’s grip was tight.


‘Now, Your Holiness, finish what you came here to do.’


Without saying another word, he walked around the altar table to the pontiff’s left and took one of the clerical seats behind him.


And then, closing his eyes and folding his hands calmly on his jeans, the stranger began to pray.


Fidene Municipal District, Rome: 8.36 a.m.


Six kilometres to the north, at a sharp isolated bend in the Tiber river, a body floated face down in the cold water. The golden hair on its head swirled almost beautifully in the gentle current. At this early hour, no one lamented his absence. No one was out searching. No one even knew he was gone.


In fewer than forty-eight hours, the whole nation would know this dead man’s face. It would spark controversy. It would incite anger and mistrust and prompt cries of deception. It would shatter faith on an unthinkable scale.


But at this moment the corpse bobbed in the river in solitude, its face concealed in the cloudy waters. The murder that had taken the man’s life was a thing of the past, the chains at his ankles insufficient to submerge the body as his killer had hoped. And so his corpse floated steadily towards the centre of the city. As if it knew that more was to come.
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Headquarters of La Repubblica newspaper, Rome: 9.28 a.m.


Silver smoke curled upwards, its tendrils bending back on themselves in plumes that dissipated slowly in the stagnant air. Those that fell downwards reached fingernail and skin and joint, caressing flesh and leaving their unmistakable mark: yellow and faint, the hint of congealed tar and breath.


The problem with chain smoking was the damned yellow fingers.


Over the years, Alexander Trecchio had tried a thousand different postures for propping his favoured MS Filtro in his hands to avoid the smoky recoil and the sticky yellow build-up that invariably formed around his knuckles, but nothing worked. His doctor had told him even more times than this that yellowed skin was the least of his worries. But Trecchio was a man who based his actions, and especially his habits, on concrete facts. The possibilities of emphysema or a shortened lifespan were frightening, but dismissably hypothetical. The fact that his fingers were yellow, by contrast, was inescapable.


He drew a long, constrained breath through the thin paper and tightly packed tobacco, his eyes closed. He visualised the red coal singeing its burrow deeper into the shredded fragments of dried, cured leaf and the smoke wending its way through its tiny conduit, racing to meet him. As the familiar richness rolled over the buds of his tongue and into his lungs, Alexander realised that at the end of the day he didn’t really care about any of the inconveniences, even the fingers. His bad habit was one little thing that brought comfort and calm when so little else did. He’d take it.


‘You were late last week.’


Speaking of things that bring little comfort or calm.


The annoying, chihuahua-like voice of Alexander’s line editor broke through the serenity of the moment. He held the smoke in his lungs longer than usual, hoping that when he finally exhaled, the man would evaporate with it. But that kind of luck was not with Alexander Trecchio this morning. Sundays brought blessings and peace to many, but rarely to the staff of a newspaper that printed a Monday-morning edition.


‘You know the filing deadlines. You sit ten metres from my office,’ Antonio Laterza continued like a barking rat. Alexander opened his eyes and stared up at the other man.


Laterza was medium height, with a fair build, fair face and all the signs of being completely obsessed with his physical appearance. His chestnut hair flowed neatly towards his neck, its swirls fixed with spray and ends lightened to ensure that the highlights and shades of sunshine were as vividly contrasting indoors as they were out. The suit draped over him compensated for an average body build with more than average style: an immaculate monument to fine tailoring, washed in light brown silk, accentuated with a belt and matching shoes – overpriced memorials to the alligator they had formerly been.


Twenty-seven-year-olds with money, ambition and subscriptions to GQ: if they came shrink-wrapped and prefabricated, they would look like Antonio Laterza.


‘You have no excuse, Alexander,’ the polished man continued. His expression and tone were disapproving, like a scolding parent. Never mind the fact that he was more than a decade and a half Trecchio’s junior.


‘I needed to check a few facts.’


‘That’s why we give you seven days. You’re not writing a daily column, coglione. What the hell were you doing all week?’


Alexander took another drag from his wilting cigarette and blew the smoke demonstratively in Laterza’s direction, ignoring the overused Italian insult. He’d been called worse things than a set of bull’s testicles. The truth was, Alexander had no idea what he’d been doing all week. Talking to a priest on the phone? Looking into the finances of some-or-other local parish? Sifting like an obsessed stalker through an inconsequential youth worker’s Facebook timeline? Maybe one of those. Maybe all of them. It was all the same, and it was all so boring.


‘I had some sources I had to confirm,’ he finally muttered, plucking out a probable-sounding excuse. He was good at that, the result of years of practice. And there were always plenty to choose from. ‘You’re aware of the occasional necessity.’


‘Bullshit.’ Laterza glowered down at him. Alexander had known he wouldn’t buy the explanation, but he also knew the overly ambitious and vastly over cologned editor couldn’t fire him. Local religious affairs was not a section of the paper for which reporters climbed over each other to gain the few column inches on page eleven that came with the job. And Alexander had two distinct advantages: he’d had one big story a few years back that had proved he wasn’t completely worthless, and he was old friends with La Repubblica’s owner, Niccolò Marre. His job was about as secure as they came in the business.


‘You’re getting lazy,’ Laterza continued. He had something close to post-teenage spite on his face, and Alexander wondered now, as he had done more regularly lately, whether twenty-somethings were getting younger or he was just getting stodgier. Forty-four wasn’t that old, but next to Laterza, Alexander felt prehistoric.


‘You have no ambition, and your work is tired,’ Laterza snorted.


‘Yet you publish it every week. Rome isn’t Rome without the Church, and a Roman paper isn’t worth its salt without a few column inches of Vatican scandal-reporting. Especially La Repubblica.’


That felt good. A little snapping back at the diminutive shit, especially if he could make the man look like he didn’t know his own turf. Ever since Eugenio Scalfari had founded it in 1976, La Repubblica had held a reputation for being a harsh critic of the Catholic Church. It wasn’t a paper that was going to give up religious reporting, however tired it became.


‘That story you kept us waiting for last week,’ Laterza sneered back. ‘It was about two parishes going over budget on their renovation costs. Over budget. You think this counts as Vatican scandal? You think our readers give two shits about such nonsense?’


He gesticulated broadly as he spoke, raising his voice to a well-practised almost-yell. It was clear he wanted the scolding to be noticed by the bullpen, though few beyond the cubicle partition seemed to be paying any attention to the exchange.


Alexander sighed, slumped back into his chair and drew his cigarette close. He’d be so much more eager to fight, to kick up an energetic response and retaliation, if at his core he didn’t agree with the kid’s points. No one cared about these stories, least of all him. Alexander had wound his way into the paper not out of zeal but availability. A man entering his forties and lumbering towards middle age with two degrees in theology and a short career as a parish priest in his pocket wasn’t exactly vocationally primed for the twenty-first century. When he had finally tossed his dog collar aside and left the life he’d prepared for since his childhood – disillusioned at the irreconcilable conflict between an institution that was meant to be holy and the men who ran it, who so often were anything but – he’d discovered a limited set of options. He wasn’t a programmer leaving Apple for Google. He was a priest leaving the church for a world that, with every passing year, was less and less sure just what the Church was, and increasingly convinced that it was out of date, out of touch, and didn’t matter.


But Alexander had always been a strong communicator. As long as he didn’t aim at any of the high-visibility or competitive areas of journalism – the kind that twenty-year-olds fought for and senior reporters clutched close to their chest – the paper provided a viable option. Add in the journalistically sexy angle of the ex-cleric with a chip on his shoulder and he’d been a natural enough fit for La Repubblica’s Church Life section, which amounted chiefly to a gossip column on whatever could be dug up from the murky depths of current ecclesiastical affairs.


And that had been that. For three years he’d probed the lower limits of what human attention could be persuaded to care about. Yes, occasionally there were sex scandals, and the election of a new pope, which had taken place only eleven months before, always brought excitement and attention. But the rest of the time … the rest of the time, ‘mildly interesting’ was a height to which he could only hope to climb. And most days he was perfectly willing to sit at the base of that mountain, caring just as little about these things as the paper’s average reader.


He gazed up from his desk. Depressingly, his editor was still there. Alexander waited for the next barrage of choreographed abuse, but Laterza’s reddened face was gradually fading to a normal colour. He looked for an instant like a child who’d been told by his parents that he had to do something nice for the boy next door, even though he’d much rather tie him to a flagpole and steal his bicycle.


‘I’m giving you an assignment, Trecchio.’ The words came out as if it disgusted Laterza to say them.


Alexander was startled. Management was generally happy to let him troll for stories himself.


‘What sort of assignment?’


Laterza scowled. ‘There’s been some sort of activity over at St Peter’s – something about the cripple standing upright. Quite the buzz online since the end of this morning’s Mass. Surely you’ve heard?’


‘Online buzz doesn’t do much for me,’ Alexander answered. ‘The bastion of idiots and gossips.’


‘Well, those idiots and gossips have been hopping for the past two hours, and their hype is spreading.’ Laterza gave him a pitying look. ‘Some of them have footage. Surely even you can make a story out of that.’


The Vatican: 9.31 a.m.


‘Seal the doors. Do it now.’


The voice of Cardinal Secretary of State Donato Viteri was rich and resonant. He’d held his post, the highest in the Vatican city state apart from the pontiff himself, for twenty-three years, through the reigns of three different popes. The tall, broad-shouldered man was known for being neither friendly nor verbose: the kind of elderly clerical administrator that anyone who knew the Vatican considered old school and the droves of faithful everywhere else rarely encountered. Viteri was a man whose spirituality resided within, never bubbling to the surface in shows of piety or overt reverence – a prelate more at home behind a desk than an altar, who prayed with the same businesslike tones in which he conducted meetings or oversaw political functions. His love for the Church, he occasionally said, was manifest in a commanding, untiring practicality in overseeing its affairs. He did not give sermons but orders; and when he spoke, he expected to be obeyed.


‘Which doors?’ The commandant of the Swiss Guard, Christoph Raber, stood next to him, still in his colourful ceremonial attire from the Mass that had concluded only minutes before. Holding the rank of oberst, colonel, the highest of all military ranks in the Holy See and held by only one man, Raber was a bulky officer, pure muscle over firm bone, which even the billows of the formal attire could not make look less than fiercely imposing. In the hierarchical world of the Vatican, only the Pope and Cardinal Viteri himself were in a position to give Raber orders.


‘All of them,’ the cardinal completed his command.


A pause, long and awkward. But then, Raber thought to himself, everything that morning had been awkward. Inexplicable. The commandant, despite his long years of experience, had not yet fully regained his composure from the Mass.


‘All of them?’


Viteri repeated the command, his voice exuding a finality that was not open to question. He rested his ageing eyes directly on Raber. In this moment they were not the stalwart windows into an unflappable soul they were renowned to be. The cardinal’s brown eyes were troubled, the deep crow’s feet at their corners furrowed into trenches, as if the gravity of his instruction had affected the deliverer as much as the recipient.


Oberst Raber’s own expression only gave indication of his surprise for a fraction of a second. He’d had too many years of training to permit it to linger any longer. But underneath, the commandant’s surprise was overwhelming. In all his decades of service, such an order had never been issued.


‘The whole basilica?’


St Peter’s was a vast structure. Built to the aggrandising standards of a pope who had inadvertently fostered the Protestant Reformation by seeking to pay for it by selling indulgences to the masses, it covered over five acres of land, with more than 163,000 square feet of floor space and one of the largest worshipping enclosures on the planet, where a walk from the main doors to the chancel was more than an eighth of a mile beneath soaring, gilded ceilings. And though parts of it were at various times closed to the public and lesser members of the clergy, it was unheard of for the whole complex to be locked down. St Peter’s was the heart of Christendom, the seat of the Lord’s reign on earth, and it would not shut its doors until the end of time.


‘No,’ Cardinal Viteri answered, ‘not the basilica.’


Despite his best efforts at stoicism, Raber could feel the features change on his face. Even legendary Swiss unflappability had its limits. If the Cardinal Secretary of State had not meant St Peter’s, then Viteri could only have intended his instruction to relate to one thing.


‘Your Eminence, you mean the …’ Raber’s voice trailed off.


‘Every gate. Every street. Every point of entry,’ Cardinal Viteri confirmed.


He placed an old hand on the commander’s shoulder, his gold episcopal ring shimmering in the basilica’s orange light. Viteri’s grip was as firm as his stare.


‘Clear the remaining people out of here,’ he said, motioning towards the worshippers and tourists still filling the church, ‘then shut down the Vatican.’
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Polizia di Stato, Monteverde XVI Station, Rome: 9.34 a.m.


The Monteverde XVI branch of the Italian Polizia di Stato is an uninspiring building perched midway through a residential block in an urban district near the centre of the city. Most who pass it by do so without knowing that the unimpressive facade conceals one of Rome’s most active police departments, its members working in concert with the Carabinieri and the Guardia di Finanza to complete the local infrastructure of Italy’s fantastically complex national policing system.


Within the bowels of the station, in an office even more uninspiring than the building that housed it, Ispettore Gabriella Fierro sighed a long, frustrated breath. The desk at which she sat was factory-produced metal, and to say that it favoured functionality over form would be to commit an act of spectacular understatement. It was ugly, as were the crooked metal shelves along one wall and the two aluminium filing cabinets on another, both of which looked like they’d been battered and tired since the day they were made. There were no windows, and Gabriella had never bothered to decorate the walls with plaques or posters. It had never seemed worth the effort. No one came to Inspector Fierro to be impressed with credentials. Few entered her office at all. And ugly was ugly, even if you threw a poster over it.


Gabriella glanced down at her diminutive Bulova watch, one of the few luxuries in her otherwise rather plain life. She had a rumbling in her stomach. For normal people, lunch would only be a few hours away, but she knew that wasn’t going to be her lot. Not today. If she was going to get a lunch break at all, it was going to have to come much later. She was buried beneath a pile of paperwork that would make Atlas himself cower, and every time she risked getting through it, her repugnant supervisor, Sostituto Commissario Enzo D’Antonio, added more to the pile.


It was going to be a long, long day.


Gabriella Fierro had been with the Polizia di Stato for over four years, and each of those had been a battle with her boss. When she’d initially graduated out of cadet status, D’Antonio had kept her at the base rank of agente far longer than would have been normal. For a time Gabriella had wondered whether she would retire from the force at the same rank she held when she entered; but eventually D’Antonio had granted her a promotion, forced into the act when a case she’d led two years ago had made the national news. He’d given her that file as a write-off – a gift intended to humiliate and disappoint. But sometimes gifts surprise the giver. The case had turned out to be major news: financial scandals in the Church, a murdered cardinal overseas. Her supervisor hadn’t been able to prevent her earning a few stripes from the affair, but he’d given them grudgingly.


The source of D’Antonio’s animosity towards her remained a mystery to Gabriella, though she had her ideas. The fact that she was a woman clearly rubbed him the wrong way, in a predictably misogynist manner. That alone was probably enough to account for his hostility – a woman daring to stick her toes into a man’s territory. Add in that she knew she was fairly good-looking and it made matters worse. If she had to be a woman, at least she could have done D’Antonio the courtesy of being as ugly a woman as he was a man. And then there was the fact that she had grown up a pious Catholic, and managed somehow to remain one in her adulthood. An individual as openly antagonistic towards belief of any kind as D’Antonio wasn’t going to count her faith as a strong point.


Maybe they were all factors; maybe it was something else entirely. At the end of the day, the only sure thing was that the Deputy Commissioner of the Monteverde XVI station loathed his subordinate inspector and made no attempt to hide it.


Take the fact that she was here, in the office, today. Gabriella had been assigned to work Sundays every week for the past two years. There was nothing coincidental in this. Attending Sunday Mass – once a cherished tradition – had become only a memory, wiped out of present experience by her boss. She now had to settle for weekday services and lunch breaks on a Sunday, when at least she could go and reflect quietly by herself.


Generally, about throttling her boss. Though occasionally she did try to pray.


Today, if she was to get the chance, she was going to have to buckle down and focus on the extra work. And that meant ignoring the louder-than-usual chatter taking place in the station’s kitchen-cum-coffee-break-room, just beyond her office door. There had been a bustle around the station for the past hour, giving the normally quiet morning air something of a buzz. ‘Something’s going on at the Vatican,’ was all Gabriella had been able to make out through the thin walls – but she’d heard it multiple times, spoken each time with increasing vigour. Her personal interest in church matters was enough to propel her towards her internet connection a few minutes ago, just to find out what it was. And yet – fates be damned – at precisely the moment her finger hovered before the desktop’s power button, her supervisor had appeared in the doorway. D’Antonio himself, in all his greasy glory, with a stack of documents under his arm. Three new files. Time-critical. ‘Report back to me within thirty minutes with a status update.’


Time-critical.


If that wasn’t the joke of the week. Nothing that D’Antonio handed to Inspector Fierro was ever critical, time- or other-wise.


But he was still her boss. Gabriella drew her finger away from the computer. Its screen remained dark. The bustle outside would have to wait.


Headquarters of La Repubblica newspaper: 9.40 a.m.


At first glance, the story looked like a let-down to Alexander and he immediately began to suspect his editor was using it to punish him. In terms of public interest, there was far more activity online about the recent surfing death of Abigaille Zola, a rising teen actress whose world of fandom was taking to the internet to express its grief. That was the kind of material, inconsequential as it was, that was on the front pages in this country. Fashionistas and celebrities, even dead, made great cover.


By contrast, the first reports coming in about the ‘buzz’ to which Alexander’s editor had referred seemed to indicate nothing more than a man who’d disrupted the Sunday morning papal Mass.


Chrissakes, let’s rush to press.


An intrusion on normal Vatican propriety might, perhaps, be worth a mention in the paper – the kind of interestingly uninteresting dross that caused people to read articles on Coca-Cola shipping centres being disrupted in India, or soap production plants in Mexico suffering power shortages, despite the fact that these had no conceivable bearing or impact on their everyday lives. But a story this was not. Had the murmurs been that the man had walked into church stark naked, chanting anti-Western rants or speaking in tongues, preferably carrying a banner that read ‘Screw the capitalist agenda’, Alexander might have the chance of making something of him.


But then new phrases had started to emerge on his web search. Accounts of impromptu silences amongst the faithful. Talk of strange behaviour from the Swiss Guard. And when Alexander read the words ‘healing’ and ‘Pope’ in the same sentence on the tiny screen of his phone, he knew that more research was going to be necessary, if only to set his mind at rest that there really was no story here.


He fired up the surprisingly new computer on an otherwise entirely out-of-date desk. The old brown phone at its corner had barely blazed its way out of the rotary-dial generation, the ashtray had a faded enamel image celebrating the 1989 ascension of Giulio Andreotti to the office of prime minister, and the newest of the books piled up at the edges of a mess of papers were published decades before e-books had digitised their way into existence. By contrast, the Acer Aspire S7 laptop was shiny and new. Alexander had much preferred its dinosaur of a predecessor, with its green screen and advanced electronics capable of only two modes: ‘word processor’ and ‘off’. That was his kind of dinosaur. But he’d been forced into the internet age and the requirement of a new computer when hand-held cameras and video phones had transferred news-gathering into the reach of the general populace. He, like every other reporter in the world, needed a computer capable of looking at it. He even had a ‘smartphone’, a word almost too ridiculous to be said aloud in serious company.


But it meant he could keep tabs on what the internet was up to, which was what he needed to do now. The events at St Peter’s had made their way on to the net through various camera clips that had instantly become YouTube and Vimeo videos. At the very least he owed the story the time it took to watch the incident.


He clicked one of the links from a search engine. There were at least twenty at the top of the results, which for the first time gave Alexander pause. Whatever else might be said of the incident he was investigating, it had obviously attracted public attention, and far more of it than he would have expected. Which meant his editor had been at least partially correct.


Shit.


The video began to play, and Alexander tried to swallow his annoyance and pay attention. It was a square-framed, low-resolution recording taken from a camera phone. There was a jumble of noise coming from his speakers – a choir in the background, the Mass obviously in progress.


In an instant, he was transported. He was there: vested, abluted, standing before the altar, a young priest once again. He could smell the incense, see the familiar instruments of the office set out before him. His maternal uncle, the beloved Cardinal Rinaldo Trecchio, who had helped him make his way into the life of the Church, stood at his side, beaming with pride. Everything was familiar. Known. And in that moment he again had a solid faith.


The memory shook him. Everything in Alexander’s life had once been so firm, so stable. Even as far back as high school his faith seemed to grow year by year, and with his uncle’s help he’d entered the seminary the summer after graduation. He’d had that family support every step of the way as he’d been ordained deacon and then priest, travelling with his uncle to Rome for the occasion, then back to New York to settle into his first parish assignment. He’d begun a life of holy work. A life he intended to maintain until he died.


But his faith was not as sturdy as he’d assumed. Within a few years it had started to falter. The longer Alexander was involved in church life as a priest, the more he’d come to realise how deeply he struggled with the actions of the men around him. He’d always believed that those called to serve the Church were meant to be bastions of virtue, examples of piety and morality. When he’d discovered that they often had dark secrets, sometimes far deeper than other men, it had torn at his faith.


But in this instant, as he heard the music of St Peter’s waft through his diminutive computer speakers, it all returned. He was there once again. He had not grown disillusioned; he did not battle his conscience. He simply allowed the beauty to overwhelm him, to inspire him, to fill him with …


The instant passed, as it always did, and Alexander was back. He pulled deeply on his cigarette, shaking off the unwelcome feeling. It was said that familiar memories lost their sting, that time healed wounds, but in Alexander’s experience these were just trite lies. Old memories remained as traumatic as ever.


He forced his attention back to the video clip. Over the heads of worshippers the angle panned to the left, towards the central aisle of the cathedral. There, though a clear view was obscured by countless bodies, the attention of the crowd had coalesced on a man walking slowly towards the front of the church.


Alexander’s left eyebrow rose, its motion always taking the lead over the right. It was his usual reaction when something took him by surprise.


Even through the blockish granularity of the video, something about the man was … compelling. Alexander leaned in towards the monitor as the scene continued to unfold. Suddenly he found the low resolution of the recording immensely frustrating and wished he could be seeing this in clearer tones.


The noises crackling through the minuscule speakers faded as a hush overcame the crowd. As the man walked, he seemed to be accompanied only by the angelic sounds of the choir.


The Swiss Guard fell to the ground, the choir faltered. And then came a scene he never could have imagined. Alexander Trecchio, who had been ordained eleven years before in that same basilica, his face pressed against the cold stone floor as his body lay prostrate in the form of a cross, watched as the man approached the Pope across the altar. He gazed into his face and spoke softly, words that Alexander could not hear.


When, a moment later, the crippled Pope stood upright, Alexander felt his skin go cold.


There had been many intruders into the Vatican in the past, many men claiming to be angels or prophets or even Christ returned. But never had one infiltrated a Mass, much less so quietly, peacefully. Never had one brought the Swiss Guard to their knees.


And never, never had one healed a pope who stood before the throne of God.
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Rome: 9.42 a.m.


Across the city, the morning sun shone a golden light through the office window of an underpaid, ageing professor by the name of Salvatore Tosi. The light shimmered across leather book spines, custom-made picture frames and the surroundings of a man who had less than ten minutes to live.


The two figures that had walked into Tosi’s office a few minutes before, unannounced and most certainly unwelcome, knew that this morning’s death was to be the first of many. Death came to every man – that could not be changed. They simply helped it along, when required. It was necessary work, sacred in its own way, and they undertook it with devotion.


This morning’s task had come upon them suddenly, the scope of their commissioned work potentially extensive, though they knew neither its full contours nor its intended ends. They rarely did – they were passed solely the data they needed to get the job done.


It was background work, they’d been informed, to ensure ‘the advent of a miracle’.


‘We’ve told you already,’ one of the figures said to the trembling Salvatore, now tied fast to his wooden chair, ‘that your silence will bring only torment. Tell us what you know. Everything you were planning to use to expose the Messiah.’ It was a strange term to use, but they’d been told that was the image at play. ‘The quicker you tell us what you know, the less painful this will be.’


Salvatore’s bound wrists were already bleeding. Sweat soaked the skinny middle-aged man’s armpits, tears stinging his vision as his attention moved back and forth between the two intruders. Their strange calmness was designed to upset him and was having its intended effect.


‘I’ve told you before, I know nothing!’ he cried, spittle streaming from his mouth as the panicked words escaped his throat. ‘I don’t know why you’ve come to me!’


‘Lies, Salvatore, will get you nowhere. They will merely bring you more pain. Only the truth can set you free.’


Salvatore blanched. ‘I’m not lying! I don’t know your “Messiah”. I don’t know what you’re talking about! Please!’


‘If you won’t cooperate, then this is going to have to be … difficult,’ the second figure answered. The gleam in his eye suggested that this did not disappoint him.


Salvatore pleaded. ‘Tell me what you want. I can help you. Maybe I can give you something!’ He waved his head desperately at the surroundings of his office. The small academic chamber was filled with a collection of artefacts that looked to be worth a decent sum – the accumulated trappings of a moderately successful professional life. Some small, apparently ancient statuary. Carved figurines. A few examples of original artwork.


The two intruders’ stoic calm persisted. It was clear they were not interested in his trinkets.


‘Who are you?’ Salvatore asked, his terror now complete.


‘You’d be surprised how many people ask that question,’ the first intruder answered, ‘but does it really ever matter? We could be men, or demons, or angels. Is there any answer that would comfort you?’ There was a slight twist at the edge of his lips. Was it a smile? Did men such as this smile? ‘I can tell you,’ he added wryly, ‘it’s never comforted anyone else.’


Salvatore’s expression was panicked, though bitterness crept in at the man’s words. There was a hint of piety in him and these men offended it. He felt his anger growing. ‘Angels don’t come with ties and threats and … knives.’ He tried not to stare at the sheathed blade conspicuously present on the left man’s hip.


‘I’ve been told they come in many forms.’ The response was emotionless. ‘But I’m no theologian.’ The man allowed his eyes to lock with Salvatore’s, transmitting his meaning through the tense space, already filled with the stench of terrified sweat.


Then he broke eye contact, reached down towards the knife and released it from its leather hold.


‘But I do like that imagery. Angels, the messengers of God,’ he said. ‘You seem a religious man. Maybe the thought will aid you.’ He abruptly took a step closer to the trembling Salvatore, the knife blade coming up to his chest as he leaned in and breathed into his sweat-covered face.


‘Because by God, these messengers are going to make you speak.’
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Headquarters of La Repubblica newspaper: 10.40 a.m.


However scarred I might be, I still have enough respect to expose a fraud. Even a fraud in the Church.


The thought came vividly into Alexander Trecchio’s mind. There were many ways to describe a broken relationship, but no term perfectly fitted his lingering relationship to the Church. He usually characterised it as dysfunctional: he didn’t hate the Church, but he didn’t love it. He certainly would no longer describe himself as a man of faith, but he was not without the lingering tendrils of respect. At least enough respect to expose a quack.


And a quack was exactly what Alexander knew the stranger at St Peter’s had to be, despite what he’d seen on the screen. After the strange entrancement of his first video-based vision of the man’s appearance had been supplemented by five additional online clips, Alexander had puffed through a new cigarette and determined three things in quick succession.


First, there was nothing supernatural about the stranger, despite the online hype and rampant speculation. He was a man, plain and simple. All other considerations aside, and mundane as the fact might be, the video clearly showed him to be wearing jeans with a label over the back pocket. Alexander doubted that Levi Strauss had a manufacturing branch in the Great Beyond.


Second, he was obviously charismatic, which explained the mesmerised reaction of the crowd and the clergy – indeed, even the strange entrancement Alexander had felt when watching the footage. This made the man even more loathsome in Trecchio’s eyes. Charisma was an easy tool to wield against the unwary, and one never had to look far to find examples of charismatic men leading others to do deplorable things.


And third, this was a story after all. Alexander could no longer pretend it wasn’t, or that interest in it would dissipate on its own. The most visible man in Christendom had been ‘healed’, by all appearances, and in plain view. This would reverberate worldwide. Already the internet had taken flight, the posted videos starting off a chain reaction of social media activity that was consuming the digitised generation throughout Rome and spreading outside the city. The Twitter hashtags #StrangerInTheVatican and #PopeHealed had been trending for over an hour. There were already three community pages established on Facebook to assess whether the man who had affected the pontiff was an insane vagrant or a divine visitor. Unsurprisingly, opinion was about evenly split. People were just as anxious to believe in the supernatural as they were to mock the sub-par. The human condition at its finest, made all the more fragmentary and divisive when questions of faith came into view.


And it was that ingredient that made this story troubling. Alexander was a man who had struggled long with his own faith before finally letting it go. He’d grown up far too Catholic for him to consider God’s existence as anything other than a fact, and even today he wouldn’t risk the audacity of saying he didn’t believe in God at all. He was too close to his uncle, the cardinal who had tolerated Alexander’s wandering but would never put up with ‘that kind of defeatist nonsense’. But Alexander certainly didn’t believe in the Church. He’d been too intimately involved in ecclesiastical life not to be scathed by it, and the psychological scars that resulted gave evidence of being just as permanent as the physical variety. He’d seen the worst of men claiming the best of God, and it had driven him further and further away.


Still, what lingered wasn’t hate. He’d left the clergy, walked away from the embrace of an institution that millions called Mother, and his faith – whatever that really was – had dissipated until it was only a memory. Yet some faint tendril of an attachment remained. And the man who had taken the helm since his departure seemed a decent and well-intentioned pontiff. Too bad he hadn’t been around sooner.


But that very fact brought out a fourth curiosity, one that made Alexander far more uncomfortable than the other three: what was the Pope’s involvement in this? Alexander had watched the man stand upright with his own eyes – an action the whole world knew was impossible. But this was the Pope, not a swindling faith healer’s audience plant. Catholics in every nation on the globe knew of his childhood illness, knew the story of his struggles against physical restriction to climb higher and higher in church life. He had been in the public eye for decades. Always crippled. Always physically broken.


What the hell is going on?


Whatever it was, it stank of deception. Alexander had watched too many sick people die in his years as a priest to believe that God spontaneously healed the suffering. Those things he’d witnessed and been willing to call miracles had always been interior: the transformation of sorrow into peace, the calming of hearts torn by grief. God tended to be a quiet actor in Alexander’s experience, not a showman who performed parlour tricks, even if the backdrop was the Vatican.


All of which meant something was afoot. Alexander knew instinctively that his chances of getting anywhere with the curia were non-existent. The church wasn’t known for talking to the press, even on a good day. That meant no line to the magisterium, which in turn meant that focusing squarely on the Pope would get him nowhere.


He had to go after the stranger, and see what he could dig up on the man.


Strangely, that task inspired a powerful zeal within him. He almost didn’t know what to make of it. But for the first time he could remember, Alexander felt enthusiastic about his job.
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The Apostolic Palace, Vatican City: 11.09 a.m.


‘Cardinal Viteri, come in,’ the Pope announced, speaking loudly so that his voice would carry to the far side of the large room. A few seconds later, a wooden door slid open and the familiar shape of his Secretary of State stepped into the office, closing the door behind him. Viteri said nothing, but walked solemnly towards the pontiff. The Pope observed his approach in contemplative silence.


His Holiness Pope Gregory XVII of Rome had sat upon the throne of St Peter for less than twelve months, and already his life had changed more times than he could articulate. It had changed at that moment in the conclave’s third round of voting, the frescos of Michelangelo’s Sistine Chapel soaring majestically above them and the scents of antiquity filling the space, when the deciding vote had been read aloud by the Cardinal Dean from a slip of paper deposited in the chalice. The much-speculated possibility of his being named the next Bishop of Rome and Supreme Pontiff of the Church had, in that instant, become reality.


It had changed in the moment they had first lain the white robes upon him, veiled his shoulders in scarlet and led him to the balcony of St Peter’s to address his people. The moment when Cardinal Antonio Pavesi, as he had been before the conclave, had vanished and the world had been introduced to Pope Gregory. He had set his eyes on the vast crowd that afternoon, itself only a tiny fraction of his billion-strong flock, and felt the weight of the awesome responsibility God had given him.


It had changed in those first weeks of his papacy, as he had come to know the inner workings of the curia more intimately – the good as well as the bad – and had become aware that it was down to him to call it towards a higher standard of life.


It had changed, too, the morning he had celebrated his first papal High Mass over the bones of the chief of the Apostles, St Peter, entombed in glory beneath the majestic dome of the basilica that bore his name. The church had been packed, the whole world watching, and in that moment Gregory had felt closer to heaven than ever before in his thirty-nine years of ministry.


And it had changed this morning, when during the angelic service he had met … him.


The Pope didn’t know what to call the man who had appeared before him during the Mass. He didn’t know what to think of him. He didn’t know how to interpret the strange, unexplained fire burning in his heart. He only knew that at this moment he sat upright, which he had never before done. That he’d walked himself into his apartments, alone, for the first time in his life. That he could stand straight. Whole. Healed.
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