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			Epigraph

			The best thing Christianity has produced are its heretics.
(Ernst Bloch)

		

	
		
			Ten days before

			...and there will be no relief day or night
for those who worship the beast
or its image or accept the mark of its name
(Revelation 14:11)

			In the ghostly moonlight, his breath condensed into clouds of vapour that grew closer and closer together. Until that moment, he had not realised how much the temperature had dropped in recent days. He felt the dampness that had penetrated his bones and gripped his guts and soul. Yet he could not say whether the trembling that had taken hold of his body was due more to the cold or to the terror. He looked ahead. And then all around him, at least as far as his uncomfortable position allowed. Darkness had long since taken over the forest, and the cold light of the star made its way through the branches stripped bare by late autumn.

			What on earth was he doing there? And why had he been tied to that tree trunk? He tried hard to remember something. But only fragments of memories emerged in his mind, scattered pieces of what seemed like a bizarre dream. Noises, voices, faded images. He remembered acting mechanically, guided by a hostile and silent presence, like a ghost. Had they drugged him? It had to be so, there was no other explanation. But if that was true, who could have done it? And, above all, for what purpose? He couldn’t understand. What on earth could they want from a poor wretch like him?

			Yet, at that moment, he felt more lucid than ever. Fear and cold had cleared his mind. If only he knew what the hell he was doing there, in the wild and hostile darkness of the woods... He took a deep breath and tried to analyse the situation clearly. Easier said than done in such cold weather. In truth, he had a modicum of freedom of movement, but his feet were tightly bound together and his arms were tied behind his back with a rope tightly knotted to the tree trunk. What’s more, it was too high for him to try to bite through and too strong to hope to pull through. He was trapped, like a caged animal. And there was nothing he could do about it.

			He wanted to scream at the top of his lungs, but something, probably a rag, was gagging his mouth. It was impossible to spit it out or even expel it partially. All he could do was emit a sort of moan, an indistinct whimper. But that would have been useless. Resigned, he preferred to remain silent, his nerves stretched to breaking point, attentive to every little noise. Around him, he could only make out the dark outlines of trees swallowed up by a mist that he did not have the strength to rise above. Everything was so confusing and he could not find his bearings. Which way was his monastery? His brothers would not notice his absence until morning prayers. How long would it take, for God’s sake? He could not help but make a gesture of irritation. How on earth could he know when he couldn’t even tell what time it was? With all that darkness, too... The forest was endless, he knew that very well. But before then, he had never realised its true immensity. Nor how vast and malicious the world outside the reassuring cloister of the sacred enclosure was. For a moment, he was overcome with terror. Yet no, he reflected, trying to calm himself, he couldn’t have been taken too far from the monastery. They would look for him immediately, he was sure of that. But would they ever find him? He felt a wave of anguish wash over him. Why was he there, reduced to this condition, Almighty Lord?

			He tensed his muscles with all the anger he had in his body. Then he gave the rope a sharp tug until it hurt. He tried again with the strength of despair, but to no avail. His heart was pounding, thumping in his temples. His breathing was short and heavy, his throat dry beyond endurance. He tried to move his head and mouth as much as possible to loosen the grip of the gag. He tried to push with his tongue until he was forced to stop because of the pain. It was no use. He tried, writhing, to rub it against the bark, but the only result he achieved was a few grazes. He pulled on the rope again with all his strength. Two, three times. But it showed no sign of giving way. Whoever had tied it must have known what they were doing. What if it was simply a joke, however cruel? If so, someone would come and free him soon. He hoped so with all his heart. It had to be that way, he told himself. Nevertheless, he suspected that it could not be a prank. So why? Had someone discovered his secret and wanted to teach him a lesson? How could men of God go that far?

			He felt a fear growing inside him that he had not known since he was a child, and found himself alone in the dark for the first time, face to face with his ghosts. With no one who could or would come to his aid. He knew this very well. At night, one has unpleasant encounters, coming into contact with beings that inhabit other worlds. At this times, doors open that should remain firmly closed. He was terrified. He, of all people, who, lured by sin, had challenged the souls of the deceased wandering among the ruins of the dead city, venturing to the edge of the forest. As he had done that evening. He did not understand why he had not come. Yet he had noticed the usual sign left in the agreed place. No one else could have left those marks, especially in that way. Had they forced him to reveal the truth? And by what means? Or, and this doubt caused his heart to sink, was he completely unaware of it? And, in that case, who could have discovered their terrible secret?

			In the distance, a howl rang out that made his blood run cold. 

			My God, my God, come quickly to my aid!

			He heard the sound of footsteps, muffled by the thick layer of leaves, coming from behind him. He turned just enough to glimpse a figure wrapped in the dark robe of his order, heading towards him, his hood pulled down over his face. He was safe, at last! Someone had come to free him. Once this story was over, he would go straight to the abbot to ask that the perpetrators of this horrible charade be severely punished. They deserved a good lesson. How could anyone inflict such suffering on a fellow brother? How could they allow themselves such freedom? And the abbot could not continue to turn a blind eye. Yes... But who were the culprits? Now, perhaps, he would find out.

			The man muttered something to the newcomer, who remained unnaturally silent, lost in thought. He saw him calmly check the ligature, without uttering a word. Then he watched him pull out a knife. Good. He would cut the rope and this torment, this endless cold, would be over. Just a few more moments...

			But something wasn’t right. The stranger with the shadowed face hesitated, lingering to look around instead of freeing him. He stood in front of him, spreading his legs, while he tried to communicate something to him. How could he not realise that he couldn’t take it anymore? That he was in a hurry to get the ropes and the gag off. What was he waiting for, for God’s sake? Why was he taking so long?

			He tried to get a better look at him. Until a ray of moonlight illuminated his eyes for a moment. Or so it seemed to him. A glint in a gaze full of hatred that froze the blood in his veins and made him abandon all remaining hope. The knife and the two unknown hands tore his monastic robe, leaving him naked and frightened. What did he want to do to him? Take away what little dignity he had left? He remained motionless, his muscles tense with fear. He felt a hand tighten around his throat and a sharp pain in his chest, the blade cutting into his skin without penetrating deeply. He felt the sharp metal sliding towards his stomach in a slow, winding path. He could smell blood. In the unreal glow of the moon, looking down, he saw dark traces flowing from the cuts and slowly flooding his trembling body. He wanted to scream, to ask him why he was doing this, but he just closed his eyes and waited for the fatal blow. 

			He no longer had any illusions. His end was coming at the hands of a murderer, without him ever understanding why. He prayed to the Lord that at least he would not make him suffer any more. He asked forgiveness for his sins, if they could ever be forgiven. But would that God, after punishing him so harshly, allow him to be absolved? He was ready for sacrifice, if it could serve to atone for what he had done. Now he understood how Isaac must have felt as he waited to be slaughtered by his father Abraham on Mount Moriah. But what right did he, a repeat sinner, have to compare himself to the great patriarchs of the Bible? He tried to clear his mind of all thoughts, to empty it as he waited to feel the cold blade piercing his flesh once more, this time to kill him. To his great surprise, however, he felt the pressure of the hand loosen and the rough rustle of something with a nauseating smell being smeared over his body. Something that burned on contact with his wounds. Then the sound of footsteps walking away without haste. Until they faded into nothingness, swallowed by the night. Until the usual sounds of the forest took over again. Only then did he dare to open his eyes again. The monotonous song of an owl echoed not far away. His ears were ringing louder and louder, his head was spinning, his breathing was rapid, as was his heart, which seemed to be bursting out of his throat. He tried to find a less uncomfortable position by leaning against the tree trunk. Think. He needed to think. Where the hell were his clothes? That demonic creature must have taken them away, leaving him completely naked. The shivers were now uncontrollable. The blood continued to flow, albeit with less intensity. It was cold. An unbearable, nasty cold. Would he ever be able to withstand these conditions until morning? Yet he had to make it. And he would endure, giving it his all, trying to move as much as possible, hopping as best he could on his bound legs. He would find a way. Then, in the light of day, he hoped, someone would notice him and free him. He couldn’t get his bearings, but after all, the monastery couldn’t be very far away. He had to endure, even as time passed inexorably. He could smell the pungent odour of fear, his own, mixed with the metallic smell of blood that was now clotting. He wanted to throw himself on the ground and roll around in the dead leaves to cover himself somehow. He would have done anything to feel less cold. He needed to piss, but he couldn’t.

			A rustling sound. The sound of something approaching. Was it perhaps the silent monk returning to finish his work? He stiffened and clenched his fists until he felt his nails digging into his flesh. He wanted to sell his life dearly. But how, when he was completely defenceless and naked? And, on top of that, unable to move? No, he couldn’t die without knowing why. It wasn’t fair.

			He swallowed. No, that wasn’t what he expected. Instead, he heard the rustling of many soft footsteps on the carpet of dead and rotting leaves. And the growling of entities that were not human. White, sharp teeth reflecting in the moonlight. Hungry jaws opening wide. And then he screamed with all his might, despite the rag stuffed in his mouth. Or perhaps he imagined screaming with every fibre, every crevice of his body. A pain, an infinite and helpless despair that echoed throughout the forest, until it was lost beyond the sharp outlines of the mountains. Crossing a sky as black as the depths of hell.

		

	
		
			First day. Terce (Third hour)

			They will keep their distance for fear of the torment
inflicted on her, and they will say:
“Alas, alas, great city, Babylon, mighty city.
In one hour your judgment has come.”
(Revelation 18:10)

			Reaching the top of the hill, the monk stopped his horse and began to observe the spectacle that unfolded before his eyes.

			“Impressive, isn’t it, Eusebio?” he said to his young companion on the back of a mule.

			“You can say that again, Master!” exclaimed the other, staring bewildered at the expanse of ruins that filled the entire valley before them and stretched into the forest. “This city,” he continued, “must once have been immense.”

			“You are absolutely right, my dear friend. And now all that remains are piles of stones covered with moss and weeds. A cemetery. Nothing but a vast and desolate cemetery that holds the remains of men and their vanity. Do you remember what is written, my dear Eusebio? Unless the Lord builds the house, the builders labour in vain.”

			“That’s right, Master. And here, the truth of those words is palpable, one might say.”

			The older monk did not reply, merely spurring his horse on, followed by his companion. The path wound its way through the ruins of ancient buildings, their stones now imprisoned by the twisted roots of centuries-old trees. At times, the grass thinned out, revealing the remains of a pavement so worn that it gave the impression of having been corroded by water for an infinite amount of time. The monk was surprised to think of the Flood at that altitude. But Noah had also landed on the summit of Mount Ararat, he must not forget that.

			However, what impressed him most was the large number of symbols engraved on those stones, which the passing of the centuries and the inclement weather of these mountains had now rendered almost illegible. And those inscriptions were composed of characters that he could have sworn he had never seen before. He turned to his brother who was following him and who must have been thinking the same things. How could it be otherwise? This place was truly disturbing. A ghostly city whose inhabitants could only be demons and ghosts.

			It was cold and the air was thick with humidity. And that breeze that swept over the ancient foundations and collapsed walls, sometimes carrying with it an impalpable and annoying fog, was a wind that smelled of death. Yet those large blocks of stone, now entwined with thousand-year-old plants, must once have formed imposing buildings. What dark civilisation, whose name had been lost, had built all this, thought the monk? What blasphemous and monstrous entities were represented in the depictions that scarred surfaces that had once been smooth? What hands had traced those symbols, those obscene invocations written in characters unknown to him?

			Once they reached the other side of the valley, the road began to climb steeply again. Through the mist, they could begin to make out the grim bulk of the monastery.

			The monk turned to his companion. He saw him breathe a sigh of relief before turning back to take one last look at the expanse of ruins they were leaving behind.

			“Let’s go, Eusebio,” he said, pointing to the building looming above them. “The third hour must have passed long ago. And I must confess that I can’t wait to set foot on solid ground and stretch my legs. After all these days of travelling, I don’t think there’s a single bone in my body that isn’t aching.”

			“I feel the same way,” replied the other. “Even our poor mounts must be exhausted.”

			As they climbed, the bulk of the monastery revealed itself in all its grandeur. Cyclopean, excessive walls. An immense, compact surface made of large dark blocks without a single opening. To the monk, these walls brought to mind those of the ungodly Tower of Babel, built to challenge the very hand of God himself. Here, however, these walls were supposed to represent a bulwark of the true faith and of the Church against the onslaught of heresy and the Enemy. He had already heard about it, but what he saw at that moment far exceeded his expectations.

			Without exchanging a single word, the two completed the stretch of road that separated them from the large gate that opened in the belly of the wall. As they approached, it opened with an annoying squeak that seemed to go on forever. The older monk looked around, perplexed. After a while, a thick beard, not yet completely white, materialised from behind one of the wooden doors, hanging from two chubby cheeks and a purple nose. Below it was a prominent belly that was a living monument to gluttony. A pleasure-seeking monk, surely, was the visitor’s first thought, one of those who had always bothered him, characters more concerned with discussing wines or aromatic essences than the things of God. The monk on horseback entered, followed by his companion.

			“Deo gratias!” said the porter, bowing slightly.

			“Dear Brother, I am...” replied the monk on horseback when he was beside him.

			“I know who you are, Father Anselmo,” interrupted the other. “We had already been warned of your arrival. Welcome to our monastery.”

			Then, seeing that the visitors remained silent, he continued, “Now, however, dismount. You must be tired from your journey.” With that, he motioned to a young lay brother who hurried to take the reins of the horse and mule. “You can leave them safely with Alfonso, who will take them to the stable where they will be treated with every consideration and well fed,” commented the porter. “After that, he will rush to call the guestmaster monk.” Then, turning to the boy, he said, “Do you understand?”

			Alfonso smiled and, after the two guests had dismounted, he walked briskly away with the two animals towards the large uphill clearing that occupied the space between the walls and the high façade of the church and the convent building. All around were the craftsmen’s workshops and stables. The sweet smell of dung mingled with the acrid smell of coal and hot iron. Servants and lay brothers were busy with their activities and the noise of their tools echoed in the air. Anselmo paused for a moment to watch a group of men butchering a pig that had just been slaughtered. One of them was collecting the still steaming blood in a tub, while two other men had already begun to skin the animal’s carcass. This food was certainly more suited to the monastery’s servants than to the monks. The monk hoped that this was the case. A little further on, a young boy ran happily after a hen, carelessly trampling the mud with his bare feet. In the background, a blacksmith and a carpenter were working in front of some shacks that must have been their workshops. These were scenes that the visitor remembered seeing many times in his life. They were always the same, with that typical feverish activity that characterised every monastery of the Order of St. Benedict and was reproduced on the capitals of the parish churches.

			The porter, with an unctuous manner, showed the two guests into a chapel next to the entrance. The small group of monks knelt and began to pray in front of a large crucifix painted on the back wall. An image that, Anselmo noted without saying so, perhaps needed a thorough repainting.

		

	
		
			Towards Valsesia, 1304

			How beautiful my mother was! Bathed in sunlight, her long hair shone like gold. I had never seen gold, but I imagined it as bright as the stars on cold winter nights. She smiled with that radiant face on which the signs of fatigue were visible. A face with delicate features, like those of an angel. Every now and then she would come over to caress me and give me a kiss. I could feel the contact with her lips, roughened by thirst. Every now and then we would sing together. Happy songs. I would watch her, happily losing myself in her blue eyes, like the waters of the great lake we had glimpsed below us. A bluish mirror that seemed to go on forever, swallowed up by a misty horizon. My mother’s body seemed even thinner than when we had left. But how far can you trust a child’s memory?

			We had been walking all day. My mother and father led the way at the head of all those people advancing in silence. We were all exhausted. Even though I had spent most of the journey comfortably seated on my uncle’s shoulders. I didn’t understand why we had decided to leave the mountains to head for other mountains. At least that was what I had been told. The ones we were leaving seemed beautiful to me. Where could we find others as enchanting? And then they were my mother’s and grandparents’ mountains. The places where I too had been born a few years earlier, so few that when I counted them I couldn’t open my hand completely. My uncle rattled off names of places that meant nothing to me. I don’t know how he knew them all. I repeated them, amused, well aware that I was mangling them. My uncle laughed heartily at my blunders, and I pretended to be angry. After all, it was just a game. I didn’t understand, however, why everyone else was so taciturn, so sad. And why they didn’t want to stop walking, even though they were all exhausted. Adults remained an unfathomable mystery to my little brain.

			Only many years later did my uncle decide to reveal the whole truth to me. But by then my mother and father were no longer there, taken away by evil men. Yet, despite the passage of time, her smile remains etched in my mind. A smile that only an angel can give you. And it is a memory that continues to hurt. A bruise, a knife still stuck deep in my soul.

			The Bishop of Trento, shut away in his castle, surrounded by precious drapes and delicious food, was afraid. He was frightened by a group of poor people who asked for nothing more than to live according to the teachings of Christ and, like the apostles, share what little they had. People who aspired to nothing more than to wrest with immense effort the little that the harsh mountain land could offer them, but with the pride of feeling themselves children of the same God who had suffered on the Cross. Yes, those men believed themselves to be equal, and perhaps this was what terrified the high prelate as he huddled in his clothes embroidered with silver and gold and decorated with precious stones. Was it possible that he really thought that poor people who were content with what they had would want to attack his power? And how could they have done so, even if they had wanted to? With what weapons could they have faced his army of violent, well-paid mercenaries? It would have been madness. What harm could they possibly do to him? Perhaps he, a man who was supposed to follow the Scriptures, was afraid of the words of people like my father? Words that denounced the corruption of the Church and of a world that still deluded itself into thinking it could be converted to goodness simply by following the word of the poor carpenter’s son? And a carpenter himself, according to the Gospels.

			That world, however, could not hear the truth, could not accept the call to follow in Christ’s footsteps. Especially those of a poor Christ who favoured the least, the miserable. A man of the Church could never have done that. He would never have been able to dialogue with those who challenged his power. That power that came directly from God. Inequality was willed by the Creator. This was a truth so obvious to him that he could not understand how those beggars continued not to understand it. Why did they not simply occupy the place assigned to them by God and follow, without question, the teachings of those delegated to do so? So he began the repression. With determination and violence. The stakes began to burn and the flames reflected ominously on the rocky slopes of those mountains. 

			Like Francis almost a century earlier, like his most authentic followers destined for slaughter by the hierarchy and those in power, my father and his people offered no resistance. At least not at first. Just as the Lord, in his meekness, had offered no resistance to his executioners. History repeats itself, always the same, and power always remains evil and ready to kill you. Without exception.

			Instead, they decided to leave Trentino and flee to the places where my father was born.

			The journey was terrible and lasted weeks and weeks. I still remember the hunger and fatigue of an endless column of men, women, old people and children. I remember my mother giving up a bite of food, often all she had, to feed her child. I saw her getting thinner and thinner, more and more tired. But her beauty remained unaffected and her voice remained sweet, perhaps even more melodious than when we had left. The voice of an angel lost in this cruel world. I heard the prayers and songs that accompanied us on our journey, like those of the farmers or boatmen who use them to give rhythm to their work. Someone mentioned ongoing trials and sentences of burning at the stake.

			As the days passed on my uncle’s shoulders, the names of the places became increasingly abstruse and difficult to repeat. Until I heard words like Gattinara, Serravalle, Valsesia. Then I realised we had arrived.

		

	
		
			First day. Terce (Third hour)

			It has become a haven for demons,
a prison for every unclean spirit,
prison of every unclean bird,
prison of every unclean animal
and detestable.
(Revelation 18:2)

			Roberto, the guestmaster monk, proved to be quite talkative as he led his guests to the church. The visitor and his young companion were bombarded with a torrent of words about the history of the monastery and its past and present glory. Anselmo was tempted several times to silence him, but his sense of courtesy and Benedictine training in heroic patience forced him to restrain himself. He must not forget that he was a guest there, regardless of the respect due to him. In his report, however, he would point out that the rule of silence was not being observed with the necessary rigour in that place. Obviously, a porter or a guestmaster was exempt from this rule out of necessity, given their welcoming duties, but here it amounted to a complete lack of restraint. Benedict, the holy founder of the Order, had clearly reiterated this in his Rule.

			I said, ‘I will guard my ways, that I may not sin with my tongue. I have set a guard to my mouth.’ I was mute and was humbled, and kept silence even from good things.

			But this was now happening everywhere, even in the most ancient monasteries. A relaxation of discipline that was a sign of the times. How else could one explain all the attempts to reform the Order that had followed one another without ever achieving their goal? It had to be admitted. Living in a community was not always enough to compensate for the human weakness of individuals. And he, in his travels on behalf of his Order, could claim to have seen everything, for better or for worse. It must be said that he himself was not scrupulous in this regard. But it was all about using words with moderation, with frugality, he would have said.

			The guestmaster told him that the abbot was busy at the moment. He asked him to forgive him and let him know that he would be happy to meet him immediately after the sixth hour, so that he could devote all the time and attention that his position deserved. He was also asked if he would like to share the prayer of that hour with the monastic community. He, of course, replied that yes, he would gladly accept. In reality, he felt irritated. What commitments could the head of the monastery possibly have that would prevent him from immediately welcoming, as he deserved, a visiting monk whose arrival had, moreover, been announced some time ago and expressly requested by the superior of the Order? Had he been in his place, he would have gone to meet him without delay and in the company of the most prominent members of the community. Perhaps even preceded by the Cross. But he preferred to avoid any comment.

			The monk in charge of guests had asked him if, since there was still some time left until the Sixth hour office, he would like to visit the large convent church. Anselmo, resigned, could do nothing but thank him and accept the offer with the most hypocritical of smiles. Once inside, however, he was greatly impressed by the grandeur of the building and its obvious antiquity. Much of the material used to build the church had been salvaged from the ruined buildings surrounding the monastery. This was immediately apparent from the columns, each one different from the other, and from the stone blocks used for the walls, which bore traces of decorations and friezes whose meaning was now lost. The capitals, on the other hand, must have been specially made by skilled craftsmen and were of a richness he had already observed in many other parts of Christendom. Even within that sacred building, the stonemasons had truly surpassed themselves, demonstrating a mastery he had rarely encountered elsewhere.

			The monk stopped to observe them. If he was to be honest, he had never understood the meaning of all this profusion of images placed so high up that it was difficult to appreciate their full significance. The light from the candelabra illuminated foliage, palm branches, vine shoots from which hung bunches of grapes, lotus flowers, zoomorphic figures, human effigies and deformed beings. And then there were jugglers in contorted poses peeking out from among menacing lions and tempting snakes grappling with the first ancestors to make them pick that ill-fated fruit. And eagles and monkeys, armed knights, snarling demons and two-tailed mermaids, while a little further on Jonah was being devoured by the whale and Noah peered out from the ark wandering on the waters of the Flood. Up there, an entire universe seemed to be gathering, eager to emulate the deeds of the ancient stylite saints of the desert, rising up on columns to support the arches and wooden trusses, finally dividing the large space into three immense naves.

			The sculptors had demonstrated incredible skill, it had to be admitted, which was multiplied in the decorations of the portal. But what on earth were monkeys and lions doing there? What were centaurs and half-men supposed to represent in that place? Why had someone wanted to place wild beasts, armed knights and hunters with their horns there?

			Anselmo was perplexed. Many bodies could be seen under a single head and, conversely, many heads on a single body. It was almost as if, as someone had written, in a place of prayer, people preferred to read marble rather than books containing praise to God. Did the Almighty really need all this? Or perhaps it was just him who was becoming grumpy and whiny like an old woman? As well as confirming himself a hypocrite, given that those same figures, when inserted into an illuminated page, did not bother him in the slightest. On the contrary, he was even entranced by them and had no difficulty admitting it. Anselmo shrugged. The images and sculptures were useful to those who did not have the ability or the good fortune to delve into the contents of books. Those figures, after all, were nothing more than faded ghosts, evocations of the secrets kept on the surfaces of ancient parchments. Nothing more than a tool for the illiterate masses. But what purpose did they serve, then, inside a monastery like the one he was in, frequented almost exclusively by religious figures educated in the Holy Scriptures? Perhaps for the lay brothers, who were exempt from divine office?

			Roberto, the guestmaster, motioned for his guests to follow him. They descended a steep staircase that plunged beneath the presbytery and arrived in a cramped room barely lit by the flickering light of candles. Anselmo’s eyes struggled to adjust to the dim light. Unlike the church above them, the squat columns bore no trace of decoration except for a few stylised crosses. 

			Those walls exuded a sense of oppression accentuated by the lack of air. Galleries filled with sarcophagi, some so ancient as to be illegible, radiated from the central room, which was vaguely circular in shape. Tunnels ended in darkness with their repository of holiness and death. A modest altar with roughly hewn surfaces stood against the back wall.

			“This is the reliquary that holds the bones of Saint Avogardo,” said their guide, pointing to the urn resting on the grey stone shelf. The golden surface reflected the dim light, amplifying it and enhancing it with the reflection of the precious stones set in it. Anselmo moved closer to get a better look. Rubies, agates, lapis lazuli, topazes. At least that’s what they looked like to him, but he was certainly no expert on the subject to be able to say for sure. And he didn’t really care to be, if he was honest. In the middle was an inscription that he couldn’t decipher in the dim light.

			He turned to the guestmaster. He had never heard of this Avogardo, who remained a completely unknown name to him. But the devotion he was the object of and the location of his remains in the crypt could only have one explanation: “Saint Avogardo?” he ventured. “The famous founder of this illustrious monastery, if I am not mistaken...”

			The other man could not hide a smug smile: “That’s right, Reverend Father.”

			“Forgive me, Roberto,” Anselmo replied promptly, “for my ignorance. I know for a fact, having heard about him, that he was a monk of great human and, of course, spiritual stature.” He was lying like the worst of hypocrites, but he knew he had hit the mark by tickling his interlocutor’s vanity. He had no idea what awaited him in the days to come, and it was better to befriend a key figure in the community, such as their guide.

			“You are absolutely right,” replied the other, puffing out his chest. “But you can learn much more by consulting the volume with the Historia Avogardi kept in the library. If you wish and have the time, of course. I am sure the monk librarian would be honoured.”

			“If I have the opportunity, I will certainly do so.”

			“All I can give you,” continued the monk, “is a brief summary. Avogardo lived a few generations before the year 1000. Dark, violent times, as you well know. Years in which it seemed that the Devil ruled unchallenged on earth. Coming from one of the most noble families in the region, Avogardo had chosen to devote his life to God, renouncing the false temptations of the world and choosing the hermit’s life of prayer and mortification.”

			“I was aware of that,” commented Anselmo, continuing to lie.

			“Well,” continued the other, “you must know that the inhabitants of these places, in those days, partly because of the isolation in which they were forced to live, as well as their ignorance and hard-heartedness, still embraced the ancient pagan cults and resided in a city whose origins date back to times so ancient that they are lost in the mists of myth. The loving appeal of the missionaries who had succeeded one another in their work had been to no avail. Nor had the threatening words of increasingly distant kings and emperors. You have surely seen the ruins surrounding this monastery.”

			“Of course. It’s impossible not to notice them,” replied Anselmo. “They are truly impressive.”

			“You are right. You should know that in ancient times this place was an important sanctuary dedicated to one of the most bloodthirsty and blasphemous deities of antiquity. Believe me: these ruins are cursed. Even today, they exude all the evil essence with which they are imbued. At the time of Saint Avogardo, the population, despite being forced to formally adhere to Christianity, was in fact completely subjugated by this place and the demonic presence that inhabited it and still inhabits it today.”

			“You paint a truly disturbing picture,” commented Anselmo, staring at him in bewilderment.

			“Do you think so? Try looking out from the ramparts at night and observing the ruins of the dead city. You will see that they are still haunted by demons who, however, can do nothing against the holy place in which we find ourselves. I have seen with my own eyes, God is my witness, strange figures, ghosts, wandering among the remains of the ancient temples. It is said that they are the restless souls of the myriad victims sacrificed to the devil.”

			“I must confess that you intrigue me. I promise I will do as you suggest. Isn’t that right?’ said the visitor, turning to his companion, who, impressed by the story, had not yet opened his mouth.”

			“But let’s get back to Saint Avogardo,” resumed the monk. “You must know that the ecclesiastical authorities, having heard rumours of the persistence of blasphemous and satanic cults and no longer able to tolerate this scandalous situation, managed to convince a man of holy customs, Avogardo to be precise, who had been living a hermit’s life not far from here for years, to leave his refuge and devote himself to the work of conversion. He readily agreed, convinced that, with the example of the religious who would inhabit it and with the help of prayer, he would finally put an end to the worship of blasphemous pagan deities.”

			“And did he succeed?”

			The other turned towards the reliquary with an enigmatic expression. “Certainly, although it took time and the iron fist of the then lord of these lands. Thus, the people finally abandoned sin and converted, finally beginning once again to worship and serve the one living God.”

			“The end justifies the means,” commented Anselmo, just to say something. He was beginning to have enough of all this ranting.

			“Unfortunately, there’s more,” continued the monk. “The devil, though temporarily defeated, had never given up, continuing to work in the ignorant hearts of the people. One night, the inhabitants of the mountains, incited by some of their number who contested their supposed servitude to the monks, attacked the monastery, with the complicity of some of their companions who served inside the building, and slaughtered the monks. Their murderous hands did not even stop at the defenceless figure of Avogardo. He faced martyrdom by praying for his murderers who, not content with the sacrilege they were committing, stabbed him and cut him to pieces. They then threw his remains to the pigs as a gesture of extreme contempt.”

			“Good God!’ exclaimed Eusebio, horrified.”

			“Yes, truly shocking, my young brother,” replied the the guestmaster monk. “But, as you can imagine, God’s patience had been tested too far, and his righteous vengeance could only be terrible. And what the Scriptures say came true: Terrible is the face of the Lord upon those who do evil, when he destroys sin from its foundations. As soon as the news of Avogardo’s death became known, the secular arm, with the blessing of the bishop and of God, laid siege to the rebels who had barricaded themselves inside, convinced that their position would allow them to resist easily. But the Most High did not will it so. And after several months, the lair of the devil’s followers was finally stormed. All the rebels were massacred without mercy, including women and children. Those who survived the fighting were burned, and for weeks the fire of the stakes could be seen at night from far away, as if a second firmament of stars had descended on the slopes of this mountain. The city, or rather, what remained of it, was completely razed to the ground and became what you see now. It was then decided that nothing could ever be built on this site again and that its ruins would remain as a warning to future generations.”

			“And the monastery?” asked Anselmo.

			“With the stones of the destroyed city, it was reinforced and fortified with walls capable of withstanding any assault by Evil. This decision was blessed by God with the discovery of Avogardo’s body, miraculously recomposed. Having died a martyr, he was immediately raised to the glory of the altars.”

			The providential tolling of a bell saved Anselmo from having to reply.

			Their guide raised his eyes to the vaults of the crypt. “It is the sixth hour. We must go.” Then, turning to his guests, he said, “As I have already told you, if you wish, you may join us in prayer. We will certainly find two free places in the choir.”

			“And we confirm that this would be an honour for us, wouldn’t it, Eusebio?” he said, addressing his companion.

			“Of course, Master,” was the predictable reply.

			No further words were needed. The small group retraced their steps up the stairs and found themselves in the cold darkness of the church just as the monks were entering in procession. The guestmaster, Roberto, and the other two waited for the other monks to take their places before ascending to the presbytery. The abbot noticed them and gave Anselmo a slight bow. Then he said something to Roberto, who seated the two guests and settled down next to them. The visitor could not help but notice that, despite their presence, there were still quite a few empty seats. Undoubtedly, he thought, the monastic community must once have been much larger. This was somewhat similar to what was happening in all Benedictine monasteries, which were seeing fewer and fewer postulants eager to embrace the Rule, attracted instead in ever-increasing numbers by the mendicant orders. Anselmo could not understand what they found so irresistible in the message of the Franciscans and Dominicans. Wasn’t the almost thousand-year history that his Order could boast of enough? What more could the newcomers offer, having fallen away, after their corruption, from the purest prayer and the unattainable discipline of the Rule of Saint Benedict? The proof that the new orders were only a reflection, an adaptation to a world of merchants and shopkeepers, of a much older wisdom lay in the fact that, despite their many proclamations of diversity, they had long since begun to revive ancient customs, becoming increasingly similar to traditional monastic orders. At the same time, they had repudiated their original spirit, that of Francis, taking control of the levers of the Inquisition, which had quickly become their exclusive property. Thus, beyond their proclamations of love, they demonstrated their hypocrisy. Those who preached universal love had become, albeit with the declared aim of defending the faith, dispensers of pain and death. Had not Jesus prophesied, ‘You will know them by their fruits’? The Benedictines, on the other hand, would probably never have done such a thing. And, in any case, they did not feel the need to leave their cloisters to experience the things and worries of the world. They had always acted in every moment of their existence for the salvation of the world. And they did so through the weapon of prayer, without asking for anything in return.

			O God, come and save me.

			The monks’ choir had begun the Divine Office. Anselmo abandoned his reflections. And as always, while the words of the psalmist echoed under the high stone vaults, he felt intimately united with the prayers of his brothers. How could one not perceive the absolute perfection of a life lived in solitude? What need was there to share the miseries of everyday life with those who could not even dare to approach the perfection of monastic life? How could one not appreciate the profound poetry of the Benedictine ideal? This was what he had chosen many years earlier, when his life had taken a providential turn. And he had never regretted it. Or almost never.

			Deus, in adiutorium meum intende.
Domine, ad adiuvandum me festina.
Gloria Patri, et Filio, et Spiritui Sancto.
Sicut erat in principio, et nunc et sempre,
et in saecula saeculorum.
Amen. Alleluia

			The melody of the opening hymn drifted among the columns inhabited by lions, demons and monstrous creatures, brushing against mermaids with two tails, snakes and the impassive figures of the patriarchs. And, bouncing off the stones of the naves, it rose pure towards the sky, as if seeking, invoking the presence of God, who at that moment was more real than ever. Was there really any need for anything else?

		

	
		
			First day. After Terce (Third hour)

			Use your sickle and reap the harvest,
for the time to reap has come,
because the earth’s harvest is fully ripe
(Revelation 14:15)

			After the third hour, the abbot received his visitor in the chapter house, which opened onto the part of the cloister adjacent to the church. It was a large room divided in half by heavy grey stone columns. These too, he thought, had surely been plundered from the ruins of the city that lay a few steps away. The dark wooden benches normally occupied by the monks were empty at that moment. The walls were completely bare, except for the heavy crucifix dimly lit by the scant light coming from the two windows next to the entrance door. Apart from the candlesticks and the heavy lectern on which an open copy of the Rule stood, there was nothing else. The last time he had visited such a place, he had been annoyed to find, right next to the abbot’s seat, the whip, the now outdated symbol of the authority of the community’s shepherd.

			Strike your son with the rod and you will free his soul from death.

			He had always wondered whether it was really necessary to proceed with corporal punishment during the daily chapter of faults. Was it essential to force individual monks to strip themselves of all dignity in front of the whole community? At one time, this was the norm. Yet Saint Benedict, in the Rule, had expressed himself clearly on how an abbot should act:

			Always prefer mercy to justice. In administering correction she should act prudently and not go to excess, lest in seeking too eagerly to scrape off the rust she break the vessel. Let her keep her own frailty ever before her eyes and remember that the bruised reed must not be broken.

			But patience, from what he had seen, was not a distinctive trait of many, too many, leaders of religious communities. Evidently, here, on the contrary, there was no need for such a tool. The hope was that the monks’ discipline would spring spontaneously from the soul of each of the brothers. In a spirit of charity and without the need for any whip. A hope, however, that was becoming increasingly difficult to fulfil. Or perhaps it was he who, after so many vicissitudes, no longer had great faith in his brothers?

			The abbot, a man in his forties, perhaps a little older, of sturdy build and with an overly well-groomed beard, came up to him and gave him the kiss of peace: “Welcome, Brother Anselmo.”

			There was something honeyed and artificial about his tone of voice. Nevertheless, the visitor put on his best smile and bowed slightly: “Reverend Father Abbot, it is an honour for me to visit your illustrious monastery for the first time, which has recently expressed its desire to become part of our monastic family. I must confess that we have all welcomed this news with great joy.”

			Anselmo could not help but notice the strange, even bewildered expression on his interlocutor’s face. He looked worn out, his features seemed tense and strained. But what struck him was the redness of his eyes. It looked as if he had just been crying. Perhaps something unexpected had happened that had prevented him from meeting him immediately, as would have been natural. Something serious. It could only be so, and in that case, he had something else to be forgiven for.

			“I am grateful to you,” replied the other. “I sincerely hope that your abbey will benefit from our humble contribution.” Then, after a pause, he continued, “And that what you report about our community and the faith that animates it will be pleasing to your superiors.”

			Anselmo did not reply. What he would report would be discussed at the appropriate time. If it was appropriate to discuss it, of course. But that was for him to decide. He preferred to change the subject: ‘“Mala tempora currunt.  Unfortunately, we live in sad times. Competition from mendicant orders that offer a religious life that does not involve a genuine escape from everyday life has meant that in recent decades the attraction of genuine monastic life, the kind that prompts you to abandon the world to devote yourself exclusively to prayer, has waned.”

			The abbot stroked the rough parchment surface of the Rule. “Dear Anselmo, you have hit the nail on the head, unfortunately. These are no longer the days when we aspired to shut the whole world in the cloister. At least that was the hope of our teachers in the face of a world increasingly dominated by Satan and now ready, they were convinced, to welcome the Antichrist. These days, all religious are so busy with worldly matters, with everyday business, with the demands of public preaching and teaching, that it is increasingly difficult to find time to pray to God.”

			“Yes,” said the other, glancing at the silent crucifix. “Busy as they are chasing the sirens of daily life, too many have now forgotten that the only way to rise to perfection is to leave the madness of the world and its temptations behind. As Christ himself asked us to do, let us not forget.”

			“A truth that, if I may say so, Anselmo, the Franciscans and Dominicans have probably not understood.”
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