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The horses were very tired, but we had made it. We arrived at the large Lucento farm in the evening. The sheet was in a wooden box with us. The others, with the other identical box, had made another, longer road, followed by a handful of faithful and visiting the churches and parishes they met on the way. There were many and all with great fanfare. The five of us, in great secrecy, had crossed the mountains by the shortest route and descended the Susa Valley. The Moncenisio, the night in Novalesa, then Susa and the ascent and pilgrimage inside the Sacra di San Michele, now an almost abandoned convent. Those crossbow shots on the road, two, three times, and those brigands, who pretended to be looking for gold, but knew very well who we were and who had attacked us. I very much regret killing, but the Sacro Lino was worth the risk. All the others had come down to the Val D'Aosta, there were priests and Bishops and passing through the villages flaunted their mission. The people applauded, cried, prayed and they blessed everyone. They had taken a risk, of course, but I believe their box contained a copy of the Shroud, one of those copies used for ostentations, made by infallible craftsmen. The five of us, secret travelers, wore the original. The fact is that, as I have told you, my knight friends and I arrived at the Castle of Lucento first, in silence, at night. In the morning the Duke arrived to greet us, he made sure that the sheet was in his box, and began to arrange for the reception of Borromeo, bishop of Milan, which by now was very close to dissolving the vow to reach the Shroud on foot from the Lombard city. The delegations came and went among the celebrating people. The other knights also arrived, with full honors, those who had traveled the obvious way, accompanied by the priests, valets and guards, and put down the box. From that moment we all were seized by a mysterious euphoria. Perhaps the presence of so much public, perhaps the arrival of the Bishop of Milan, so famous and in the odor of holiness, the happiness of the expression of our Duke, proud to have the Shroud in Turin and to finally be able to show it to the Piedmontese faithful of his new kingdom. I was exhausted from the tiring journey, the privations of the last few days, the difficulties we had had in keeping our itinerary as secret as possible, the last assault of the brigands, that perhaps brigands were not. I was exhausted but the mere proximity of the relic, the awareness of having done the right thing at the right time, made me the happiest and most fulfilled man in the world. I was next to the Duke when, in the early morning crowd, we saw Carlo Borromeo, the bishop and his entourage arrive. He hugged the Duke, thanking him, Then he threw himself on the box, kissing it and sighing, praying panting before fainting from fatigue. In the afternoon the cloth, in the small castle of Lucento, was spread on a large table, and the Bishop of Milan stood next to the sheet for a long time. I was with him in the room. .... 
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I'm old now. My eyes are burned by time, by the nights in the dark in the Alchemical Cave, by the chemical components that I have been using for too many years, by the gas explosions, by the glows observed in the deep sky of endless nights looking at the stars. I am tired. I'm thinking of going to retire to a convent, city life no longer attracts me. My countess is sick and no longer has the strength to go out, nor I to go and see her in these conditions, I will remember her, my greatest love. The great and strong Duke Emanuele Filiberto is dead and I don't have much to do for him anymore. His son Carlo loves me as if I were a close relative, a Savoy, but he needs trustworthy people and handsome young men to run the dukedom. I have taken the liberty of instructing some servants, but I will never be the great teacher for him that he was for me Michel de Nostradamus. I still have many of the items and things he gave me. I think I will take some of them to the convent, certainly not the forbidden books and that scroll that I will have to hide because I could never get it into a church. I have already carried, with difficulty, the box to safety. They will never be able to find it. I have kept the key, I will throw it away during the trip. In this small room I leave only the essentials and these notebooks, the last that my eyes have allowed me to write. I am preparing for my last long journey, but I have to return and stay some time at the Sacra di San Michele abbey, I have an obligation to fulfill, a vow to honor. It is now inhabited by a few monks who still look after the few pilgrims who come there, I think they can offer me a small room, if they still remember me. I won't stay long. I will then go north, towards the France that has given me so much. I remember with pleasure and sweetness those years in Salon with the master, the colors and scents of Provence, the chaotic life of Paris, the majesty and mystery of the Cathedrals and the marvelous complex of Mont San Michel, island and mainland, the magic of the tides , the ocean that becomes sand and moves away ...
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Alessandro Zolcani was walking. In the cold of the early winter afternoon he strolled along via Garibaldi, one of the most beautiful and longest pedestrian streets in Europe. The reporter loved his city. He was born and had always lived in Turin, despite the big problems that life had reserved for him and, although by now he was practically the shadow of himself from a moral and psychological point of view, he loved walking through the central streets savoring the colors and beauties. The few lights of the illuminated decorations in the shops, the strange crowding of the street, the bitter cold and a few people with newly purchased packages reminded him of the imminence of Christmas. Colored, multicolored or simply blue masks were now the characteristic of passers–by faces. Everyone huddled in their coats, in anoraks and raincoats they walked swiftly close to him. The discomfort caused by the mask, the immediate and constant fogging of his glasses and a certain laziness due to the economic situation in which he had fallen, made him walk slowly, immersed in his thoughts, which were not good. In a few days, Christmas of 2021 would arrive again this year. It would have been, all television commentators affirmed this terrible thesis, the Christmas of the definitive certification of the economic crisis caused by the Covid 19 Virus, which exploded in China in January 2019 and arrived in Europe and around the world in the spring of 2020. The advent of the pandemic, which almost coincided with the end of the terrible adventure that the journalist had lived with some friends, it had practically destroyed the economy of much of the world, especially hitting highly indebted and resource–poor countries such as Italy. In reality, then, scientists and committees appointed by governments, perhaps responding to precise supranational strategies, had no longer stopped the alarms, maintaining the terror of the virus in the populations. In fact, even two years after the great pandemic, governments had imposed the mandatory use of masks in public, even outdoors and indoors, continuing to proclaim the list of the dead and infected every day with emphasis. Zolcani did not believe much in the official versions of the story, he thought, as a good scholar with an open mind and conspiracy theorist, that behind the proclaimed pandemic, not yet officially eradicated, a precise design operated by who knows what powerful organization in the pay of the pharmaceutical companies, the governments of the richest countries, the mafias, churches and religious cults. In fact, the voices of the so–called experts, those who were regularly interviewed on TV by complacent journalists, were all of the same tenor. Those who, over time, had made statements out of the chorus, had been denigrated, mocked, affected in their personal interests and recently made the subject of intense investigations by magistrates and judges. Meanwhile, the nations 'economies had collapsed, forced withdrawals from citizens' current accounts had been used by all European states, the banks on the brink had closed all financing and entire sectors of trade, tourism and culture had been destroyed. The victims of suicide due to economic and work problems had been much more than those of the first, absurd and devastating, months of the infection. Zolcani tried to push the thoughts about the virus back into his memory, focusing on the present, which was certainly not rosy for him. The Turin of today certainly did not seem that of a few years before, the few lights, the poor lighting of the shops, now forced to save everything, the few people around with masks and the many guards around. They were still at every corner in a nice electric blue uniform, with the bulletproof vest and the word Guardia Civile in evidence, like the truncheon tied at the waist. But Turin was wonderful all the same. Even for him who now had no job. Certainly before the adventurous experience that involved him and his friends he was rebuilding his private life and was returning to a public figure, ready to regain the minimum of popularity he had known years before. His lectures and articles for a few months had been quite successful, which he hoped could translate into some economic security. But it wasn't like that. Immediately after having contributed, in some way and from afar, from that hotel in Liguria, to save the Mole Antonelliana and perhaps the lives of thousands of Torinesi, he found himself without work. The online newspaper for which he wrote about mysteries, legends and the history of the Savoyard city, closed. The director, with whom he had established a respectful friendship, suddenly informed him that he had to stop all kinds of publications. The virus, the quarantine, the economic crisis, the lack of contributions received from the state were the unassailable reasons for the end. Naturally, he, an external collaborator of the magazine, was not protected in any way by state laws so he did not receive any compensation for the work done in the six months in which he had contributed to the publication. Alessandro, embittered, went to knock, convinced that his experience, his research and his name, which had come back into vogue in the newspapers, would have interested any newspaper, perhaps serious and solvent. Anyone in the subalpine publishing world would have paid gold for its performance. None of this. He was forced to ask the accountant to start the paperwork to have a minimum survival income, a kind of state tip for the desperate, to get to the pension, which, between the problems of the state and the age limits, would not have arrived before ten years, at the age of sixty–seven. The wife who had supported him, even financially, was seriously getting tired of the situation. In mid–October she left for Liguria, to be close to her mother who was hospitalized in a nursing home. Zolcani had also sold the old car, he did not ask for alms out of modesty, but he paid attention to every euro spent. He kept writing and seeing his old friends. Don Valerio and Scalia, from time to time, sent him some children of friends to class, he was still good with Italian and writing articles, and by doing so he made some money. He touched himself in his pocket. His wife had sent him two hundred euros the day before. She kept paying the rent for the apartment, but soon they would have to leave the house in the center because it was too expensive. Here, he told himself, if I move where do I put my books? Feeling forgotten by everyone, on the fringes of a society that was collapsing with him, he wandered in the cold afternoon through the streets he loved so much. The phone rang. The fogged glasses, the fog and the white reflection of the sun in the mist prevented him from seeing the caller's number, he replied anyway, seriously fearing that some creditor would make him have a bad Christmas.

– Hi Zolcani, how are you?

The voice was unfamiliar – Hello, who are you? I do not recognize you!

– How do you not recognize me? I'm Alberto Borromeo, do you remember now?

Borromeo, the director of the museum area of ​​Palazzo Reale. They had met a couple of times at his lectures and others with some mutual friends. He remembered him small, elegant, completely bald, perhaps too kind and obsequious, slightly limping, perhaps too elusive to be counted among his new closest friends. But he didn't worry too much.

–What pleasure, did you want to wish me Christmas greetings?

–No. A couple of hours ago a strange thing happened here at the Royal Palace. I'm leaving the day after tomorrow but I need to see you in the morning, maybe soon. I would like to share with you and show you something that I know will interest you very much. Now I can't tell you more, I'll wait for you tomorrow, shall we at half past seven at the Dioscuri gate?

–I will certainly be there, dear one.

The communication ended in this way.

Zolcani was astonished in the middle of the street. The director of the Royal Museums was a very important person and the fact that he had called him immediately made him happy and very proud. Of course it was a particularly tempting opportunity, perhaps it would have opened up to new collaborations, new jobs, new entrances. Apart from that, the fact that the official had thought of him, to solve a question or even just to share with him a new discovery excited him particularly. He took the phone out of his pocket and immediately called his wife to warn her. Tomorrow he would not arrive at Loano station on the eleven o'clock train. In the morning he had to attend an important appointment and did not know how long it would be busy.

– I'll come the day after tomorrow – he said, and the lady, as usual, made no comment.

He walked to Piazza Statuto, then turned back. He came home at sunset, it was about half past four in the afternoon. The sky became dark, the fog thicker and the cold intensely. At home he looked for a book, which he knew he had, on the museums of the Royal Palace of Turin. The apartments open to the public, the new wing with the Museum of Antiquities and the beautiful collection of weapons of the Royal Armory museum. He found it and began to leaf through it, to mentally prepare and study the topic of the meeting of the future morning. At six, after a couple of hours spent between the book and the internet to evaluate news and take mental notes, to distract himself, he tried to call his acquaintances. Don Valerio did not answer, but Scalia, the Colonel of the Policemen Commander of the Turin section was happy to hear his friend's voice.

– How are you geezer?

–You know it's not great, I called you to wish you happy birthday. It's Christmas in a few days and I don't want you to be too busy with family to remember me. Have a good holiday ...

–Are you doing something, old slacker?

– Tomorrow I have a small commitment, then I'll go to Rosanna's to the sea to spend a few days abusing her patience.

– Come on, I'll see you, the day after tomorrow I'm going to Sicily with my elders, I've booked a flight for me and my family... when I get back we'll talk and I'll offer you a beer.

Well, a beer offered is never refused, thought the failed reporter. How far away were the times when he was always the one to offer.

They greeted each other warmly. 

The evening was advancing. Zolcani remembered that, to lose weight and save money, he hadn't eaten anything at midday. At eight o'clock the fridge, practically empty, prompted him to leave the house. The pizzeria on the corner of his building was still open. For some time, the premises had closed very early, remaining open only on Fridays and Saturdays in some particularly famous places in the city. Others did the take-away or delivery service. But Zolcani had a tacit agreement with the pizza chef under the house. A pizza and a quick beer for very few euros, at least three times a week. The place was strangely full of people and Alessandro struggled to find a free table. The waiter did not even go to him, looking at him with attention and sympathy.

–The usual.

– Immediately – replied the pizza chef, very sweaty, despite the bitter cold of the evening, who entered the room when the customers opened the door.

Among the crowd of patrons, a dozen girls and three or four college-age boys, a couple of seventy-year-olds and three very attractive ladies, Zolcani focused his gaze on the latter, noting the sinuous lines of the bodies and legs under the tight trousers and other charming details, such as the masks to match the sweaters, or the Indian silk scarves wrapped velvety on the shoulders and dropped on the open blouses. A thick, curly lock of red hair turned away from him. Accustomed to imagining, Alessandro looked up the straight back to the seat and continued along the trousers to examine the lady's legs and ankles. The redhead's neighbor probably noticed the reporter's gaze and nudged the woman on the elbow, as if to get her attention. Then he said something to her. The object of the reporter's imaginative and perhaps disrespectful glances turned to him casually. Zolcani realized the beauty of the face, obscured by the mask, which gave light to two wonderful eyes of an indefinable color between the green of the deep sea and the hue of the rushing river in winter. She was about to be ashamed, perhaps her friend had noticed the exaggeration of the glances and had wanted to warn the lady, but she did not lower her gaze. He saw the woman's eyes light up and behind the mask there was an expression of happiness and sincere emotion.

– Sir ... Zolcani, what are you doing here?

–You know, I'm practically at my house ... but what about you? – Replied the reporter, smiling.

–Oh, my god, excuse the mask, if I pull it down for a moment nothing happens. Here, do you remember me?

The mask lowered and the lady showed herself entirely in its luminous beauty. To Zolcani she seemed a charming woman, about thirty-five, very, very beautiful. With a quick movement she stood up, remaining still for a moment, as if to be admired even better by the reporter at the next table. Splendid in all its elegant charm, the tapered limbs, the slim, sensual body, and the dazzling smile.

– You don't really remember me, do you?

No, Zolcani did not remember ever having known such a perfect creature. He thought for a moment but it was she who continued talking.

–I came to a couple of your lectures and we talked a lot that night when you were the speaker at the Industrialists' club, the night of the Great Mother fire.

Now he remembered, now those moments passed in his mind, when the professor was with him, then killed by the mad Angel of Death. How many laughs before the tragedy.

–Come there is still a free seat at our table, I would like you to tell us something, you who are such a famous man.

Alessandro sat down at the table. The pizza arrived, amidst the smiles of the waiter and the winks of the pizza chef. He alone with the three beautiful and smiling women, who listened raptly to his speeches on Torino Magica and his story of the days of the city's salvation. Between a piece of pizza and a beer, the lady got her phone number, then, when the reporter got up, saying that the next day he had an appointment almost at dawn and could not miss, the attractive and smiling redhead gave him a business card.

–Call me tomorrow, maybe I'll see you in the evening, I'd like to offer you a dinner.

You're still attractive, the reporter thought of himself and walked home. The memories of that terrible evening, when they had joked with Aaron with the beautiful ladies and then, on leaving they had been confronted by the Angel of Fire, were materializing in his mind. He hadn't been quiet since. That conference had been his last. Then only ran, chased, terror and threats. Lots of promises and no jobs. Fortunately, nothing so terrible had happened, like the death of his friends, but nothing had been resolved yet. The trace of the fire had not gone out, he was convinced of it, despite the fact that the main architect of the attacks in Turin had died, killed by Bishop Henry, on the Mole. Zolcani knew very well that he had lost everything, his job, his dignity, perhaps even his love, for being involved in that story. He had lost a couple of friends, one hanged at the Treasurer and one murdered in the house by the deranged one, but he was still not calm, he thought he was still in the crosshairs. It had been two years that none of his assassins made himself heard but he knew they would continue to keep an eye on him, that crazy Bresciani couldn't have done it all by himself.

He went to bed, finally determined to face tomorrow with determination. The invitation from the Director of the Royal Museums was splendid and the evening with the handsome lady would be wonderful, he was sure of it. He fell asleep with the excitement of finding himself involved in something other than the boredom of the last few months and, thanks to the effect of the usual tranquilizer, he managed not to remember the dreams.
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At a quarter past seven, of that foggy winter, Turin was shrouded in twilight. The lights of the Christmas decorations, hung between the houses, on the streets, seemed very far from the ground, confused between the mist and the darkness of the morning not yet arrived. He walked along via Garibaldi to Piazza Castello. The bars were opening and the scent of coffee mingled with the smog left by the taxis, parked on the corner, waiting for unlikely customers. He arrived at the gate that delimits the great courtyard of the Royal Palace. The statues of the two Dioscuri could hardly be seen between the gray of the landscape and Palazzo Madama, seen from there, was only a great shadow in the deserted square.

A small, thin man, very elegant in a leather jacket and with a Borsalino on his head, came out quickly at his side. Between the hat and the mask his eyes lit up.

–Good morning Zolcani how are you?

–Good morning director, I'd be fine if I had a job. I am happy to meet you.

–Come, let's not waste time.

The little guy, almost dancing, quickly crossed the large courtyard in front of the Royal Palace, followed, with difficulty, by Zolcani. When he was in front of the large door of the building, still closed, he knocked hard. The wooden door creaked open and a uniformed guard greeted the two

–Good morning director,

–Good morning, Andrea, the gentleman is with me. He can enter without being searched.

With a quick step they entered the great corridor to the left of the modest visitor entrance. After a few steps they entered the director's office.

–Let's take these cold clothes off, my office is the only one in the building that is still heated in winter. You know they are saving on expenses and museums are now nothing more than cost centers for these clueless bureaucrats.

– Come on, it seems to me that many tourists still come to Turin.

Alessandro affirmed to continue and better focus the discussion

–They come, but they all go to the Egyptian museum. These luxurious apartments, the ancient hidden weapons of the Royal Armory, the marvelous paintings of the art gallery and all the wonders preserved in the Museum of Antiquities are not interesting for the mass of tourists now so ignorant as to be attracted only by the mystery and the inexplicable.

– Can you make this speech to me, who two years ago was trying to attract a minimum of interest to Turin, even if with reasons that could be misunderstood?

–You almost succeeded. Your lecture at the Industrialists' Club that evening was truly a success. Too bad you didn't continue, you had the skills. But I've told you this before.

–I couldn't Alberto, I was too burned by those nights of threats and terror. When the two priests on the Mole were fighting evil here in Turin, I was hidden but certainly in the crosshairs of others. Maybe I still am. But tell me, why did you summon me here at this hour?

–To show you a couple of interesting things. And give you some minimal chance of work. I've always liked you. I'm going to do you a favor, a gift. In a few days, maybe just after New Year's Eve, I will give you the opportunity to publish a nice scoop on the discovery we have made in these days here. Today I show you everything. Tomorrow I will join my family in Trentino, I have an elderly father and a mother who I have not seen for years and then, on our return, we will decide how to feed these small, great news to the press. But sit down and I'll tell you.

Zolcani made himself comfortable in a chair in front of the director's desk.

–Last week a group of workers from a company that contracted some services started working. They are doing maintenance on the rooms on the top floor, they are whitewashing and cleaning old rooms that have been closed for years and that do not contain anything important. Me, the guard you saw, his nocturnal colleague and the only intern that the municipality gave me, every now and then we went to check them, to see that they did not touch anything in particular and, above all, to try to maintain friendly relations, in way of establishing a certain harmony with them. As it happened, something strange could always happen and if those who work did not trust the principal they could not be sincere, hide something, tamper with or steal and it would not be nice. Yesterday morning I was in the office when one of the workers came in, upset as if he had seen the devil. His eyes were downcast and in a faint voice he said to me – Come manager I think we made a big deal – I run with him up the stairs, we get to the fourth floor, I follow him through the corridors, then we go up to the attic. I had never been up there. I was out of breath and the smell of old, stale, damp and hot almost makes me pass out. The worker runs in the small corridor parallel to the facade for a few meters, then where the wing of the building should be closed, the other four are stationary with the mason's and house painter's tools in hand. You see, director, tell me what he came to call me, we were cleaning these walls and then painting them, the torch lights don't make too much light and the heat is unbearable. Here we are in the attic, there are not even the mice. We were cleaning when, maybe because we pushed too hard, or because Ivan is too big and he leaned against the wall, this small wall collapsed. They are a few bricks, but they went down, opening a passage towards a corridor that we did not know existed. I called her before I went in to see, I stopped everyone. If you want, we can pull up the wall, so nobody notices anything. I looked into the corridor, and I realized where it led. That evening, during the conference, when you told us about the manuscript of the disciple of Nostradamus, you said, I remember it well, that this Michael had found lodging with the Savoy family, in the Royal palace, then just seized by Emanuele Filiberto from the Bishop to make him his residence. And Michele lived in a small room in the attic overlooking the Porte Palatine. Already the Duke's son wanted to expand the palace, and built the two wings that spread it out. So the small rooms remained closed by the new construction, and of course with the windows obscured by the new brick frames. The direction of the corridor discovered yesterday is just that. I didn't let anyone in. I called you on purpose, you are the only one I can trust and, of course, the most involved in history. If you want to follow me we can go in search of your mysterious character.

Zolcani found it hard to believe the director's words. He took the bag with the computer he had brought with him. He got up from his chair to follow him. As soon as they left the office they met a sleepy-looking boy.

–Well you are here, Matteo, you arrive in time to go up with us. You come too, come on.

Borromeo said and started up the stairs almost at a run, making a gesture of assent to the Guard at the door who observed them cautiously.

Arrived up, naturally in the silence, since the workers had been left at home on vacation, they found themselves alone in front of the pile of bricks on the ground and the small corridor that entered in the dark. 

–These bricks are not ancient, said the director, take one Matteo, I'll examine it later. In theory they should have the build year printed somewhere. I wouldn't be surprised if we find something interesting.

– Let's see Zolcani if ​​we find what you are looking for. A little room, your friend Michele's little room.

Alessandro in those moments was very excited, the telephone turned on as a torch illuminated a narrow corridor seventy eighty centimeters, which slipped into the darkness of the attic. It was eight in the morning but it felt like any midnight in a terror movie. He stepped over the bricks and headed into the unknown. After a few meters on the left he found the first wooden door, closed. He pushed with his hand. Nothing happened. He walked another few meters, found another door. This was open and showed a small room with a half-destroyed wooden cot and a cupboard under a bricked-up window. He went further down the corridor, with Matteo following him and the director giving directions. Another room in the wall, another closed door. A few meters more, in the deep darkness he saw another room. The room had no doors. There was nothing inside. He saw something thin, colorful, dangling from the ceiling. An electric cable. He told the manager.

– I knew it, was his response, heated. Don't touch anything. We'll have everything sealed. Did you find anything else, any trace of Michele?

There was nothing in the two small open rooms, but one was still closed.

–I try to open this one, but I need Matteo's help. Alexander said.

– Okay guys. – the director said suddenly – I go downstairs, I run to the guard and I make sure that nobody gets to know anything. We have to, you have to work calmly, I have to be in the office. I have to finish some paperwork, put the books in order. I'm leaving tomorrow and everything must be in order. I found what I was looking for. Now you do, Alessandro finds your Michele. When I return after the holidays we will find a way to spread the news. Look for information, Alessandro, look for traces.

Left alone in the corridor Alessandro and the intern returned to the first wooden door, the one still closed. They pushed hard, nothing happened.

– Go find something to leverage boy. I can't do all those stairs and already here I feel like I'm suffocating.

The young man, following the light emanating from the mobile phone, reached the bricks and then disappeared. 

Zolcani, alone and hot, slapped the door with his shoulder, as he had seen done in the movies. The hinges and rotten wood gave way and the door fell violently to the ground, leaving the reporter stunned. The cell phone light, an increasingly narrow and faint beam, slipped into the room. The cot was intact, an ancient cupboard full of books. There was dust everywhere, a stench of closed and vomiting mold but Alessandro felt all his years of research and illusion fulfilled. This was certainly the room of a scholar of the sixteenth century. Zolcani had his computer bag over his shoulder, he was alone in the room of the man he had been looking for all his life and of which too many times he had wondered if he had ever really existed. On the sideboard, in plain sight, a notebook of ancient sheets, bound by hand. He took it, then he saw the books, the forbidden books donated by Nostradamus. He was alone, in the dark, in the deafening silence. He remembered the words from the manuscript. A compartment in the wall, a hiding place for the most precious object. He touched the wall, up to a niche. He quickly put his hand inside. He found a small jute sack, about twenty centimeters wide: He noticed that it contained something. To the touch he thought he felt scrolls and sheets and something bigger and more consistent. He didn't wait a moment. He opened his computer bag and tried to slip the bag and notebook between the compartments. The books were too big and heavy to hide them, but he moved them to erase the footprints left in the niche in the darkness and dust. He called Matteo.

– So are you coming?

–I am here, I found this – and he presented himself with a mason's mallet.

–No matter the door has fallen ... come and see how many books and how much ancient stuff in here ... Come on, call the director.

With the mobile phone the intern informed the manager that in a few minutes he was back up accompanied by the guard. 

– Look, I found it! – Zolcani said to Borromeo, showing himself enthusiastic and naturally hiding the bag behind his back.

–We have to decide what to do. Whether to leave everything here or take something to the museum vault.

– I'd take it all down. The find is too important – Alexander said and the director agreed. Poor Matteo, under the watchful eye of the guard, climbed the stairs at least six or seven times, carrying, by hand, after wearing gloves and a mask, the fifteen ancient books, some very heavy, found in the little room. Zolcani and the director were busy checking them, photographing them, examining them with absolute devotion. The reporter's black bag, leaning against the chair in the director's office, was forgotten by the two for the whole day. In the small room the guard still found some small objects, cutlery, quills, but nothing that seemed to have any value.

In the middle of the afternoon the director also spoke with Zolcani about the other big revelation of the day.

That corridor had been walled up with bricks built in 1996 and those electrical wires were proof that someone had passed through there relatively recently, just over twenty years earlier around the time of the Shroud burning, they both agreed. The director told Zolcani about his suspicion. In the days of the fire on the roof of the Royal Palace, which then spread to the Guarini Chapel and which involved the whole city in a competition to save the reliquary containing the relic, he was a young student at the university. He prepared a thesis on Roman antiquities preserved in Turin and worked as an assistant to a professor who had a permanent office right at the Turin Antiquities Museum, located in the new wing, the one all facing onto Via Milano and facing what remains of the amphitheater from the Roman era, and the famous Porta Palatina. He had always wondered why the fire broke out that very evening. He came and went from those rooms and had become friends with some workers who were restoring the exterior of the entire Royal Palace and spreading tar on the flat surface of the attic. Borromeo remembered well that that day the workers, before lunch, had stopped working for two very important reasons. The first, more worldly, was in order not to annoy the preparations and the service of the gala dinner, scheduled for twenty-one thirty in the large Salone delle Feste of the building, which would be attended by the Mayor, the other municipal and regional authorities, a couple of ministers of the Italian republic and the UN president Kofi Annan, all accompanied by their respective ladies. The second reason for not continuing the work for the rest of the day was all too obvious. The wind was picking up, the very hot wind of the Turin spring, which can get very strong. Working with tar, heat-melted plastic and mixtures to heat the materials in those conditions would have been very dangerous, both for the structure of the building and for the workers themselves who, that morning, had not even tried to start. The young student, the young Alberto Borromeo was convinced that the fire was not caused by an accident caused by inexperience at work or by some elusive short circuit, it was certainly caused by someone who had an interest in striking. The targets could be the guests at the dinner, in the great hall of honor of the palace, or the Shroud. And if you set fire to an evening of strong and uncontrollable wind like the one closest to both targets, the attic to the left of the building the results would have been devastating. Prosecutors worked for years, but no research had ever come to logical conclusions. Now, those collapsed bricks and that residue of electric wire, perhaps part of the trigger of a detonator, would have been a good clue to reopen the investigation. Always if Alberto Borromeo had found a prosecutor willing to expose himself after so long after the fire.

– I've been following this track for over twenty years, understand me Alessandro. Maybe I'm on the right track, maybe what happened yesterday opened a new chapter in the search for truth.

Evening was about to loom over the city and for everyone it was now Christmas. The director, exhausted from the day, made an appointment with Zolcani for January 7th, the day on which the journalist could tell the whole story to the world. Until then, anyone in the know would have kept the discovery secret at the Royal Museums. Zolcani promised it. The intern and the guard swore it in front of their boss. The director, moved, said he was happy with so much understanding and so much attachment to work, he apologized for having to leave the office but gave the order to the guard to take all the books he had just found in the vault of the Museum.
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