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A year earlier.

Death is bitter for those who mourn, and bitter when it concerns a child whose appearance is so sweet, in the shadow of a gaze without sadness.

He caressed her blonde curls for a tangible memory, before the flames stole her last strand. There had been no tears nor had anyone been allowed to shed them. Closed in that solitude, he had spent the last twenty-four hours with that little body without ever parting from it.

Nobody could have prevented it, although the money helped to remove even the doubt of asking for valid verifications. They remained in complete symbiosis for a day and a night, without nourishing or quenching their thirst, in a chilling silence.

Even the employees of the funeral home were troubled by that macabre situation and counted the minutes to get rid of both.

He had expressly requested to attend the cremation and all the attempts at dissuasion had been in vain. In addition, the small body had been expressly placed in a simple spruce plank, refusing the coffin in order to immortalize the last moments of that frail little body.

The doctor came from behind him, convinced that he had shown his presence, placing himself next to the child for the post-mortem visit.

He did not move, petrified in that position, he bent over the body, in a last-ditch attempt to block even everybody's sight.

- I'm sorry ... I should ...- Said the coroner kindly.

- What? - He answered icily without turning around.

- Check the rigor mortis. It’s the law. It’ll take just a moment! - Said the doctor.

He stepped aside without turning and after a brief inspection of the child's body the specialist turned his attention to the only person that was waiting.

In his work, he had seen countless faces transfigured by death, but it was the first time he had seen one still alive. He avoided looking at him again, escaping from that mask that produced a sense of wickedness and disgust, with such reluctance as to feel no pain for that man, authorizing the cremation of the body as a liberating act.

Not a single whimper or a gesture and even less tears accompanied the flames that enveloped the little girl. He looked through the tempered glass, normally used by insiders, with impassivity, while the blond curls glowed in a golden tongue. The skin changed color from pale to reddish as the entrails exploded in a jet that reached the glass. The muscles attacked by the heat charred quickly, while the bones took a long time to disintegrate. The flames covered what was left and incinerated the last parts, including the small skull where the sockets burned like dragon eyes, until it was consumed and reduced to gray ashes.

They delivered the remains with speed and relief, freeing themselves from that disturbing presence and erasing even the memory.

Now.

It all began with the sun at its zenith on a clear and warm spring day where a deceptive stillness reigns supreme. A public Sunday in a city like many others, in a church like any other.

The bells recalled a solemn event in the festively dressed cathedral, in an Easter celebration of rebirth and conciliation.

The call is strong for some, habitual for others, but together they welcome the invitation of the archbishop to gather in that Gothic Church with immense arches, so high as to be closer to God than to men. In the square waiting for them cotton candy and nougat where the children expect to be accompanied at the end of the service.

Imposing like the Mother Church, the Strasbourg Cathedral opens the large central door for the second time during the year, allowing the faithful into the main nave, welcoming the sins committed and confessed the same number of times.

The benches are filled with clothes and perfumes that dirty the incense like a temptation for the soul.

He watches them enter as in a cage, unsuspecting thinkers of a dominant race, and fearlessly hand over their souls to God and their life in his hands like rats falling into the Lord's trap attracted by an irresistible lure, faith.

His irrepressible anger hasn't changed. It just dressed up for big occasions like this one.

While the organ blows on the "Oh Magnum Misterium", and the 74-person choir intones the Gregorian, the archbishop, preceded by a large group of deacons and clerics, presents himself solemnly reaching the altar. The portal is closed again leaving the two lateral-push-in entrances open where latecomers can join without disturbing the act.

He blesses the day and invites people to repentance. His voice expands between the arches and the numerous spiers that reflect a natural reverb.

In the forecourt there are street vendors, including one of balloons, which alone adds weight to the ballast.

His attention is turned to a family that hurries to reach the abbey. The mother squeezes the child's wrist, and the father follows his loved ones a little behind.

The almost candid blond, and the girl’s eyes, of the color of the sky, focus on the multicolored balloons. She pushes in that direction. Her desire becomes deep.

The mother resists but the child points and squirms invoking the help of her father who intervenes in her favor. – Go ahead, we’ll be with you right away -

The woman would have wanted an energetic intervention while she looked at her partner with severity and gave up the wrist of her daughter. She scolded him. - You shouldn't be so accommodating. You know I don't want to go in alone! -

He reassured her by taking the girl in his arms, - And, I don't intend to spend the whole service with her crying. I’ll get her the balloon and I’ll join you, -

She went on turning occasionally before disappearing inside.

The high prelate began the Easter homily by inviting the faithful to stand up but stopped, bringing his hand to his eyes, annoyed by something that had landed on him. He noticed that some dust had fallen on his forehead and raised his eyes to the sky. He took a look at the stupendous frescoed dome, where apparently nothing had changed except the echo of his words. He resumed preaching realizing that he had lost his train of thought, but the experience and the uniqueness of the arguments made sure that nothing was left out. But only for a few moment as another light rain of dust hit him more evidently.

He turned his gaze to his deacons to make sure it was not the fruit of his imagination and with relief he realized, from the shaking of their robes, that they too had been flooded with a veil of dust. The faithful observed in silence, wondering why the interruption and the improvised gestures of the representative of the Church.

He resumed the word with emphasis, trying to make people forget those pauses and keeping up the true meaning of that day, but a subsequent hail of dust made him give up accompanied by a few coughs.

This time the faithful too had received their ration of basalt, and dusting off their clothes, they wondered what was happening.

The prelate raised his gaze again towards the sacred arches and the frescoed vault with the creation in a multitude of angels and stars. He looked more carefully at the building dating back to eight hundred years earlier and which had recently undergone a slight restoration.

The next was more persistent than the previous ones and the fine powders had become grains perceived by the skin as a wave of sand.

An elderly lady knelt invoking a miracle.

- Calm down ... children of God! - The archbishop intervened, in fear of a distortion of reality, and consequent escape from his Easter service - Our cathedral is solid and blessed by the Lord. This is only the dust accumulated over the centuries. -

The audience seemed to calm down, but the prelate put on his glasses to take a last look at that fresco which apparently seemed intact, and his gaze fell on the lightning that the creator held on his right hand ready to hurl them on Cain, on the son of Eve.

The good-natured face of the creator in the center of the apse showed some veins that surrounded his image, absent from strange vibrations perceptible to the touch that involved the entire structure.

The high prelate saw the sheet on the lectern move and before it fell, he placed his hand on it, feeling a tremor on the lectern as if it came to life.

This time he raised his eyes to the sky to invoke, but a few syllables came out of his lips, - ... Lord have mercy ...!

The benevolent face of the eternal father broke away, taking part of the main spire with it, crushing the archbishop and the bystanders of the altar.

The balloon salesman handed the child the thread that held a twirling red heart, supported by the ethereal helium.

The roar made everyone turn, the main nave of the cathedral with the gigantic tower disappeared falling inside, replaced by a thick and thundering cloud of dust.

- ... my God but what ...- managed to murmur the parent taking the girl in his arms.

The side domes collapsed one after another like a well-assembled domino and the peaks fell with a deafening crash. The external arches made up of immense and millenary blocks fell like skittles, imprisoning the faithful in a deadly embrace.

The little girl, frightened by the commotion, clung to her father, releasing the balloon that traveled the distance that separated it from the surviving bell tower that still stood above the immense devastation of boulders and dust. The little heart touched the mammoth main bell that swayed driven by a mysterious force before its axis broke off and plunged into the forecourt with a deafening noise. The rest of the bell tower followed, crumbling like a breadstick along the square.

The dust, like a blanket, covered everything and everyone in a bleak lunar scenario.

He walked with diligence with the priestly black clothing that prevented him from being faster. He held a sheet in his hands, keeping it away from the cassock, as if that fax were the bearer of misfortune. A few meters behind him, Erik Dornier, who maintained a typically Swiss aplomb and an impenetrable gaze immersed in the role of commander of the Vatican gendarmerie.

They walked in silence down the long corridor without caring for the nods of greetings from those they passed.

The plaque on the door indicated the office of the Vatican Secretariat of State, and being expected, they did not knock before entering, leaving the task of closing the door to Commander Dornier.

Cardinal Remigio Dominici presided over a session of the council of the Holy See with other officials of the pious pontificate and the apostolic consulate.

At the sight of the apostolic secretary of the Roman curia, Don Antonio Baldi, and of the commander Dornier, he stood up suspending the session. The papal secretary was as tall and burly as his office, but his seventies were masked by a wrinkle-free face and graying but thick hair. The Holy Father had chosen him more for his pragmatism and tactical sense in deriving international relations than for his devotion. A rock that, at its discretion, bestowed wide smiles and authoritarian glances with which to paint his orders, with the great sense of responsibility that characterized him. Only a shadow on his face at the sight of his collaborators, while he was dismissing those present, - Brothers, we will resume tomorrow morning, now I have a delicate matter to face. -

Those present stood up wondering what was more important than the pontifical council on the thorny legal question in which the Bostonian archdiocese was involved. The interruption would have given rise to an aftermath that Dominici would have ignored or pursued without scratching his caliber by decisively silencing the harshest tongues.

In slow procession they all went out, leaving only the stale air and a morbid curiosity painted on their moods.

- Giovanni open the window! - He ordered his assistant - ... Let's get this stale air out. -

The allusion was clear and no matter how worried he was, he drew a sigh of relief from having freed himself, for that day, of the commission and of that age-old question.

There were four of them left, with the apostolic secretary holding that letter in his hands waiting for the Cardinal to grant him permission to approach. - Come in Antonio and commander, please sit down.

- Your Eminence, this arrived a few minutes ago ... Strasbourg ... it's terrible. - pronounced the apostolic secretary in a voice broken by an evident tension visible from the flickering of the paper.

The Cardinal squeezed his arm before taking the dispatch. - Calm down son ... our faith will sustain us! -

- Forgive me... it’s .... -

- Dominici took the paper without looking at it - Forgiveness is for those who have sinned ... and we all are deserving of it my young collaborator. -

Baldi had arrived at the Vatican by appointment and had been the senior official that had supported him even though he was relatively young for the post. Forty years, for that office and for the post, was considered an age lacking the necessary experience, but the Secretary of State preferred the open windows and the fresh, young air.

The Cardinal took the glass of water placed on his desk and before reading the contents of the letter, he put two tablets on his mouth and swallowed them with a sip of water. - This ulcer does not give me peace ...-

His assistant, who could be called his antithesis, low and dry as a nail, intervened - The Benedictines eminence! They recommend ... –

- Giovanni, I know well what the Benedictines say, but the Vicar of the Lord wanted me to occupy this chair, uncomfortable or prestigious, and they, together with my ulcer, will have to wait. -

He took the paper putting on his glasses and after reading it, he dropped it on the desk, - Mercy! Another one... your opinion, commander! -

Erik Dornier was Swiss by adoption with dark skin as ebony and a long past in the service of the papacy. His devotion bordered on fanaticism and without hesitation he would sacrifice the lives of others and his own for the good of the Holy Mother Church. In his hands the security of the city-nation and the vicar of Christ, exercised no longer as an office but as a mission, protect his one and only family, the Roman Catholic Church.

Only his Bavarian accent revealed his origins. - Your Eminence we are facing an impossible, this is the third cathedral in two months, if the investigations confirm the same causes. -

- How many ...- he asked in a heartfelt tone.

There is not yet a complete estimate, I will be able to tell you more precisely as soon as the Curia contacts me. - The commander replied.

- Erik tell me what you know! - The Cardinal deepened, expressing the desire to have at least something to go by.

After a few moments, the officer replied, - Between four and five hundred faithful, eminence, a ...-

Dominici raised his right hand stopping him, placing the other on his forehead to continue with the sign of the cross, - Lord, take care of their souls.

- Amen! - The others replied imitating the same ritual.

- Dornier, keep me informed of any aspect of this matter! - Then the Secretary of State turned to Baldi - ... Contact the archdiocese and put me in communication with Cardinal Matheu Conrad as soon as possible and, above all, warn the apostolic nuncio, that nobody releases any declaration! –

- Eminence, it will be done! - Assured the Apostolic Secretary heading towards the door followed by the commander of the Vatican gendarmerie.

Before going through the door, he called them back - One last thing! Any news concerning this problem must refer exclusively to this office and it is superfluous to remind you to keep the most absolute confidentiality, considering our Church under the biggest attack since the Ottoman one!

That last statement made everyone fall silent and their looks were more than eloquent.

He was left alone with his personal assistant, sighing a couple of times with his head bowed, - Get in touch with His Holiness's staff and tell them I'm about to meet with them! -

The Cardinal was about to leave the medieval palace, seat of the Secretariat of State, going towards the lift that would take him to the ground floor. The presentiment that something terrible was about to hit Christianity overtook him. Throughout his life, uncertainty had been an unknown sentiment from his youth, and he was now convinced that nothing could surprise him except the loss of his faith.

And, after having reached old age, the Lord was subjecting him to this test, as if what he had seen and done were insufficient to earn him a peaceful old age. He chased away those thoughts, deeming them impure and unworthy of a God-fearing man and inconsistent with what he professed, convinced that any sacrifice was legitimate for the cause including his own.

The Vatican gardens were a breath of fresh air for his tired eyes, and after the first years of living inside that armored state they had become a daily rendezvous with short walks between audiences.

He drew a breath among the red geraniums and took the direction of the papal lodgings not far from the medieval palace where his office was located.

The Swiss Guards came to attention as one of them smashed the long halberd into his pointed helmet. It occurred to him that if Commander Dornier were at that moment with him, he would have given him two days of delivery.

He returned the greeting with a smile, being the only one of the Vatican diplomatic corps to have free access to that part of the city next to St. Peter's Basilica.

- Remigio! - Only one other person, other than the Pontiff, could call him by name.

He turned with the certainty of finding the most unwelcome and personally adverse person who he had to confront within those walls. - Nicolas!  ...

Prefect Cardinal Nicolas Contrera and his omnipresent collaborator Abbot Cico de Maria were about to join him. He would have preferred not to meet him, but he continued to find him in front of him in crucial or important moments as if he knew his movements in advance with disturbing and timely concomitance. The maximum, exponent of the Congregation for the Doctrine of the Faith, Contrera was a possessed inquisitor devoted to exorcism and constantly on the hunt for Christians to crucify and purify from the curse of modern society. A Torquemada without piles to set fire to but armed with much more subtle and equally effective means. Both he and the abbot de Maria looked like two veterans of the crusades in the holy land. Of Basque origin, they had climbed the steps leading to the threshold of Bernini's square, digging with cunning baseness on the misfortunes of their neighbors. - We need to talk! –

- I'm afraid it will have to wait! - He answered them as they caught up with him.

Contrera ignored his words, - Did you hear about the collapse of the basilica in France? -

- I heard, what the media reported! - He replied, avoiding elaborating on the matter.

The person in charge of the Holy Office brought near his hooked nose and the long and hollow face, with thin and perpetually moist lips that showed two haunted and visionary eyes. - It is the third that collapses, we must intervene. This is certainly the work of Satan! -

- The devil is intent on misleading the living, not filling heaven with pious souls that have come to profess the Easter sacrament! -  Dominici answered.

- EXTRA ECCLESIAM NULLA SALUS! (Outside the Church there is no salvation), Nicolas exclaimed, with abbot de Maria giving a hand.

the Cardinal kept his composure with a long sigh. - IN DUBIIS ABSTINE! (When in doubt, abstain). -

- Careful Remigio, I will not let perdition and abomination overwhelm us. You occupy an important position for which you are responsible! - He added veiling the threat with reference to his assignment.

He was not intimidated and decided it was time to end that conversation. - I think the Holy Office is already overworked so that its prefect has time to take care of the Secretariat of State, the Lord be with you Nicolas! -

He deliberately called it "Holy Office", the pro tempore definition of the Inquisition, and turning around he continued leaving the two prelates in front of the two guards, thus preventing them from replying and following him.

He was certain that Contrera would not stop, seeking the consent of the members of the cardinal order, arousing a tension that could become unbearable, but at the moment he had a powerful ally at his side.

Contrera began to confabulate with the abbot, not before he made sure with watchful eyes that no one would listen to him: - Cico, gather the council and let me speak with whoever we know. The time for waiting is over. -

The abbot put on his hood and walked away with the sandals that shook the cobblestones of the garden.

He was praying kneeling in his private chapel with his hands joined and his head bowed in front of a simple crucifix of natural fir, genoflexed on a bare wooden plank without protection.

Remigio entered in silence and waited patiently for him to be called. - Come in Remo, help me.

He seemed in more pain than usual and even tried by that solitary prayer. He took his arm and helped him to rise to an upright position. - Holiness, how are you? -

- How long have we known each other Remo? -

He was the only one to use that name, reminiscent of the seminary studies in which they had shared friendship and room in a by now distant time. – Since forever! -

The pontiff invited him to share with him one of the benches at the back of the chapel. – So, why do you insist on not calling me by name?! -

He said it with tenderness and the painful need for a relationship of friendship, - Habit and respect for what you represent ... Baingio! -

He smiled and squeezed his palm. - You made an old friend happy, full of ailments and weakened. -

- And, who still has many years of pontificate ahead of him! - Remigio added.

Leo XIV had led Christianity towards a profound renewal, but infighting and cross vetoes had also worn him out physically.

That good-natured face and big eyes were loved by the faithful but hated by the conservative and reluctant clergy wing.

Obstinate by nature, he showed his sardiness on all occasions, defender of the weak and obstacle of the oppressors and in particular the cardinal axis, where an increasingly consistent part opposed him with a sinister obstruction. The greatest exponent of this congregation was Cardinal Nigel Lassingher, former professor at the institute for religious works and responsible for the Vatican possessions and capitals.

Strong supporter of the hierarchical order of Cardinals. He had opposed any revision of the offices and in this he had found an unexpected ally, Nicolas Contrera.

The pontiff had tears on his face for that chilling news. - Remo, they told me about the collapse of the Cathedral of Notre Dame in Strasbourg, all those women and children, I’m heartbroken. -

- Me too, Baingio, but this is the time to be strong! - The Cardinal replied, trying to bring the dialogue to the crucial facts.

- I’m, listening, Remigio, what is happening? -

- We are faced with inexplicable, but not accidental, facts. Despite appearances, the collapses of the three abbeys have a common source. -

- What brings you to this conclusion? - Asked the pontiff.

- The investigations carried out on the cathedral of Valencia and Salzburg reported a structural failure and a collapse towards the inside, apparently to be attributed to the millennial age. Moreover, the cathedral of Our Lady in France had recently been renovated and I personally saw the certification of the tests that show the perfect solidity of the cathedral.

- This does not prove that the facts are connected, the police searched the whole area without finding any clues that suggest an external intervention and they assured us that there was no seismic activity. - Replied Leo XIV, exposing his perplexities.

- Some clues have fractured this thesis. - He gestured, preparing to refute them.

The pontiff put his hands on his knees, - I’m listening, dear friend. -

- In all the cases, our Lord's homes came down when they were full and on occasions for important celebrations, - he confided without hesitation.

- This could be a reinforcement, the presence of so many faithful could corroborate the cause of a greater burden on the structure as engineer Ilmar told us at the time. - The vicar of Christ objected.

- In appearance, Holiness! - Remigio continued, bowing his head towards him.

- As far as we know it has never happened that three important and solid abbeys collapsed in the space of forty days at an exact distance of twenty days one from the other ... - he paused, and doubt arose in the eyes of the pontiff. - ... and last but not least, the apses of the domes began to fall twenty minutes after the beginning of the Te Deum ... for all three! -

- How did you come to know this? -

- The testimonies of the survivors. - Concluded the Secretary of State.

Leo XIV looked up at the sky.- Lord, King of Heaven, protect us .. but how could all this have happened? The snake is among us! -

- This is a mystery that must be revealed, but of one thing I am sure Baingio ... this is not the work of the evil one, but of Cain! -

The Pope struggled to his feet, - May God grant you the necessary strength as I have decided that you will be the one to take care of this plague that torments my soul. –

- And the matter of the animum nostrumn? - The Cardinal asked, referring to the so-called investigation, to break up the scandal of the Barcelonan archdiocese.

- It will have to wait and may our lord enlighten us on that painful matter. But, for now, let's shed some light on this drama! -

Remigio stood up supporting his friend's arm, - I have two requests! -

- Everything that this investiture grants me. - He answered turning towards the crucifix on the small altar.

- I need to summon a person! -

The pontiff seemed surprised by that request, - The Secretary of State does not need my approval in these cases. -

- He is not part of the Church or rather no longer and I am sure that his presence will arouse discontent! – He clarified without any specifics.

He looked into his face, - So why are you asking it? -

- He is the person who could solve this case and I have full confidence in him! - He answered.

- Do I know him? -

Cardinal Dominici continued, - He is an old acquaintance, you will remember him because he is that gendarme that appeased my predecessor. -

Baingio touched his arm, - Who? The Israeli Leo Atom? -

- Thank God your memory is intact! - He commented with a smile.

- Unfortunately, I remember mostly the unpleasant things ... Why do you want to summon that wicked boy that infuriated my predecessor? -

- By now he is a mature man Holiness, and his temperament has faded while intuition and intellectual abilities are what we need ... and then if we neglect the ways of the facts, that time he was absolutely right. –

- In any case, he has abandoned the Church! - Said the Pope, remarking his opposition to that request.

- Not quite, he now lives in a mission of the Jesuit Anselmo Vitari in Tanzania, as a volunteer. – 

His friend gasped.

- This is commendable, but I don't understand how he can be of use to us. In our community, we have many valid personalities that you can rely on. -

Remigio looked up, - Too exposed and well known. Leo is the only one who has lost contact with the high clergy and at the same time knows very well the complex Vatican machinery and its folds. Also, he worked for twenty years with Lloyd’s of London as Chief Inspector. He was the one who foiled the most intricate scams against companies, not to mention the two degrees in physics and materials engineering.

- Remigio, how do you know these things? – He asked with obvious curiosity.

- People who can be useful to the Church cannot be neglected by the Vatican Secretary of State. - He replied, without hesitation.

The Pontiff smiled, - That's why I chose you for this task ... and so be it, take Leo with you. I will prepare a papal dispensation for the time necessary for the investigation. Now, tell me what else I can do. -

The prelate became serious, - Contrera, I met him a few moments before coming here, he wishes to unleash a witch hunt and drag the clergy on a crusade against sin. -

Leo XIV seemed struck by a painful pang, shown on his face by a grimace, - I expected it, every opportunity is good to close what we have laboriously opened. -

Dominici mentally retraced the encyclical "omnes ecclesiae" in which his friend had expressed the new and libertarian guidelines to which he referred. - Nicolas, Cardinal Lassingher, and the conservative wing will try to hinder my work by any means. –

This time, it was the head of the Church who instilled confidence. - I'll take care of them. As long as I wear this ring on my finger, they owe me obedience and I'll make sure to show them the way, steep or extreme as they prefer. -

Reassured and fully motivated, the Cardinal looked down. - I ask of you one last thing! -

- There were only two requests or am I wrong? - He joked humorously.

- You can remove from your list of friends, Baingio, but I'm not leaving without it! -

Leo XIV took his shoulders with his hands. - What can be more important than our friendship? -

- Your blessing, Your Holiness! – He said removing his hat, showing the tonsure, and kissing the hand with the pontifical ring.

The Pope blesses him with a tender look, - May the Lord always be near you, in nomine patris filii et spiritui sancti! - 

––––––––
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Dawn was breaking and a light breeze caressed the damp, cool earth. The rain had brought back a pleasant climate and those first morning rays of sun warmed the young and tender skin of the twenty boys placed in front of them. The eldest was twelve, the youngest four, and they all silently followed their benefactor with their eyes.

Piercing eyes and that mouth that always showed a veiled smile did not inspire them any fear, but a reverential respect, the kind of respect that is due to those who have never raised their hand against them.

Leonardo Atom, stood in front of them with his arms crossed, trying unsuccessfully to put on a severe and angry look. He spread his legs, stopping a few steps away, peering at the children and staring at the largest of them, noting that they were the same height. Leo knew that the Bantu are notoriously tall and already teenagers showed a slender and athletic physique. At fifty years old, with one meter and fifty eight centimeters in height, he would have been confused with one of them were it not for the pale skin and gray hair, showing a youthful appearance and a lean, muscular physique.

He returned to the center of the square, making eye contact with Don Anselmo who, with a nod of his head, invited him to proceed. Intrigued, the elderly Jesuit enjoyed that scene that seemed to come out of a Sergio Leone film, sitting under the veranda of the hut used as a canteen for the small but active mission.

- Guys, I want to give a chance to whoever did it to come forward and confess. - Leo said placing his hands on his hips.

None of the boys moved while maintaining absolute reserve. – Do you know how many sacrifices Father Anselmo and I make to guarantee you an education and three meals a day? Breaking a jar of honey does not help us. One of you went into the hut last night and deprived everyone of that honey that we used to have breakfast. -

He spoke Swahili decently with a background of his Israeli language and that legacy of Italianity he had received from his mother. It was the first time that the boys had been framed in the square for a non-religious meeting and they anxiously waited for that interrogation parody to end for breakfast with a bowl of cornmeal with sweet potatoes and honey.

Leo purposely held them as an incentive for a conscious and voluntary confession. - I know who did it but I would like you to come forward! -

Behind them the elderly Jesuit smiled, intrigued by the investigation and how he could have identified the culprit from a simple inspection.

In those five years of living together in the mission, he had appreciated Leo’s human qualities, but above all his acute genius and intuition, almost always masked by a sly and good-natured character. It was difficult to draw him into deceiving him, always a head ahead of everyone else.

Anselmo was pleasantly surprised by the ingenious changes made to that community. With the sun and the wind, he had managed to supply water and energy in such quantities as to make it self-sufficient, equipping it with a wi-fi network, satellite communications and even a small operating room for small operations. By transforming an isolated hut in the center of Africa into a small model community where orphans and misfits can be welcomed.

In those years they had met a sunny, cordial and calm missionary, who hid a dark past that Don Anselmo would have liked to dissect but despaired at being able to succeed. Only in the agitated and turbulent dreams of the Israeli did they manifest a side that was never calm in his soul. He could hear him turning and waking up with a start, panting and distraught, only to show up in the morning smiling and kind as if nothing disturbed him.

- Well! Since no one comes forward I will do it for him ...- the silence fell while the boys stared at him with concern – Naibo, step forward! -

A six-year-old boy with his incisors fallen off a few days ago and his gaze lost in guilt advanced slowly. -

- Do you want to tell your mates what happened last night? Leo asked him in a friendly but firm tone.

The child put his hand to his eyes where the tears began to gush and with a voice broken by tears he confessed, - ... I was hungry. -

The missionary went up to him, caressing his curly hair and turning him towards the other boys, he said. - Nobody blames you for hunger, but for your gesture. By stealing, you broke our rules and deprived your companions of honey to have breakfast with. -

Then he stood up sending the child back among the others, - Remember! Taking without asking makes us similar to the Jene of the savannah and not good Christians. I assure you that sooner or later you will be discovered. Now go for breakfast or you'll be late for school! -

He said it as if they had to take the school bus to go to college. In reality, the school was a canopy in woven palm, with a blackboard and bamboo cane desks where he and Don Anselmo alternated to build the foundations of an education.

The boys broke ranks without delay by going to the canteen where Donna Ebe, a sturdy matabele with a splendid set of teeth, was waiting for them to feed them properly.

Don Anselmo invited Leo to sit next to him driven by an irrepressible curiosity. - If you want to make me happy you have to tell me how you came to know that it was Naibo. –

Leonardo sat down pulling up the sleeves of his shirt, - I think it will be hot later! -

It amused him to tease the old Jesuit by rambling on topics the elderly missionary was eager to know. - God forgive me but if I wanted to know the weather don't you think I would have consulted interpet? -

- Well, I thought you were interested and, also, it's called the internet! Leo replied continuing to ramble.

- My boy, I only pray to the Lord that if you do not tell me what I have asked you, the boys will not have mango jam tomorrow! -

Leo knew where he wanted to go and played along: Why would you want to deprive the kids of that healthy food? -

- Because, and may the Lord forgive me, I will smash it on your head! - Anselmo ironically explained, pointing his finger.

Leo wrapped his shoulder around him, bursting into laughter. - God forbid, a curious Jesuit and let us leave the jam to the children.

The elderly missionary readied his attention to listen, - ... what cunning did you use this time? -

- None! - Leonardo replied looking at the horizon, - ... a simple calculation. The culprit used a chair to reach the honey pot so we exclude those who would not have used it because of tall height and the smallest ones because they would not have reached it, not even with that help. -

Don Anselmo tried to count with his fingers, - Okay but there are still ten of them left! - The Israeli continued without getting upset. - When Naibo turned the jar upside down, he poured some on the chair and then placed the sole of his foot on it. -

- Meaning? said the old missionary, spreading his arms.

- I smelled it and, in addition to honey, it tasted like urine and as you well know, boys, unlike girls, often pour a little of their excretion on their feet as if for fun, and Naibo does that. -

The Jesuit started counting again, separating the girls from the rest. - Four left! -

- Exactly, if you noticed the jar was facing left just like the handprints mixed with honey on the pantry, where he ate ... - he said, stopping to see if his friend had reach the conclusion.

The founder of the mission, after reflecting on it for a few moments, said, - I give up at this time of the morning and I have already listened to you a lot. -

- Do you give up? -

- Never! But later I will exchange the absolution for your sins for the solution to the question. - Proposed the old priest.

He smiled, - Okay if you were in Naibo's place and you had to support yourself on that chair which hand would you use? -

- The left ! - He answered after choosing between the two placed in front of his eyes. -

Leonardo raised his left arm - What if you were left-handed? -

- I would support myself with the right and I would use the other ... why? Is Naibo left-handed? – He asked coming to the solution.

- The only one among the four! - Leo concluded.

- Well done! ... the elderly missionary complimented, adding, - ... I wonder why you gathered everyone if you knew it was Naibo, a smack would have been enough as a lesson. -

Leo assumed a self-righteous air, - No father! This would have taught him that errors follow violence. I put him in front of his mates to regain their trust and there is no more effective and constructive punishment than this. -

- The Lord's will shall be done! - Anselmo apostrophized.

- Ora et semper! - Leo added.

They rolled their eyes when they heard a rumble coming from their shoulders that heralded the arrival of an aircraft.

- Am I wrong in saying that we were expecting him in a fortnight? The old missionary asked for confirmation, turning towards the dirt track, where once a month a little Piper landed and supplied the mission with food and medicines.

- No mistake, Aghem was here two weeks ago! - He replied confirming.

They moved towards the runway, placing their hands on their foreheads to shield themselves from the rising sun that blocked a clear view of the thundering exhaust of the light biplane's six-cylinder.

The silhouette of the craft was clearly distinguished as it circled below the line of the sun, preparing to land.

They waited in silence for that unexpected visit that came from the sky and reaching the track, it touched the ground, bouncing on the rough ground and raising a long trail of dust.

- It doesn't bring good news! - Leo exclaimed removing his hand from his face and placing it on his side.

- Son, I hope you are wrong! - he answered, looking for a weakness for that exclamation that seemed certain.

- It will be so! - He reiterated assuming a harsh tone that Anselmo had not heard for some time and perceiving in that man a past that he had repressed in those years and that was resurfacing in all its drama.

The aircraft stopped a short distance from them together with a cloud of African sand. Before they could get off, they were enveloped by the boys of the mission who rushed on the piper to receive the little presents that the pilot Aghem did not fail to bring whenever he reached the mission.

The propeller of the biplane stopped along with the last gasp of the engine, while the pilot opened the door and got out, immediately surrounded by the boys who showered him with requests.

Leo observed the opposite side of the aircraft where a figure could be glimpsed through the dusty glass. Once it placed its foot on the ground, he realized that it was a woman.

She was dressed carefully to be in African land and the sharp gaze and steadfast attitude sure did not escape the Israeli.

- She's from the Vatican gendarmerie ... - Leo addressed in a low voice.

Anselmo took this as an established fact. - What do they want from us? -

- Me! -

Her face was square and partly concealed by a pair of sunglasses that hid every expression. Her straight hair up to the shoulder exhibited a deceptive femininity, muffled by the shoes without heels and a movement that denoted a trained and robust physique. Her full lips and protruding cheekbones revealed her Caucasian origins and once the Ray-Bans were removed, her eyes confirmed what Leo had already deduced.

A hint of a smile appeared on the woman's mouth and it was acknowledged by Leo,: We shouldn't worry, whoever she is has only come to ask and not to demand. -

That phrase relaxed the soul of the old missionary who prepared to receive her with cordial hospitality. - Welcome to this mission with our Lord's blessing! -

She tucked her glasses into her small crocodile leather purse, the swollen protrusions of which did not escape the Israeli, before holding out her hand. - Thank you for the welcome ... you are Father Anselmo, right? –

She said as she directed her interest towards the younger missionary. - And you must be Father Leonardo! -

Leo caught the will of the woman to involve him in the clergy, - That was a long time ago, now I am a simple lay volunteer ... welcome!

The masculine-looking woman possessed a persuasive and warm voice, very skilled in dialectics and replied by extending her hand to Leo. - ... the pleasure is mine, my name is Elettra Pavic! -

While the pilot was trying to free himself from the siege of the boys, Anselmo invited her to cool off and join them on the veranda, offering fresh fruit and lemonade for the occasion.

- It was an unexpected visit otherwise we would have prepared better - Anselmo said, handing a glass of the lemon drink to the woman who looked about forty.

- It was unexpected for me too. Let me introduce myself, I am Captain Pavic of the Vatican gendarmerie and I bring an urgent embassy for Mr. Atom! -

Leo did not know the content of the letter, but he was now certain that the woman's intentions led to a return trip together and he wanted to make sure - A telegram would have been enough, which Aghem would have delivered to us. -

She just sipped from the glass, moistening her dark red lips, before answering, - It is a delicate question and Cardinal Remigio Dominici has instructed me to personally confer with you Father Atom. -

Called into question, the Jesuit started to get up and leave them alone, but Leo put down the glass and stopped him inviting him to stay - The Camerlengo will forgive if my brother Anselmo participates too. -

- I have had provisions that I cannot compromise! - She answered firmly.

- Then go back to Rome, give my regards to the Secretary of State and have the letter unsealed, we will be here waiting for you with more lemonade. - The Israeli replied with a hint of sarcasm and resuming sipping his drink -

Elettra put her fingers through her hair to mask the tension that gripped her. - I flew nine hours to get here and talk to you. I'm not leaving without having done so. -

- You do not seem naive, and I am sure that Anselmo's presence cannot cause any diplomatic incident. – He repeated, maintaining his position.

- After having sighed and given the old man a reassuring glance, Elettra acquiesced. - Okay ... Secretary Dominici requests your presence in Rome urgently! -

The Israeli crossed his legs, crossing his fingers on his knees. - I had guessed this ... Elettra give me a valid reason to leave this mission and follow you! -

She maintained an apparent calm, a sign of excellent training - You must have heard of the two cathedrals that collapsed last month! -

- God have mercy, we have, unfortunately, heard! - Anselmo intervened.

- Yesterday a third cathedral was destroyed ... five hundred and sixty-two victims! - She explained.

While Father Anselmo put his hands to his face, Leo asked her. - Are there any survivors? -

- Seven, including two in desperate conditions. -

- The causes? -

Elettra took the glass again, sipping, - Like the previous ones ... the authorities speak of structural failure!

- And you, what do you think? - Leo asked, sensing that she knew more.

- There are other hypotheses that suggest a common link, which excludes randomness! -

He separated his legs, - The only related ones are  time and the combination of religious services, nothing else. -

Anselmo turned to his friend in amazement. - And how would you know? -

- CNN! ... - He replied bringing attention to the woman - ... But all three seem to have collapsed during a service, right? -

-  Exactly! - Elettra admitted, while Anselmo was leaving to bring a drink to the pilot who, surrounded by the boys, had joined them.

- What do you want Elettra - Said the Israeli abandoning the formality for a direct approach.

- I came to get you Leo! - Answered the captain of the gendarmerie.

- And how do you think you can do it? ... perhaps using the Mauser you have in your purse? - He provoked her by revealing that detail. -

- In this case, you underestimate me Commander Leonardo Atom former Mossad secret service agent. I have a generous donation so that this mission continues to thrive in a fund for the construction of a school and furniture for housing. -

The Israeli smiled, - I wonder what the counterpart is in case of refusal! -

She pressed her cheeks, pursing her lips in eloquent silence.

- I understand ... and what would be my prerogatives? –

- Resolve and confer with the Secretary of State! - She explained clearly.

Leo rose to his feet and turned to face the thick vegetation behind the airstrip. - If I accept, I want ample freedom of action and command of the investigation! -

- I have the command! - She pointed out, clenching her jaws - ... but we can share it! -

- I work alone! -

- There is always a first time! -

Leo remained impassive for a few seconds, - ... who do you work for? -

- For the Vatican gendarmerie! - She answered without hesitation.

- Who do you work for? He asked in the same tone.

Elettra paused, - ... Cardinal Remigio Dominici! -

Leo turned looking straight in her eyes, - If you're lying, you won't stand a chance and sooner than you may think! -

The woman didn't look away, - I have no reason and I'm not afraid of you. -
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