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For Greg Zorthian


If even a dog’s tooth is truly worshipped it glows with light. The venerated object is endowed with power . . .

—Iris Murdoch, The Sea, the Sea

In our corrupt times, the virtue of a Pontiff is commended when he does not surpass the wickedness of other men.

—Francesco Guicciardini, History of Italy, 1561



Rome, 2017

BURIAL CLOTH FOUND IN TOMB OF 16TH-CENTURY POPE IS SAID TO BE “IDENTICAL” TO SHROUD OF TURIN

Vatican City, August 28—Workers doing repairs on the tomb of Pope Leo X in Rome’s Basilica Church of Santa Maria sopra Minerva have found a cloth closely resembling the Shroud of Turin, the relic held by many to be the burial shroud of Jesus Christ.

The discovery occurred two weeks ago. Until now, the Vatican has withheld making any announcement or comment, prompting heated speculation. Word of the finding began to leak almost immediately, and the normally quiet Santa Maria has been overwhelmed by mobs of pilgrims and curiosity seekers.

According to a source within the Vatican who requested anonymity, the discovery is “extremely problematical.” In addition to the shroud’s remarkable resemblance to that of Turin, the source said, “There is the question—what was it doing in Leo’s tomb?”

Leo X, a member of the de’ Medici family, died in 1521. He ruled as pontiff during the Protestant Reformation, and was described by one 20th-century scholar as being “as elegant and as indolent as a Persian cat.” He is not held in esteem by the Church, owing to rampant corruption and decadence. His mishandling of Martin Luther’s protest over the Church’s sale of indulgences led to the Reformation, plunging Europe into a century and a half of religious warfare.

Pope Francis is said to have expressed “consternation” over the discovery of another shroud in his predecessor’s crypt. The Church had always maintained a nuanced stance toward its most famous holy relic, neither asserting nor disclaiming its authenticity.

In 1988, after carbon-14 testing dated the Turin Shroud to between AD 1260 and 1390, the Vatican formally declared it to be a forgery. At the same time, the Church declared that the Shroud remained worthy of continued veneration “as an icon,” and has certified numerous healing miracles attributed to it.

Many Christians remain convinced that the Turin Shroud is authentic, and insist that the carbon-14 testing was flawed. The discovery of what appears to be a nearly identical shroud could prove to be as problematical for them as it is for the Church.

The Vatican’s Congregation for the Causes of Saints, the office within the Roman Curia responsible for the verification and preservation of holy relics, today announced that it has appointed Monsignor Silvestre Prang, S.J., to undertake “a thorough and rigorous scientific investigation” of the so-called Leo Shroud.

Prang, a Jesuit, holds a PhD in cellular and molecular physiology from Yale University. The Vatican declined to make him available for comment until his report is made public next year.
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Basel, 1517

Dismas might have purchased the finger bone of the Apostle Thomas, but there was something not quite right about the man offering it for sale.

For one, his asking price was far too low. A relic of the finger that had probed the spear wound in Christ’s side after his resurrection would fetch as much as forty or fifty gulden. And he was asking only fifteen. More troubling was the absence of fragrant odor when Dismas held it to his nostrils. A genuine relic was always pleasant to the nose. Finally, there was the variety of items the fellow had for sale: the tongue (entire) of St. Anthony of Padua; an ampulla of the Virgin’s breast milk; a stone from the scala santa, the steps of Pilate’s palace; a few pieces of straw from the sacra incunabulum, the holy manger in Bethlehem; and shavings from the chains of St. Peter. A suspiciously vast array of goods.

Experience inclined Dismas to trust more in dealers who concentrated in specific fields. Say, relics of the Diocletian persecution. Or brandea, items that had been in physical contact with the Holy Family. Relics of St. Anne, mother of the Virgin, a category at the moment in huge demand.

Most revealing of all: when Dismas thanked the man and turned to leave, he immediately lowered the price to five gulden. One saw more and more of this disgraceful behavior these days at the Basel Relic Fair.

•  •  •

Dismas stood in the market square in front of the new town hall with its marvelous polychrome arcades. His glance swept over the expanse, humming with commerce. There must be over three hundred exhibitors.

He noted with amusement two adjoining booths, each advertising thorns from the Crown of Thorns. Unfortunate placement. But there were so many exhibitors these days. Space was tight. Placards and banners flapped in the late afternoon breeze. One advertised a Mandylion, another a sudarium, another a foot (whole) of the Magdalene. There was always a surcharge for an entire appendage.

On the north side of the square, by the fish market, appropriately enough, was this year’s most-talked-about piece: an entire boat avouched to have belonged to St. Peter in his pre-apostolic Galilean fishing days.

Owing to his status in the relic community, Dismas had been given a preview. The asking price, three thousand gulden, was preposterous, even if it were authentic, which Dismas highly doubted. To the consternation of its seller, Dismas crawled underneath with a magnifying glass. There he found wormholes of the type made by saltwater worms.

Dusting himself off, he gave the fellow a look of rebuke. Odd, wasn’t it—saltwater worm damage, in a freshwater fishing vessel?

The dealer cleared his throat and said, well, see, the boat had been briefly anchored in the Mediterranean, at Joppa, before, er, being taken aboard ship for Marseille.

“Um. Well, thanks for letting me have a look.”

A shame, Dismas thought, for what a splendid centerpiece it would make in the courtyard of the castle church in Wittenberg. Or the cathedral cloister at Mainz. Someone would buy it, perhaps a recently ennobled Bohemian, who’d paint it in garish colors and put it in his moat. In time he’d grow bored of it and allow his children to reenact famous sea battles in it. And finally it would rot and sink, and the nobleman would say that he’d always had his doubts about it.

More and more, these days, there was an emphasis on size. Last year, the English dealer Arnulfus of Tewksbury had brought to Basel three whole mummified camels. These, he averred, were the very ones that had carried the magi to Bethlehem, bringing gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh. Dismas friskily asked Arnulfus why he had not also brought with him the star in the east? Really, it was all getting a bit out of hand.

How many years now had he been coming to the relic fair? His first time was in 1508, so—nearly ten, now. Realizing this made him feel old, for embedded in the math was the alas undeniable fact that he was now past thirty years of age.

He thought back to the time he’d first stood here in the square, almost in this very spot. There’d been a quarter the number of booths and tents. Who’d have imagined such growth as this? The annus mirabilis was 1513. These last four years had been almost indecently profitable for Dismas, owing to the passion—lust, really—for relics on the part of his two principal clients.

He bought a grilled sausage and a mug of lager from a vendor and, finding shade, consulted his purchase lists.

Frederick’s wish list had four dozen items. Albrecht’s was, as usual, more extensive: nearly three hundred. Though he would never admit it—even to Dismas, his chief supplier—Albrecht was determined to catch up to Frederick, whose collection now stood at more than fifteen thousand holy relics. Dismas sighed. He was tempted to blow Albrecht’s entire budget on the St. Peter’s fishing boat and be done with it. Frederick’s list was, no surprise, far more discerning than Albrecht’s. Frederick wanted quality; Albrecht, quantity.

“Saint Bartholomew—jaw particles, teeth, skull fragments (frontal).”

Frederick was mad for St. Bartholomew. Insatiable. He owned more than forty relics of the apostle, including his entire facial skin. Bartholomew had been flayed alive by the King of Armenia for introducing Christianity. The apostolic epidermis was mounted in Wittenberg in a splendid jeweled monstrance.

There were theories about Frederick’s Bartholomew obsession. One was that it was due to Bartholomew being the patron saint of bookbinders. Frederick was a great bibliophile. A more mischievous theory was that it was snobbery, Bartholomew being the only apostle born of noble blood, though Dismas could find no scriptural authority for this. Sometimes, when Frederick was in the right mood, Dismas teased him about it.

St. Afra was also on Frederick’s list. Always a challenge, Afra. She reflected Frederick’s current taste for German saints. She’d been a prostitute of the Roman Temple of Venus in what was now Augsburg. She converted. When she refused to renounce her new god, she was taken to an island in the river Lech, tied to a stake, and suffocated with smoke. Frederick wanted her relics because she was a martyr of the Diocletian persecution and Diocletiana had long been a theme with him.

Dismas rarely proposed a specific relic unless it was something truly unusual or spectacular. Frederick’s knowledge of the field was vast and scholarly. He’d been collecting relics since 1493, when he made his pilgrimage to the Holy Land. He knew exactly what he wanted and, happily for Dismas, he wanted a lot. His collection was now second only to the Vatican’s, which numbered some seventy-six thousand. But there was really no competing with Rome for relics.

And yet—Dismas suspected that Frederick was competing with Rome. Certainly, Albrecht was competing with Frederick. Unlike Frederick, Albrecht was suggestible, especially where vogue entered in. When fourth-century Slavic martyrs became the rage, Albrecht dispatched Dismas to comb the Adriatic coast and corner the market. Frederick was above these vicissitudes. He set the chic.

Dismas returned to his list.

St. Agatha, patroness of wet nurses. A young and beautiful Sicilian girl, virgin, lusted for by the Roman consul. (How lucky, the homely, unlusted after female Christian converts.) Agatha refused the consul’s attentions and was handed over to the torturers. They sliced off her breasts, which miraculously grew back. The now livid consul ordered her to be roasted to death over coals. Frederick wanted a nipple, but any other part would do.

After months and months of inquiry, Dismas reported to Frederick that no Agathan nipples were to be had. However, he had succeeded in locating a partly melted gold ring said to have been on her finger when she met her terrible but sanctifying end on a brazier in Catania, Anno Domini 250.

As for St. Afra, another martyr requiring assiduous searching, he’d finally located a fragment of her patella. Given the time and effort that had gone into these two commissions, Dismas could have charged more than his usual commission. But he didn’t. If the search had been for Albrecht, he’d have surcharged triple.

He consulted Albrecht’s list. Weaponry. Albrecht had a penchant for knives, daggers, axes—anything that had been used on a saint. One of his most treasured pieces was the hammer used to drive the nails into Christ’s hands and feet.

Item: “Maurice—sword.” The one used to decapitate St. Maurice, Roman legionary of Thebes. During a campaign to punish the insurrectionary Helvetii, the Roman commander had ordered his men to sacrifice to the Roman gods. Maurice and other Christian converts in the ranks demurred. The commander ordered decimation, every tenth soldier killed. (Hardly morale boosting, in the middle of a campaign.) When the converts still refused, a second decimation was carried out. When they refused again, the commander ordered the entire troop slaughtered.

No easy commission, this, but Dismas had a good relationship with a dealer in St. Gallen who’d sent word that he thought he could lay his hands on at least a portion of the sword hilt.

Dismas worked his way down Albrecht’s list. Not another? Yes, another St. Sebastian arrow.

Albrecht had a particular taste for apostate Roman soldiery, and in that category, St. Sebastian reigned as the beau ideal. Into the bargain, Sebastian was a member of the Emperor Diocletian’s own Praetorian Guard. The irony with Sebastiana was that he survived the firing squad of archers. Perhaps they’d taken pity on him and fired into nonessential parts. When Diocletian learned that his former bodyguard was still alive (if presumably heavily bandaged) and still ministering to Christians, he furiously ordered him to be hacked into pieces until well and truly dead, then tossed into the Cloaca Maxima, the Roman sewer. Sebastian arrows were always in demand, and not just by Albrecht. Over the course of his relic-hunting career, Dismas had come across enough of them to supply the entire Roman army.

Next on Albrecht’s list was another item wielded by a Roman soldier. The Holy Lance. He sighed.

Again and again—and again—Dismas had explained to the Archbishop, ever so patiently, that the “one and true” Holy Lance was simply not available. Yes, the relic marts teemed with “one and true” Holy Lances—dozens, scores. But as Dismas had pointed out, the spear tip most likely to have pierced Christ’s side was in a vault in St. Peter’s. In Rome. Since 1492, when Sultan Bayazid of Constantinople had gifted it to Pope Innocent VIII, by way of lessening the pontiff’s inclination to crusade. Dismas had told Albrecht that it was beyond all likelihood that the present Pope Leo X would part with such a prize piece. Though Leo, being Leo, might be induced to sell. His asking price would be exorbitant. All this Dismas had explained, only to be told by Albrecht that he was not convinced that the one true Holy Lance really was in the Vatican. By which he meant: Just bring me a lance. Any lance.

Since arriving in Basel a week ago, Dismas had been offered no fewer than ten “one and true” Holy Lances, one for as little as twenty-five gulden. Absurd. His integrity would not allow it, even if it meant being able to scratch “Holy Lance” off Albrecht’s wish list once and for all.

In all his years of relic hunting, Dismas had never wittingly purchased or sold a relic he knew to be fraudulent. To be sure, with relics it was impossible to be entirely confident of the provenance. You never really knew that it was the thumb bone of St. Contumacious of Tyre, or a bar of the iron grille on which St. Lawrence was broiled alive. All you could do was honor your profession and the relevant questions: Did the relic emit fragrance? Had there been verification by ordeal? Had it caused a miraculous healing? Finally, had the saint permitted it to be stolen from its prior shrine? The correct term was “translation.” There was logic to it: Saints were living beings, even dead. No saint, or member of the Holy Family, would permit his or her relic to be translated from one owner to another unless they favored relocation.

Another test was: Had the saint exacted punishment if his relic had been disrespected? St. Appianus had famously paralyzed a young woman when she squatted to urinate beside his tomb. She remained frozen in this mortifying posture until the entire town, including the bishop, interceded with prayers for her forgiveness.

So at the end of the day, a reputable relic hunter had only his judgment—and honesty—on which to rely. Alas, of late there had been a marked increase in counterfeit and charlatanry, of hunters and dealers of the most dubious kind. Like all too many of the characters here in Basel.

Dismas had shared his chagrin with Master Schenk, chief registrar of the relic fair. Schenk said, yes, yes, indeed, it was unfortunate. He suggested that Dismas, so respected by his peers, should address the exhibitors himself on the subject. Schenk would arrange it. Dismas could share his misgivings with the other brokers and vendors on the final day of the relic fair, at the farewell wine and cheese reception.

Crafty Schenk. He clapped Dismas on the back and smiled. A splendid idea. He left Dismas to rebuke himself for letting himself be trapped. A speech—on standards—to this bunch? As well preach chastity in a bawdy house. Too late now. Dismas made his way to the town hall in gloom.

“Dismas?”

“Markus? Is it—you?”

They embraced with the intensity of two men who’ve stood side by side in battle. Their last battle together had been the disaster at Cerignola, when they’d fought on the French side. The Spaniards had inferior numbers but had brought to the field something new, terrible, and loud called gunpowder.

When it was over, Dismas and Markus were among sixteen of their unit of ninety still alive on a field sponge-soft with blood and air rank with smoke, staring at the bodies of their comrades. Their armor was strangely pocked with holes that seeped. Dismas saw it as a portent of the End of Days, gave up his career as a mercenary, and put on a monk’s habit at the nearest monastery.

“What on Earth are you doing here?” Dismas said. “Not bone dealing, sure?”

Markus made a face. “God help me. I haven’t sunk that low. Helping some fat-assed banker guard his gold. After this I’m finished. Going home. To the cantons. I’ve got money saved. I’ll find myself a girl with red cheeks, big tits, and a creamy-white bottom.”

Dismas laughed. “You’re too old for that.”

“Old? I’ve got a cock of iron. So what are you doing here?” Markus looked his old friend up and down. He said suspiciously, “You look prosperous. What crimes have you committed? God in Heaven, don’t tell me you’re”—he gestured over his shoulder at the mass of relic dealers—“one of these lowlifes?”

“I am. And I’ll thank you not to call me a lowlife. I’m an honest man.”

“Honest? Hawking pieces of the True Cross? Breast milk of the Virgin? How much did you get for your soul, then?”

“Listen to you. A gold sentry. I’m a respectable man.”

“I thought you were going to be a monk.”

“Did. Couldn’t get used to the hours.”

“All right,” Markus said, “I’ll listen to your lies, but you’re buying the drinks.”

“I have to give a speech. Let’s meet later. And yes, I’ll buy the drinks. As usual. If I’m going to listen to your lies, I’ll need to be good and proper sloshed.”

“Giving a speech? To this scum? What are you speeching about? How to rob tombs?”

“As it happens, about reform. Which they won’t want to hear. Maybe you should come along. I might need guarding.”

“I’ve got better things to do than listen to you give the Sermon on the Mount. I’ll see you later. The Red Boar. Near the Saint Alban tower.”

•  •  •

Dismas’s mood was much brightened, but the cheer dissipated when he entered the great hall, noisy and sweaty and loud with hundreds of relicmongers. The event was open only to the trade. The wine and lager were flowing.

Schenk saw him and came over. His face was apple-florid from wine. He was in an excellent frame. Sales had been brisk, topping even last year’s record. He banged his gavel to quiet the crowd. Told them how wonderful they were, what a success it had all been, how good it was to be among so many old friends and among new friends.

Dismas thought, It’s these new friends who are the problem.

Schenk went on about the great responsibility of their business. Then with a snort said, “And here to tell us a bit about that is a person—no, more than a person. He is a personage!” Schenk chortled at his cleverness. “A personage known to us all, esteemed everywhere. Especially”—he crooked a thumb over his shoulder to the north—“up there!”

Dismas stepped forward in an effort to cut him off, but Schenk’s bonhomie, fueled by the wine, was implacable. He went on about Dismas, the Personage. Dismas, the Legend. Relic Master by Appointment to His Grace Albrecht, Archbishop of Brandenburg and Mainz. Relic Master by Appointment to the Elector Frederick of Saxony, Frederick the Wise. And before that, he’d been Dismas the Soldier, the Reiselaufer. “So don’t make him angry or he’ll cut off your balls!”

Dismas said to laughter, “I’ll do that to you if you don’t sit down and shut up.”

But Schenk went on, regaling them about Dismas’s early years in the trade—in the Holy Land, how he’d been the first relic hunter to procure an entire skeleton of one of the holy innocents slaughtered by Herod’s soldiers. The audience murmured and nodded. Schenk said, “It’s in the collection of Frederick, in Wittenberg.”

Then he was on to Dismas’s years in the catacombs outside Rome.

“That cough of his? You’ve heard his cough?” Schenk imitated Dismas’s cough. “That’s from the catacombs!” Murmurs, applause.

Dismas couldn’t take any more. He put his arm on Schenk’s shoulder and declared, “I think our dear Schenk is the truest relic here!” Laughter.

Schenk said, “I warn you—he’s going to give us a lecture, so, quick, fill your glasses—and cover your ears with your hands!”

Dismas knew there was no point in talking ethics to a boozed-up crowd with purses bulging with guldens. Better just to tell them, Well, fellows, it’s been a good year, and here’s to us. But let’s at least try as we go forward to keep in mind that ours is a special calling, a sacred calling, really, and as a . . .

He looked out over the sea of glassy eyes.

He had to force the phrase from his lips . . . a confraternity of professionals, we . . . we . . .

They stared back, blearily.

“Well,” Dismas said, “we have to hold ourselves to standards. That’s all.”

Silence. Stares. What in God’s name is he talking about?

Dismas sucked in his breath and said, “I’ve seen some items this week that frankly do not represent the highest standard.”

Someone in the crowd shouted, “If it’s standards you give a shit about, what about your Tetzel?”

A roar of approval.

“He is not my Tetzel,” Dismas said. He loathed Tetzel, but he had to be somewhat careful here. “You can have him.”

Scattered laughter. But now indulgence hawking was on the table.

“He works for your Archbishop Albrecht!”

Dismas held up his hands in surrender.

“My Tetzel? My Albrecht? Friend, if the Archbishop of Mainz hires Friar Tetzel to sell indulgences for him, what would you have me do? I’m just a bone dealer, like yourself. Bones bring pilgrims. Pilgrims bring money. This is the business we have chosen.”

“That’s well and fine,” someone shouted. “But if you’re going to preach about standards, preach to Tetzel.”

“Preach? To a Dominican?”

Laughter.

“Didn’t he claim that his indulgences could free a man from Purgatory even if he had ravished the Virgin?”

Into the silence that fell—the topic of carnal relations with the Mother of God had a sobering effect—Dismas said, “If Tetzel said such a thing, then he should buy an indulgence for himself. As for me, I need a drink, before you bastards finish it all off yourselves.”

Dismas’s inquisitor sought him out. He was a Milanese named Vitranelli. His field was lapidary relics. Pieces of the Via Dolorosa, on which Jesus walked to his death; the stone he stepped on when he ascended to Heaven; rocks used to stone saints to death. His manner was courtly. He said he hadn’t meant to sound flippant. But surely Master Dismas agreed that indulgence sales, especially in Brandenburg and other parts of the Empire, were a scandal.

The Milanese seemed a good fellow. Dismas said to him, as one professional to another, “Look, Tetzel makes me want to puke. But what would you have me do? He works for Albrecht. Albrecht is a client. A big client. Do you lecture your clients about their employees?”

Vitranelli shrugged in a distinctly Milanese way. “I am concerned because Tetzel will destroy it for all of us. Sooner or later, someone will say, Enough! It is time again to drive the money changers from the temple. To clean the stables. And if it should come to that, what will become of us?”

Dismas nodded. He understood all this very well. His other principal client, Frederick of Saxony, was repelled by the outrageous indulgence hawking by Albrecht and Tetzel. Frederick did not permit Tetzel to ply his trade inside the borders of Saxony. So Tetzel set up shop just over the border, infuriating Frederick. But what could he do about it? So long as Tetzel remained on Brandenburg soil, he was under the protection of Albrecht.

Vitranelli insinuated that Frederick’s “outrage” was really only jealousy, putting on airs. Pope Leo had issued a bull licensing Albrecht to sell indulgences (splitting the proceeds fifty-fifty with Rome). The bull had also nullified all other indulgence sales sold within the Holy Roman Empire, including Frederick’s. Albrecht had the monopoly. If you wanted to buy yourself, or a loved one, out of Purgatory, you had to get the indulgence from Albrecht. To be sure, others continued to sell them—including Frederick—but they lacked the sanction of Rome. And could thus be considered worthless. A dizzying business, indulgences.

Dismas conceded Signore Vitranelli’s point about Frederick’s indulgence selling. Galling, to concede a point of ethics to a Milanese! He said to him in a just-between-us way, “Here’s the situation, as you yourself know. Albrecht’s family, the Brandenburgs, want power, as much as they can get. They wanted the archbishopric for their little Albrecht. But he was only twenty-three at the time, too young by canon law to be archbishop. So what did they do? Arranged for a papal dispensation.”

He continued. “But a dispensation like that costs a fortune. So they went to Jacob Fugger, the banker of Augsburg. Fugger provided the money. They bought the dispensation.

“Then the Electorate of Mainz came available for purchase. And that’s real power, to be one of the seven electors of the Holy Roman Empire. They who decide who’s going to be emperor. Now the Brandenburgs want that for their young Albrecht as well. So it was back to Fugger for more gold—this time, twenty-one thousand ducats.

“Now Albrecht had to sell indulgences, a lot of indulgences, in order to pay back his loans. And so,” Dismas said, “we have his Friar Tetzel and his circus. Meanwhile, Pope Leo is supposed to be using his fifty percent share of Albrecht’s indulgence sales to rebuild Saint Peter’s in Rome. In marble, with a great dome.”

Dismas smiled. “But as you in Milan, and as we here know very well, Leo has other expenses. His pet albino elephant, Hanno. His hunting lodges. His banquets and revels and associated carnalities, which make the Satyricon of Petronius look like a lenten retreat. And in the end, everyone is working for Fugger.”

“Who is German,” Vitranelli said, with a note of triumph.

“Yes, German,” Dismas said. “I don’t suggest that venality is a uniquely Italian characteristic. But whether all this is what Our Lord had in mind when he said, ‘Go forth and multiply,’ is”—he shrugged—“well, it’s a question for theologians. Not for a grubby bone dealer like myself.”

Signor Vitranelli smiled and conceded that indeed, the workings of divine grace were beyond the comprehension of man.

This settled, they refilled their cups and drank.

Dismas said, “As to the venality of the Germans, sure, there’s Fugger. And yes, Frederick displays his relics, and yes, people pay for the privilege of venerating them. And purchase indulgences. And convince themselves that this will lessen their time in Purgatory. But what money Frederick makes selling indulgences, he spends on building his university and Castle Church. Not on pet elephants and banquets. It’s something to see, his university. And I’ll tell you this, signore. He and the other German princes are less and less happy to be sending guldens and ducats over the Alps to Pope Leo in Rome. To help him to pay for all that marble.”

“How many relics does Frederick have?”

“Fifteen thousand. Perhaps more.”

Vitranelli made a face. “That’s a good client. And you have two.”

“I don’t complain. They’re very different people. For Albrecht, the relics are business. Frederick loves his relics for themselves. When I’m hunting for him, it’s . . . well”—he grinned—“I don’t like to say ‘quest.’ Three years in the Holy Land will cure you of that word, sure. But I feel good when I am searching for him. With Albrecht it feels more like . . . well, I can’t explain. I’m drunk, you see.”

Vitranelli held up his cup. “Holy bones.”

“Holy bones,” Dismas said to the clunk of pewter. He left to find Markus at the Red Boar.


2

Rhine

From Basel Dismas traveled north to Mainz. He would have preferred to be going to Wittenberg, via Nuremberg, for then in Nuremberg he could visit with his friend Dürer, pass a pleasant night or two at the Edengarten, his favorite bordel, sleep in his own bed, then proceed on to Wittenberg and Frederick’s court. But Albrecht was impatient and had sent word that he wanted his purchases without delay. So Mainz first it must be.

It was not an especially arduous journey by boat down the Rhine, except for the incessant self-appointed toll takers demanding money. He hired a skiff with good cargo space and four stout Swabian oarsmen. This time of year the water was low and the current less swift. Markus agreed to keep him company. Always good to have someone with his skills. If the wind held fair, and the Swabians did not malinger, as Swabians were prone to, they would make Mainz in less than a week.

Late afternoon on the first day Dismas and Markus sat on the afterdeck watching the sun bronze the trees along the eastern bank. Beyond loomed the darker evergreens of the Black Forest.

“You should have bought that Saint Peter’s fishing boat for your archbishop,” Markus said, oiling his crossbow with a cloth. “Then you wouldn’t have had to hire this tub.”

Dismas grunted. “I don’t think the Archbishop would have cared about the sea worms.”

Markus wound the cranequin on his crossbow, winching back the string.

“In the old days,” Dismas said, “you could do that without sounding like an old man straining at a crap.”

“Shut up and steer your boat. If you can manage it.”

Markus cranked. The string angled until it caught in the nut. Dismas knew the crossbow well. Markus had held on to it all these years. He remembered how at Cerignola, before the Spaniard arquebusiers opened fire and everything went to hell, Markus had made a miraculous shot across the field of battle, sending a bolt through the visor of a Spaniard captain of cavalry, as he charged.

He was fast, too, Markus. He could get off three bolts in the time it took to count fifty. He wasn’t bad with pike and halberd either. Or mace, or ax, or sword. Any weapon, really. Dismas had seen him use them all.

“I hope your eyesight’s better than your failing strength,” Dismas said. They had always been this way with each other, fraternally abusive.

Markus shouldered the crossbow, aiming at the eastern bank, a half furlong distant. Whatever he was aiming at was beyond range of Dismas’s eyesight.

Markus squeezed the trigger lever. The string released with a snap. The bolt whistled forward, arcing toward the shore. A moment later came the smack of metal on wood. Voices. Markus lowered the crossbow and smirked. Dismas turned the rudder toward the shore, toward the shouting.

It was a small fishing village with a chapel. The voices grew louder as the boat neared. A clutch of villagers stood along the shore shaking their fists and tools. A stone’s throw from the bank, Dismas turned the rudder parallel to it. No sense landing in the middle of a clutch of furious peasantry. He ordered the Swabians to stop rowing but to be ready to put their backs into it.

Now they could make out the shouts. They were being called names: devils, fiends, blasphemers, Jews.

“Markus. Look what you’ve done.”

Markus pointed at the church. Dismas couldn’t make it out at first. Then he saw.

“Markus.”

The bolt protruded from the center of the wooden cross atop the church. The precise center, where the upright post and crossbeam met.

“Row,” Dismas ordered the Swabians. “Quickly.”

The villagers were hurling rocks, running along the shore. A priest had joined them.

Dismas steered toward the middle of the river. The shouting faded; the crepuscule descended.

“What was it you were saying about my eyesight?”

“You’re a sinful man. Target practice—on a church.”

“And from a moving vessel.”

“They burn people for blasphemy. What’s gotten into you?”

“Why do you care, you’re such a big man in these parts.”

“I’m relic master—by appointment—to the Archbishop of Mainz and Brandenburg. Do you suppose he would be pleased to hear that while transporting holy relics to him I stopped along the way to fire crossbow bolts into his churches?”

Dismas kept the Swabians at the oars until well after dark, which made them grumble and demand more money.

They anchored for the night off the western bank and ate a cold supper of cheese and sausage and bread. Dismas and Marcus lay on the deck under bearskins, passing a bottle of brandy as they looked up at the night sky.

“I’m not so religious,” Markus said.

“I noticed.”

“And you. You’ve turned into a pious old woman. You should wear a black shawl. And a rosary around your neck.”

“You used to be devout. Always you crossed yourself before battle. You kept a flask with holy water. You even drank from it once.”

“I was thirsty.”

“Still, a sacrilege. Little wonder you’ve progressed to shooting at churches.”

“I keep brandy in my flask now.”

They watched the stars in silence.

Markus said, “Cerignola was the end of religion for me.”

“Why should you give up God because of gunpowder? Since the world began, God in his wisdom has given us tools with which to slaughter each other. Jawbones of asses. Slings. Swords. Crossbows. Why shouldn’t he give us gunpowder?”

“Maybe he’s impatient for us to finish each other off so we can have the End of Days. It would save him the trouble of killing us.”

“Have you ever read the Bible?”

“Yes, sure. I read Latin. Some, anyway.”

“And what of the rest of us, who can’t?”

“That’s what priests are for. To tell you what’s in the Bible.”

“Why can’t we have a Bible in German?”

“Well, Moses and Jesus and the others didn’t speak German.”

“What shit you talk, Dismas.”

“Hell, I don’t know why we’re not permitted Bibles in our own language. There must be some reason. That’s why we have theologians. Really, Markus. You are a good shot but you are very ignorant.”

“Okay, Master of Theology, then explain indulgences to me.”

“Well, it’s very simple. Indulgences allow us to shorten our time in Purgatory after we die. We can buy them from the Church. One ducat for—depending on the current market value—say, fifty years’ reduction of your sentence. You can purchase them for your own soul, or for the souls of your loved one. Is that so complicated?”

Markus shook his head. Dismas went on.

“As for the relics, if you venerate before a certain relic, or make a pilgrimage to a relic, then you also earn an indulgence. If you can’t afford to purchase your indulgence, then you can earn it by making a pilgrimage to a shrine. Or attend, say, fifty masses. Or whatever. It’s really a very clever arrangement the Church has worked out, you see.”

“All right, then, Latin Bible reader, tell me: Where in the Bible is this scheme for making money off frightened believers described? Did Jesus sit down with the Apostle Peter and tell him, ‘All right, here is how you will finance my Church. When people come to you and say, “I have sinned,” you tell them, “Not to worry! Give me a ducat and I will take away fifty years from your time in Purgatory.” ’ ”

Dismas thought Markus’s attitude very impious. At the same time, he could not recall where, exactly, in the Gospels Jesus had outlined the particulars of the indulgence business. It must be in there somewhere.

Markus prattled on with his grievances.

“Why is it that every time someone translates the Bible into a language people like us can understand, they burn him at the stake?”

“Because people like you, Markus, would misinterpret it. Look here, I don’t know. Why are you asking me all this? Do you lust to read the Bible? It would do you good, sure. I’ll find you a Latin tutor when we get to Mainz. And a confessor. One with lots of time to hear your scarlet sins.”

“I’ll tell you why they burn people for translating it. They’re afraid.”

“Of what?”

“That if we read it for ourselves, we won’t need them anymore. To intercede. Religion’s a business like any other. The middlemen fatten. Why should we need middlemen between us and”—Markus pointed at the stars—“whatever the hell is up there?”

Dismas groaned. “Hell is down, Markus, not up. And you must not speak about God that way. It’s not decent. Or wise. He might hear.”

“Don’t you see? It’s about control. The priests—your Archbishop Albrecht, to say nothing of that fat, Florentine sodomite in Rome—”

“Are you making reference to the Holy Father? Sure, our boat will be destroyed by lightning.”

“He’s the worst of the lot. If God is the sun, they’re standing between him and us. And where does that leave us? In shadow.”

“What a sophisticated argument. God is the sun. Tell me, where did you get your diploma in divinity? In Heidelberg?”

“Have you heard about this Copernicus person?”

“Yes,” Dismas said. “Albrecht says he is a heretic.”

“Because he declares that the earth revolves around the sun? Well, he’s sure to end up tied to the stake in Kraków, poor bastard.”

“And how does this Polack know that the earth revolves around the sun? Tell me that.”

“You’re the ignorant one. He’s a scientist.”

“Ah? It was a scientist, sure, who came up with the gunpowder that damn near killed us at Cerignola. Was that also a wonderful new idea? Hm?”

“All right, then. You tell me this—how does the Pope know that the sun revolves around the earth?”

Dismas groaned. “How should I know such a thing? Maybe God told him. If you want to talk about revolutions, my head is making them from all this brandy and your jabber. Go to sleep, man.”

They kept clear of churches the rest of the way to Mainz.

Markus didn’t linger. It was getting on fall and he was anxious to be heading back to the cantons before the first snow.

“Come with me,” he said.

It was a tempting thought. “Can’t. I’ve got to get all this to Albrecht. Then it’s on to Wittenberg.”

“This bone dealing, Dismas. There’s something not right about it.”

“We used to earn our living by killing. Was that right?”

Markus grinned. “Well, that’s for you and your brother theologians to decide. But if you’re convinced the End of Days is coming, do you want God to find you peddling saints’ testicles?”

Dismas laughed. “And where do you want God to find you, Markus?”

“In bed, screwing.”
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Albrecht

Ah, Master Dis-mas.”

Albrecht, twenty-eight-year-old Archbishop of Mainz and Brandenburg, greeted his relic master, gliding into the loggia, attended by his entourage.

He was a person of serious mien, with a long nose, glum, pouchy eyes, and pursed lips. Though relatively young, he was already in possession of what looked to be the first of many jowls.

Albrecht’s customary tone with Dismas was the exaggerated noblesse oblige of an aristocrat at pains to be more courteous with his tradesman than necessary. Dismas was used to it by now. They’d been doing business together for half a dozen years. Albrecht was the sort of client who was always telling you how lucky you were to have him for a client. Dismas played along, though this posturing had grown tiresome. More annoying was Albrecht’s continual attempts to wheedle information from him about Frederick’s relics. Dismas gave elusive answers.

“Your grace.”

Dismas bent to touch his lips to the quail-egg-sized sapphire on Albrecht’s index finger.

Dismas gave nods to the Archbishop’s attendants. Among them he recognized Pfefferkorn, Fugger’s man. Word was the Brandenburgs had another benefice in mind for Albrecht—a cardinal’s hat. What a fortune that would cost. Two archbishoprics, the Electorate of Mainz, and now a cardinalate. Well. It would make Albrecht Primate of Germany—at twenty-eight, one of the most powerful men in the Empire. Dismas reflected that only aristocrats knew their precise age. He could only guess at his own.

Here came pudding-faced Friar Tetzel, bald but for a wisp of white hair at the top of his pate, a lonely cloud hovering above a polished orb. He looked all business, eager to inspect Dismas’s Basel purchases so he could decide how many days’, months’, or years’ remittance from Purgatory each relic warranted. Markus’s questions echoed. What a business!

The entourage included a flutter of monsignors, lesser clerics, and various body men. Looming above other heads was that of Drogobard, High Marshal of Mainz. He served Albrecht in a variety of offices: chief of the Cardinal’s Guard, spymaster, adjutant inquisitor, superintendent of cells, high executioner. A fine collection of responsibilities. An even finer payroll.

Dismas had noticed on his way into the cathedral cloister that the square outside was freshly scorched, and that preparations for another burning were under way. He himself had no reason to fear Drogobard, but neither would he desire to come into his purview. Drogobard gave Dismas a curt nod.

What’s this?

In Albrecht’s train were two men immediately and unpleasantly recognizable to Dismas by dint of their flamboyant attire: full-skirted, multicolored jerkins, embroidered doublets, wide-brimmed hats with extravagant plumage. They carried halberds, razor-sharp.

Dismas suppressed a groan. Christ. Landsknechte? German mercenaries. What was this rabble doing in an archbishop’s retinue?

They might dress like popinjays, but their skills were lethal. Dismas had gone up against them many times in the course of his own Reiselaufer soldiering days. He would never begrudge Landsknechte their ability, and thus felt free to despise them. They were barbarous, incapable of remorse for even the cruelest acts. Their only loyalty was to their purses. They’d cut the throat of the sleeping infant Jesus for a price. Herod could have employed them to murder the innocents.

They returned Dismas’s icy stare with smirks. He wondered: Did they know who he was, or was it only typical Landsknechte arrogance?

The relics had been laid out for inspection on tables along the cloister loggia. Tetzel made a distasteful face as he held up an ampulla filled with crimson dust.

“What’s this?”

“Blood. Saint Cyprian.”

“And how much is his grace being asked to pay for that?” Dismas found Tetzel’s haughtiness more risible than offensive.

“The purchase price was fifteen gulden. And as his grace well knows, he is under no obligation to buy it. For that matter, to buy anything here, should it not meet with his satisfaction.”

“Now, now, Friar Johann,” Albrecht rebuked Tetzel. “None of that, none of that. We are well pleased to welcome the martyred Bishop of Carthage into our keeping. Dismas, what of Saint Agatha and the other one, Saint . . .”

“Afra. On that table, there. Your grace.”

“You see, Tetzel? Oh, well done, Dismas, well done.”

Albrecht and Tetzel glided over to the table to examine and confer. Tetzel held up the two relics to the light.

“Virgins. Martyrs. And at the hands of Diocletian . . .” Albrecht nodded, impatient for Tetzel’s evaluation.

Tetzel set them back on the table and rubbed his chin. “For the ring, we would offer an indulgence of ten years. Twenty, depending. For the piece of Afra . . .” He turned to Dismas and said with annoyance at having to ask for information that should have been volunteered, “And what kind of bone is it?”

“Patella.”

“I am not an anatomist,” Tetzel sniffed.

Dismas pointed to his kneecap.

“Ah. The very bone on which she knelt as she was martyred.”

“Possibly,” Dismas said. “We don’t really know. Do we, Brother? All we know is that she was tied to a stake and suffocated.”

“Yes, yes, yes,” Tetzel said with a dismissive wave. He said to Albrecht, “Fifty years.”

Archbishop and vendor worked their way down the tables, assigning each relic a value. Donate such and such sum to venerate such and such a relic, and so many years would be deducted from your term in Purgatory.

They lingered over the bit of hilt from the sword that had decapitated St. Maurice. Albrecht gestured to Fugger’s agent Pfefferkorn to join in the evaluation.

Fugger held the monopoly on papal finances. He’d even handled the negotiation between Albrecht and Rome over how much Albrecht would share with Rome from his indulgence sales. He had handled, too, other indulgence contracts.

For instance, Pope Leo had demanded twelve thousand ducats to license Albrecht to sell indulgences for venerating relics of the twelve apostles. Outrageous! A thousand ducats per apostle? Albrecht counteroffered seven thousand, a sum pegged to the seven deadly sins. They compromised on ten thousand. Tongues wagged that the sum must be based on a thousand ducats per commandment.

Pricing indulgences was, to be sure, a complicated and technical business. But in its way, it was equitable. Everyone had to pay to have his sins remitted, even kings and queens. And archbishops. Those worthies were expected to give twenty-five gold florins per indulgence. Twenty for abbots, cathedral prelates, counts, barons, and other high nobles. For lesser nobility, six florins. Three for burghers, three for merchants. For those of more moderate means, one florin. Since Our Lord had decreed that the Kingdom of Heaven must also open to the poor, those wretches could earn a remittance with fasting and prayer. Prayer cost nothing. Peasants could pray while they toiled. Fasting was hardly a privation inasmuch as peasants spent their entire lifetimes fasting, one way or another.

Albrecht and Tetzel and Pfefferkorn concluded their deliberation over the St. Maurice sword hilt. Tetzel said he would feature it in his next procession.

Dismas had no liking for Tetzel, but he recognized that he was—as Schenk would put it—a considerable “personage.” A man of many hats: Grand Inquisitor of Heresy in Poland. Grand Commissioner of Indulgences in the Germanic states of the Empire. And as befitting a Dominican monk, a capable homilist.

Tetzel’s protocol was to arrive at a town at the head of a solemn procession, bearing the papal bull of indulgence on an embroidered cushion. A heavy metal coffer would be set down, thunk, in the center of the square. And Friar Tetzel would preach to the clink of coins. Indeed, he had composed a couplet on this very aspect. It was famous.

As soon as the coin in the coffer rings,

The soul from Purgatory springs.

Dismas had witnessed this on a few occasions. What a performance. He could recall it almost word for word, with a shudder.

Listen now, God and Saint Peter call you! Consider the salvation of your souls and those of your loved ones departed. You priest, you noble, you merchant, you virgin, you matron, you youth, you old man, enter now into your church, which is the Church of Saint Peter.

Consider that all who are contrite and have confessed and made contribution will receive complete remission of all their sins.

Listen to the voices of your dear dead relatives and friends, beseeching you and saying, “Pity us, pity us. We are in dire torment from which you can redeem us for a pittance.”

Do you not wish to? Open your ears! Hear your father saying to his son, the mother to her daughter, “We bore you, nourished you, brought you up, left you our fortunes, and you are so cruel and hard that now you are not willing for so little to set us free? Will you let us lie here in flames? Will you not for a quarter of a florin receive these letters of indulgence, through which you are able to lead a divine and immortal soul into the fatherland of paradise?”

In addition to his other talents, Tetzel was a supple theologian. He’d pioneered a new form of indulgence whereby you could buy full forgiveness for sins you had not yet committed. Even Jesus might marvel at that. It had aroused a bit of controversy, along with his sensational claim that a papal indulgence could free you from Purgatory even if you had—shudder—violated the chastity of the Mother of God.

Dismas knitted his brows trying to understand that one, at the technical level. Even assuming your villainy was so monstrous as to contemplate such a terrible thing—how exactly could a person living fifteen centuries after the time of Christ have carnal relations with the Virgin Mary? Especially when after her death, her body had been assumed whole into Heaven. He preferred not to think about this. A matter best left to the theologians.

Albrecht and Tetzel and Pfefferkorn completed their evaluations. The 296 relics Dismas had brought from Basel would provide an aggregate indulgence value of 52,206 years off time in Purgatory. And provide his grace with a tidy return on his investment.

Monsignor Henk, curator of the cathedral collection, tabulated that his grace’s collection now comprised over six thousand relics, with a total value of 9,520,478 years’ reduction of Purgatorial sentences.

“We are pleased, Master Dismas,” Albrecht announced. “Come and take refection with us. Much do I have to discuss with you.”

They sat, the two of them, in Albrecht’s study, under the chandelier made from antlers.

“Your trip here from Basel went well?”

“Yes, your grace. It’s easier by boat. A fine time of year. Pretty. The leaves and such.”

“Yes. You stopped along the way?”

“At night, to anchor.”

“No . . . incidents?”

“Our trip was without event. God be thanked.”

Albrecht nodded. “Yes, God be thanked. With such cargo as you carried. We ask because we had some report. From upriver.”

“Oh?”

“An attack. On a church.”

“Oh. That’s not good.”

“No. And to think that it happened while you were on the river. What if you had been attacked?”

“Well”—Dismas smiled—“here I am. Safe. What manner of assault was it, might I ask?”

“It was a blasphemy. A defacement.”

Dismas shook his head. “That’s bad.”

“Very wicked indeed. Crossbow.”

“This wine is very excellent, your grace. Is it from your own vineyard?”

“We are pleased you like it. I shall give you some bottles.”

“Your grace is too kind.”

“You are off to Wittenberg? To see your ‘uncle’ Frederick?”

“As his grace can see, I came first to you.”

“And we are honored, Dismas.”

“The honor is mine, your grace.”

“We wish you would call us Uncle.”

This, again? Dismas’s pulse had quickened at the mention of the church desecration. He smiled wanly. “I couldn’t. Your grace is a prince of the Church.”

“Not yet. Soon. God willing.”

“The Elector Frederick is much older than your grace. For that matter, I am older than your grace. It would be, well, awkward to call you Uncle.”

“Then call us cousin,” Albrecht said with impatience. “See here, Dismas, we are trying to convey our fondness for you.”

“Your grace—cousin—shames me with his benevolence.”

“But do not call us cousin in front of others.”

“No. Certainly.”

“And what are you bringing your uncle Frederick?”

“Well, you should ask him. Cousin.”

“But I am asking you.”

“Then speaking as your cousin, I must candidly say that I would feel uncomfortable. Just as I would feel uncomfortable if the Elector Frederick asked what I was bringing to you. Professional standards. You know.”
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