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To Eva,
who has illuminated the path of this traveler


No one took any notice.

None of the merchants, moneylenders or friars strolling by in the twilight around San Francesco il Grande noticed the slovenly, ill-dressed man who hurried into the Franciscan church. It was the eve of a holiday, a market day, and the inhabitants of Milan were busy gathering provisions for the coming days of official mourning. Under such circumstances, it was only natural that the presence of yet another beggar left them unconcerned.

But the fools were once again mistaken. The beggar who entered San Francesco was not an ordinary man.

Without giving himself a moment’s respite, the ragged man left behind him the double row of benches that lined the nave and hurried on toward the main altar. There was not a soul to be seen inside the church. At last he had been permitted to see a painting, The Virgin of the Rocks, that few in Milan knew by its real name: the Maestà.

He approached the altar cautiously. His heart beat faster. There, utterly alone in the church, the pilgrim warily stretched out his hand, as if he might be forever united to the sacred scene. As he cast his eyes on the celebrated painting, suddenly a detail caught his attention. How strange! The pilgrim was overcome by a vertiginous feeling of horror. Someone had meddled with the Maestà.

The pilgrim did not dare move a muscle but remained frozen to the spot at the sound of the dry, deep voice behind him. He hadn’t heard the door of the church creak open, so the intruder must have been watching him for a fair while now.

“I can tell you’re like all the others. For some dark reason you heretics come in droves to this House of God. Its light attracts you, but you are incapable of recognizing that.”

The pilgrim’s pulse was racing. His hour had come. He felt dazed and angry, cheated in having risked his life to kneel before a fraud. The painting he was looking at was not the Opus Magnum.

“It can’t be—” he whispered. The intruder laughed out loud.

“It is easy enough to understand. I’ll grant you the mercy of knowledge before sending you to burn in hell. Don’t you realize that Leonardo has betrayed you?”

Was it possible that Leonardo had actually betrayed his brethren?

The pilgrim realized that something was terribly wrong. He heard behind him a metallic scraping, like that of a sword being unsheathed.

“Am I to die as well?”

“The Soothsayer will do away with all of the wicked.”

 

Architectural plan of the convent and church of Santa Maria delle Grazie in present-day Milan.

1. Tribunal

2. Refectory

3. Leonardo da Vinci, The Last Supper
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PREFACE


In the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, Europe still held intact its gift for understanding ancestral images and symbols. Its people knew how and when to interpret the design on a column, a particular figure in a painting or a simple sign on the road, even though only a minority had, in those days, learned to read and write.

With the arrival of the Age of Reason, the gift for interpreting such languages was lost, and with it, a good part of the richness bequeathed to us by our ancestors.

This book makes use of many of those symbols as they were conceived once upon a time. But it also intends to restore to the modern reader the ability both to understand them and to benefit from their infinite wisdom.
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I cannot recall a more dangerous and tangled puzzle than the one I was called upon to solve in the New Year of 1497, when the duchy of Ludovico il Moro lay in its painful death throes, while the Papal States watched on.

The world was then a dangerous, fast-changing place, a hellish quicksand in which fifteen centuries of faith and culture threatened to collapse under the onslaught of new ideas imported from the Far East. Suddenly, from one day to the next, Plato’s Greece, Cleopatra’s Egypt and even the extravagant curiosities of the Chinese Empire that Marco Polo had discovered seemed to deserve greater praise than our own Scriptural stories.

Those were troubled days for Christendom. We were ruled by a simoniac Pope (a Spanish devil crowned under the name of Alexander VI who had shamelessly bought his own tiara at the latest conclave), governed by several princes seduced by the beauty of all things pagan, and threatened by Turkish hordes armed to the teeth, waiting for an opportunity to invade the Western Mediterranean and convert us to the faith of Islam. In all truth, it can be said that never before, in almost fifteen hundred years of history, had our own faith stood so utterly defenseless.

And there, in the midst of it all, was this servant in God, Agostino Leyre, the very same who is writing to you now. I found myself at the threshold of a century of transformation, an epoch in which the world was shifting its borders daily and demanding from us all an unprecedented effort to adapt. It was as if, with every passing hour, the Earth became larger and larger, constantly obliging us to update our store of geographical knowledge. We, men of the cloth, had already begun to realize that there would no longer be enough of us to preach to a world peopled by millions of souls who had never heard of Christ, and the more skeptical among us foresaw a period of imminent chaos that would bring into Europe a whole new tide of pagans.

In spite of such terrible things, those were exciting years. Years that I look upon now with a certain nostalgia, today, in my old age, from this miserable exile that slowly devours both my health and my memories. My hands barely obey me, my eyes grow dim, the burning sun of southern Egypt melts my brain and only in the hours before dawn am I capable of ordering my thoughts and reflecting on the curious fate that led me to this place—a fate from which neither Plato, nor Alexander VI, nor even the pagans were excluded.

But I must not run ahead of my story.

Suffice it to say that now, at last, I’m alone. Of the secretaries I once had, not a single one remains, and today only Abdul, a youngster who doesn’t speak my tongue and who believes I am an eccentric holy man who has come to die in his land, looks after my most basic needs. I eke out my life in an ancient tomb hollowed in the rocks, surrounded by sand and dust, threatened by scorpions and almost prevented from walking by my two weak legs. Every day, faithful Abdul brings into my cubicle some unleavened bread and whatever leftovers he finds at home. He is like the raven that for sixty years would carry in his beak half an ounce of bread to Paul the Hermit, who died in these same lands, more than a hundred years old. Unlike that ominous bird, Abdul smiles when he delivers his burden, without quite knowing what else to do. It is enough. For someone who has sinned as much as I have, every moment of contemplation becomes an unexpected gift from the Creator Himself.

But, as much as solitude, pity too has come to gnaw away at my soul. I’m sorry that Abdul will never learn what brought me to his village. I would not know how to explain it to him by signs. Nor will he ever be able to read these lines, and even in the remote eventuality that he might find them after my death and sell them to some camel driver, I doubt whether they will serve any purpose other than fueling a bonfire on a cold desert night. No one here understands Latin nor any of the romance languages. And every time that Abdul finds me in front of my pages, he shrugs in astonishment, knowing full well that he is missing something important.

Day after day, this thought fills me with anguish. The intimate certainty that no Christian will ever read what I am writing clouds my mind and brings tears to my eyes. When I finish these pages, I will ask that they be buried with my remains, hoping that the Angel of Death will remember to collect them, and carry them to Our Everlasting Father when the time comes for my soul to be brought to Judgment. It is a sad story. But then, the greatest secrets are those that never see the light.

Will mine manage to do so?

I doubt it.

Here, in the caves they call Yabal al-Tarif, a few steps away from the great Nile that blesses with its waters an inhospitable and empty desert, I only pray God that He give me enough time to justify my deeds in writing. I am so far removed from the privileges I once enjoyed in Rome that, even if the new Pope were to forgive me, I know I would be unable to return to God’s fold. I would find it unbearable to hear no longer the distant cries of the muezzins in their minarets. And the longing for this land that has so generously welcomed me would slowly torture my final days.

My consolation lies in setting down those past events exactly in the order in which they took place. Some I suffered in my own flesh. Others, however, I only heard of long after they had happened. And yet, told one after the other, they will give you, hypothetical reader, an idea of the enormity of the puzzle that changed my life forever.

No. I cannot continue to turn my back on my fate. Now that I have reflected on all that which my eyes have seen, I feel irrevocably compelled to tell everything . . . even if the telling will serve nobody’s purpose.
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The puzzle begins on a January night in the year 1497, far, very far from Egypt. That winter, three decades ago, was one of the coldest that the chronicles record. It had snowed copiously and all of Lombardy was covered in a thick white mantle. The monasteries of San Ambrogio, San Lorenzo and San Eustorgio, and even the pinnacles of the cathedral, had all vanished under the snow. The wagons laden with wood were the only things still moving in the streets, and most of Milan slumbered, wrapped in a silence that seemed to have settled in many centuries ago.

It happened at about eleven o’clock at night on the second day of the year. A woman’s heartrending howl broke the frozen peace of the Sforza palace. The howl was followed by sobs and the sobs by the piercing cries of the court’s professional mourners. The last stirring of the serenissima Beatrice d’Este, a woman in the flower of life, the beautiful wife of the Duke of Milan, had forever shattered the kingdom’s dreams of glory. Dear God! The duchess had died with her eyes wide open, furious, cursing Christ and all his saints for having taken her so soon to His side, clutching, with what strength she had, the habit of her horrified confessor.

Yes, that is when everything started.

I was forty-five years old when I read for the first time the report of what happened that day. It was a terrifying story. The Order of Bethany, as was its custom, had requested the report secretly from Ludovico il Moro’s chaplain, who had sent it down to Rome without delay. That is how the Papal States worked in those days: more swiftly and efficiently than any other state, so that, long before the official announcement of the duchess’s death had arrived at the Holy Father’s diplomatic office, our brethren already knew all the details of the story.

At the time, my responsibility within the complex structure of Bethany was to attend to the Master General of the Order of Saint Dominic. Our organization survived within the narrow margins of strict confidentiality. In an age characterized by palace intrigues, murders by poison and family treason, the Church required an information service that would allow it to know exactly where it could tread safely. We were a secret order, faithful to none other than the Pope and to the visible head of the Dominicans. That is why, in the outside world, almost no one had ever heard of us. We hid behind the ample cloak of the Secretariat of Keys of the Papal States, a marginal, neutral organism of scarce public visibility and very limited competence. However, behind the walls, we functioned as a secret congregation, a sort of permanent commission set up to examine government matters that might allow the Holy Father to foretell the movements of his many enemies. Any scrap of news, however minuscule, that might affect the status quo of the Church would immediately pass into our hands, where it would be weighed and transmitted to the pertinent authority. That was our sole mission.

In this context, I became familiar with the report on the death of our adversary, Donna Beatrice d’Este. I can still see the faces of our brothers celebrating the news. Fools! They thought that Nature had saved us the trouble of having to kill her. Their enthusiasm showed how simply their minds worked, always resorting to the gallows, to the verdict of the Holy Office or to the hands of a paid cutthroat. But that was not the case with me. Unlike the rest of the brethren, I was far from certain that the departure of the Duchess of Milan meant the end of a long chain of irregularities, conspiracies and threats against the faith that had seemed to lurk in Ludovico il Moro’s court and had for months caused unease among our network of informants.

Certainly, it was enough to mention her name at one of the general chapter gatherings of Bethany for rumors to overrun the rest of the debates. Everyone knew her. Everyone knew of her un-Christian activities, but no one had ever dared denounce her. Such was the terror that Donna Beatrice inspired in Rome, that not even the report we received from the duke’s chaplain—who was also the loyal prior of our new monastery of Santa Maria delle Grazie—had referred in any way to her unorthodox doings. The Father Prior Vicenzo Bandello, reputed theologian and learned leader of the Milanese Dominicans, merely described to us the event that had taken place and kept a safe distance from any political question that might have compromised him.

Nor did anyone in Rome reproach him for his prudence.

According to the report signed by the Father Prior, everything had seemed quite normal until the day before the tragedy. Up to that date, the young Beatrice was said to possess everything a woman might want: a powerful husband, an overflowing vitality and an infant about to be born who would perpetuate its father’s noble name. Drunk with happiness, she had spent her last afternoon nearly dancing from room to room and chattering with her favorite lady-in-waiting in the Rochetta Palace. The duchess lived unconcerned by the worries that would have troubled any other mother in her land. She had decided that she would not even feed her child so as to keep unspoiled her small, delicate breasts: a carefully selected nurse would be in charge of overseeing the child’s up-bringing, would teach it to eat and to walk, would rise with the dawn to lift it out of its cot, wash it and wrap it in warm cloths. Both baby and nurse would live in the Rochetta, in a room that Donna Beatrice had decorated with care. For Beatrice d’Este, maternity was to be a delightful and unexpected game, free of responsibilities and concern.

But it was precisely there, in the small paradise she had imagined for her scion, that tragedy overtook her. According to the Father Prior, just before the Eve of Saint Basil, Donna Beatrice fainted on one of the couches of the palace. When she awoke, she felt ill. Her head was turning, and her stomach fought to empty itself with long and fruitless retchings. Not knowing what sickness had overcome her, the strong cramps in her bowels following the vomiting led her to fear the worst. Ludovico il Moro’s child had decided to advance its arrival in the world without anyone foreseeing such a contingency. For the first time in her life, Beatrice was frightened.

The doctors took longer than expected to reach the palace that day. The midwife had to be fetched from outside the city walls, and when all the staff needed to assist the duchess finally congregated at her side, it was too late. The umbilical cord that fed the future Leon Maria Sforza had wrapped itself around the baby’s fragile neck. Little by little, neat as a rope, it tightened until it throttled him. Immediately, Beatrice noticed that something was amiss. It seemed to her as if the baby, who seconds earlier had been pushing vigorously to emerge from her belly, had all of a sudden stopped his attempts to come into the world. First he trembled violently and then, as if the effort had drained him, he lost all strength and became stone still. Seeing this, the doctors cut the mother open from side to side, while she writhed in anguish, biting into a vinegar-soaked cloth. But their gesture was useless. Horrified, they discovered a bluish, lifeless baby, his eyes glassy, hideously strangled in his mother’s womb.

And that is how, in terrible pain, without even a moment to come to terms with the loss, Beatrice herself breathed her last a few hours later.

In his report the Father Prior said that he arrived in time to see her agony. Bloody, with her innards exposed and drenched in an unbearable pestilence, she seemed delirious with the torment, crying out for confession and extreme unction. Fortunately for our brethren, Beatrice d’Este died before receiving the sacraments.

I say “fortunately” advisedly.

The duchess was barely twenty-two years old when she left our world. Bethany was well aware that she had led a sinful life. Since the days of Pope Innocent VIII, I myself had had occasion to study and store a number of documents concerning her debauchery. The thousand eyes of the Secretariat of Keys of the Papal States knew well the kind of person the Duke of Ferrara’s daughter had been. Within the walls of our general quarters on Mount Aventino, we could boast that no important document issued from the European courts was unknown to our institution. In the House of Truth, dozens of readers examined daily missives in all languages, some of them encrypted by means of the most abstruse devices. We would decipher them, classify them according to their importance and store them in the archives. Not all, however. Those which referred to Beatrice d’Este had long held a priority in our duties and were kept in a room to which few of us were allowed access. These irreproachable documents showed that Beatrice d’Este was possessed by the demon of occult science. And, worse still, many alluded to her as the principal instigator of the magic arts practiced in Ludovico il Moro’s court. In a country traditionally prone to the most sinister heresies, this piece of information should have been weighed very carefully. But no one did so at the time.

The Dominicans of Milan—among them, the Father Prior—had several times held in their hands proof that Donna Beatrice, as well as her sister Isabella in Mantua, collected amulets and pagan idols, and that both women professed an immoderate passion toward the prophecies of astrologers and dissemblers of every kind. But the Dominicans never did anything about it. The teaching that Isabella received from those deceivers was so wicked that the poor woman spent her last days convinced that our Holy Mother Church would soon disappear forever. Often she would say that the Papal Court would be dragged to the Last Judgment and there, among archangels, saints and pure men, the Eternal Father would condemn us all with no pity.

No one in Rome was more aware than I of the activities of the Duchess of Milan. Reading the reports that arrived concerning her, I learned how devious women can be, and I discovered to what extent, in barely four years of marriage, Donna Beatrice had changed the behavior and the aims of her powerful husband. Her personality began to fascinate me. Superstitious, addicted to profane literature and seduced by whatever exotic notion circulated in her fiefdom, her obsession was to bring to Milan the former splendor of Florence under the Medici.

I believe it was this that put me on my guard. Though the Church had managed gradually to undermine the pillars of that powerful Florentine family, weakening the support they lent to thinkers and artists fond of unorthodox notions, the Vatican was not prepared to face a resurgence of such ideas in the great northern city of Milan. The Medici villas, the memory of the Academy that Cosimo the Elder had founded to rescue the wisdom of the ancient Greeks, the exaggerated protection he had given to architects, painters and sculptors, filled not only the fertile imagination of the duchess but mine as well. Except that she allowed these things to guide her own beliefs and infect the duke himself with their poisonous allure.

Since the day when Alexander VI ascended to Peter’s throne, in 1492, I kept sending messages to my superiors to warn them of what might happen. No one paid any attention to my advice. Milan, so close to the French frontier and with a political tradition of rebellion against Rome, was the perfect candidate to nurse what might become an important schism within the Church. Nor did Bethany believe me. And the Pope, lukewarm toward heretics (barely a year after having donned the tiara, he had already begged forgiveness for having hounded such kabbalists as Pico della Mirandola), lent deaf ears to my warnings.

“That friar, Agostino Leyre,” my brothers in the Secretariat of Keys used to say about me, “pays too much heed to the messages from the Soothsayer. He’s bound to end up just as mad.”
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The Soothsayer.

He is the only piece missing to finish the puzzle.

His presence merits an explanation. The fact is that, besides my own warnings to the Holy Father and to the highest powers in the Dominican Order concerning the Duchy of Milan’s errant path, there were others that issued from a quite different source, thereby confirming my worst fears. He was an anonymous witness, well informed, who every week would send to our House of Truth minutely detailed letters denouncing the beginnings of a vast sorcerer’s operation in the lands of Ludovico il Moro.

His letters started arriving in autumn of 1496, four months before the death of Donna Beatrice. They were addressed to our order’s seat in Rome, at the monastery of Santa Maria sopra Minerva, where they were read and put away as the work of a poor devil obsessed with the presumed doctrinal strayings of the Sforza family. I do not blame them. We were living then in times of madness, and the letters of yet another fanatic did not overly worry any of our father superiors.

Except for one.

It was the archivist who, at Bethany’s latest general chapter meeting, spoke to me of the writings of this new prophet.

“You should read them,” he said. “As soon as I saw them I thought of you.”

“Indeed?”

I remember the archivist’s owlish eyes, blinking feverishly.

“They are a very curious thing. They have been written by someone who shares your same fears, Father Agostino. A prophet of the Apocalypse, cultivated, well versed in grammar, such a man as the Christian world has not seen since the times of Friar Tanchelmo de Amberes.”

“Friar Tanchelmo?”

“Yes. A crazy old man from the twelfth century who denounced the Church for having turned itself into a brothel, and who accused the priests of living in constant sin. Our Soothsayer does not go so far as that, even if, by the tone of his letters, I suspect he won’t be long in getting there.”

Leaning forward, the archivist added in a wheezing voice:

“Do you know what makes him different from other madmen?”

I shook my head.

“That he seems better informed than any of us. This Soothsayer is a fiend for the exact detail. He knows everything!”

The friar was right. The Soothsayer’s fine, bone-colored sheets of parchment, written in perfect calligraphy and now piled up in a wooden box sealed with the word riservato, referred with obsessive insistence to a secret plan to turn Milan into a new Athens. I had been suspecting something like this for a long time. Ludovico il Moro, like the Medici before him, was among those superstitious leaders who believed that the ancients had a knowledge of the world far more advanced than ours. He believed in a timeworn story according to which, before God punished the world with the Flood, humanity had enjoyed a prosperous Golden Age that first the Florentines—and now the Duke of Milan—wished to bring back at all costs. And to achieve this, these people would not hesitate to cast aside the Bible and the Church’s tenets, since, they argued, in those past days of glory, God had not yet created an institution to represent Him.

But there was more: the Soothsayer’s letters insisted that the cornerstone of the project was being laid down before our very noses. If what the Soothsayer had written was true, Ludovico il Moro’s cunning was beyond measure. His plan to convert his domain into the capital of this rebirth of the philosophy and science of the ancients was to rest on an astonishing foundation: on no less a place than our new monastery in Milan.

The Soothsayer had managed to surprise me. Whoever the man hiding behind such revelations might be, he had delved much further into the matter than I would have ever dared. As the archivist now warned me, he seemed to have eyes everywhere, not only in Milan but also in Rome, since several of his latest missives carried the disconcerting heading Augur dixit—“the Soothsayer hath spoken.” What kind of informer were we dealing with? Who, except someone well placed within the Curia, would know what name had been given to him by the clerks of Bethany?

Neither of us knew whom to accuse.

In those days, the monastery referred to in his messages—Santa Maria delle Grazie—was in the process of being built. The Duke of Milan had appointed the best architects of the day to work on it: Bramante was in charge of the church’s gallery, Cristoforo Solari, of the interior, and not a single ducat was spared to pay the finest artists for the decoration of every one of its walls. Ludovico il Moro wished to turn our temple into a mausoleum for his family, a place of eternal repose that would render his memory immortal for centuries to come.

And yet, what was for the Dominicans a privilege was for the author of these letters a terrible curse. He foresaw terrible calamities for the papacy if no one put a stop to the project, and he predicted a dark and fatal time for the whole of Italy. It was indeed in all fairness that the anonymous author of these messages had earned for himself the title of Soothsayer. His vision of Christendom could not have been bleaker.
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No one paid any heed to the poor anonymous devil until the morning on which his fifteenth letter arrived.

On that day, Brother Giovanni Gozzoli, my assistant at Bethany, burst noisily into the scriptorium. He was waving in the air a new message from the Soothsayer, and oblivious to the reproachful glances of the studious monks, he walked straight up to my desk.

“Father Agostino, you must see this! You must read it at once!”

I had never seen Brother Giovanni so distraught. The young man waved the letter before my eyes and, in a strangled voice, whispered: “It’s incredible, Father. Incredible.”

“What is so incredible, Giovanni?”

Brother Giovanni took a deep breath.

“The letter—this letter—the Soothsayer—Master Torriani asked that you read it at once.”

“Master Torriani?”

The pious Gioacchino Torriani, thirty-fifth successor of Saint Dominic de Guzmán on Earth and the highest authority of our order, had never before taken any of these anonymous messages seriously. He had disposed of them with indifference, and once or twice he had even scolded me for wasting my time on such nonsense. Why had he changed his attitude? Why did he send me this new letter, begging me to study it immediately?

“The Soothsayer—” Brother Giovanni gulped.

“Yes?”

“The Soothsayer has uncovered the plan.”

“What plan?”

Brother Giovanni was still holding the message, trembling with the strain. The letter, consisting of three sheets with the wax seal broken, fell softly onto my desk.

“Ludovico il Moro’s plan,” my secretary whispered, as if freeing himself from a heavy load. “Don’t you understand, Father Agostino? It explains what he really wants to do at Santa Maria delle Grazie. He wants to perform magic!”

“Magic?” I asked, astonished.

“Read it!”

I delved into the letter on the spot. There was no doubt that whoever had written it was the same person responsible for the previous ones: the headings and the handwriting betrayed a common author.

“Father, please read it!” he insisted.

I soon understood his urgency. The Soothsayer was bringing to light once again something that everyone had thought long buried and forgotten, an event that had taken place almost sixty years ago, in the days of Pope Eugene IV, when the Patriarch of Florence, Cosimo de’ Medici, later known as the Elder, decided to finance a council that, had it succeeded, might have changed forever the course of Christendom. It was an old story. It appears that Cosimo had arranged for a gathering, which lasted several years and proved to be fruitless, between opposing diplomatic delegations, with the intention of reuniting the Eastern Church and that of Rome. The Turks were then threatening to extend their influence over the whole of the Mediterranean and they had to be stopped at whatever cost. Cosimo, the old banker, had the wild idea of uniting all Christians under the same banner in order to face the enemy with the strength of a common faith. But his plan was unsuccessful.

Or perhaps not entirely.

What the Soothsayer revealed in his message was the existence of a secret purpose behind the council, a hidden objective whose consequences could still be felt in Milan six decades later. According to the Soothsayer, Cosimo de’ Medici, in addition to engaging in the political debates of his day, had spent much of his time negotiating with delegations from Greece and Constantinople for the purchase of old books, optical instruments and even manuscripts attributed to Aristotle and Plato, which had been thought long lost and which he ordered to be translated. In these ancient texts, Cosimo learned astonishing things. He discovered that, already in Athens, people believed in the immortality of the soul and knew that the heavens were responsible for everything that moved on Earth. However, let it be understood: the Athenians did not believe in God, but in the influence of the heavenly bodies. According to those infamous treatises, the stars cast their influence on earthly matter through a “spiritual heat” similar to that which unites body and soul in human beings. Aristotle spoke of this “heat” after having studied the chronicles of the Golden Age, and Cosimo fell under the charm of the philosopher’s teaching.

According to the Soothsayer, the old banker had founded an academy, in the style of the Greek ones, whose sole purpose was to teach these secrets to artists. Through his studies, Cosimo became convinced that the design of works of art was an exact science, and a work created in accordance with certain subtle codes would come to reflect the cosmic forces and might thus be used to protect or to destroy its owner.

“Well? Have you seen, Father Agostino?” Giovanni’s question brought me out of my thoughts. “The Soothsayer says that art can be employed as a weapon!”

Indeed. One paragraph further on, the letter spoke of the power of geometry. Numbers, harmony, sound—all were elements that could be employed in a work of art so as to make it emanate beneficial influences. Pythagoras, one of the Greeks who admired the Golden Age and who had so dazzled Cosimo de’ Medici, had declared that “numbers are the only verifiable gods.” The Soothsayer cursed them all.

“A weapon,” I hissed. “A weapon that Ludovico wants to conceal inside Santa Maria delle Grazie.”

“Exactly!” Giovanni seemed full of pride. “That is precisely what he says. Can it be possible?”

I was beginning to understand the sudden interest of Master General Torriani in the matter. Years ago, our beloved superior had condemned the work of the artist Sandro Botticelli because of a similar suspicion. Torriani accused him of using images inspired by pagan cults to illustrate works destined for the Church. But his denunciation also contained more serious matter. Thanks to Bethany’s informers, Torriani had learned that Botticelli had, in the Medici’s Villa di Castello, depicted the arrival of spring using a “magic” technique. The dancing nymphs had been placed in the painting like the sections of a gigantic talisman. Later, Torriani discovered that Lorenzo di Pierfrancesco, Botticelli’s patron, had requested an amulet against aging, and the resulting painting was the magical remedy. In fact, Botticelli’s picture concealed an entire treatise against the onslaught of time which included half the divinities of Olympus dancing against the advance of Chronos. And they had pretended to pass off a work like this as something devout, proposing it as a decoration for a Florentine chapel!

Our Master General had managed to discover the infamy in time. His clue was Chloris, one of the Primavera nymphs, painted with a sprig of bindweed sprouting from her mouth. This was the unmistakable symbol of the “green tongue” of the alchemists, those searchers of eternal youth, drunk with false ideas that the Holy Office was obliged to persecute wherever they emerged. Even though we in Bethany never managed to decipher the details of that mysterious language, the suspicion was enough for the painting never to be displayed within the walls of a church.

But now, if the Soothsayer was right, the story was threatening to repeat itself in Milan.

“Tell me, Brother Giovanni, do you know why Master Torriani asks me to study this message?”

My assistant had sat down at a nearby desk and was leafing through a recently illuminated book of hours. He made a grimace as if he had not understood my question.

“What? Have you not read the letter to the end?”

I once again turned my eyes to the pages. In the final paragraph, the Soothsayer spoke of Beatrice d’Este’s death and how this would speed up the success of Ludovico il Moro’s magic plan.

“I see nothing particular here, dear Giovannino,” I protested.

“Does it not surprise you that he refers to the duchess’s death in such explicit terms?”

“Why should that surprise me?”

Brother Giovanni sniggered:

“Because the Soothsayer dated and sent this letter off on December thirtieth. Three days before Donna Beatrice’s stillbirth.”



5


“So you’re willing to swear that you’ve hidden a secret in this wall?”

Perplexed, Marco d’Oggiono stood scratching his chin, as he once again cast his eyes over the mural the Master was painting. Leonardo da Vinci amused himself with such games. When he was in a good humor (and on that day his humor was excellent), it was hard to see in him the celebrated artist, inventor, builder of musical instruments and engineer, favorite of Ludovico il Moro and the toast of half of Italy. On that cold morning, the Master bore the expression of a mischievous child. Knowing full well that his behavior upset the friars, he had taken advantage of the strained calm that had settled on Milan after the death of the duchess to inspect his work in the refectory of the Dominican fathers. He stood high above, content among his apostles, upon a six-meter scaffolding, leaping from board to board like a young boy.

“Of course there’s a secret!” he cried. His contagious laughter echoed in the empty vaults of Santa Maria delle Grazie. “You need only look at my work attentively and take into account the numbers. Count them! Go ahead, count!” He laughed.

“But, Master—”

“All right.” Leonardo shook his head condescendingly, stretching out the last word in protest. “I see that it will be difficult to teach you. Why don’t you pick up the Bible there below, next to the box with brushes, and read out John 13, beginning with the twenty-first verse? Perhaps you’ll find illumination.”

Marco, one of the young, handsome apprentices of Leonardo, ran in search of the holy book. He lifted it from the lectern in a corner by the door and held it in the palm of his hand. It must have weighed at least several pounds. With an effort, Marco leafed through the volume printed in Venice and bound in the blackest leather with copper corners, until the Gospel According to John lay before him. It was a beautiful edition, with large black Gothic letters and floral engravings in each incipit.

“When Jesus had thus said,” he read out, “he was troubled in spirit, and testified, and said, Verily, verily, I say unto you, that one of you shall betray me. Then the disciples looked one on another, doubting of whom he spake. Now there was leaning on Jesus’ bosom one of his disciples, whom Jesus loved. Simon Peter therefore beckoned to him, that he should ask who it should be of whom he spake.”

“Enough! Quite enough!” thundered Leonardo from high up on the scaffolding. “Now look up here and tell me: have you not yet unraveled my secret?”

The disciple shook his head. Marco knew that the Master had a trick up his sleeve.

“Master Leonardo,” he said, lending a tone of clear disappointment to his reproach, “I know that you are working on this passage in the Gospels. You teach me nothing new instructing me to read the Bible. What I want to know is the truth.”

“The truth? What truth, Marco?”

“It is rumored in the city that you are taking so long to finish this work because you want to hide in it something important. You have abandoned the fresco technique and have chosen instead another one, much slower. And why? I’ll tell you why: so you can reflect at your leisure on that which you want to transmit.”

Leonardo remained impassive.

“They know all about your taste for mysteries, Master, and I too wish I could learn them all! Three years by your side, preparing concoctions and assisting your hands in tracing the sketches and cartoons. That should give me some advantage over those outsiders, don’t you think?”

“Of course, of course. But who is saying all these things, if one may know?”

“Who, Master? Everyone! Even the monks in this holy place often stop your apprentices and question them.”

“And what do they say, Marco?” he bellowed again from on high, with growing amusement.

“That maybe your Twelve are not the true portraits of the Apostles, like Filippo Lippi or Crivelli would have painted them, that maybe they depict the twelve constellations of the zodiac, that you may have hidden in the gestures of their hands the notes of one of your musical compositions for Ludovico il Moro . . . They say all sorts of things, Master.”

“And you?”

“Me?”

“Yes, indeed, you.” Another mischievous smile lit up Leonardo’s face. “Having me so close by, working every day in such a splendid room, what conclusions have you reached?”

Marco lifted his eyes toward the northern wall where Leonardo was giving a few last touches with a brush of very fine hairs. On that wall was depicted the most extraordinary Last Supper Marco had ever seen. There was Jesus, present in the flesh, in the exact center of the composition. His look was languorous and his arms outstretched, as if he were watching from the corners of his eyes the reactions of his disciples to the revelation he had just made to them. Close by his side was John, the beloved, listening to Peter’s urgent whisper. If one sharpened one’s senses, one could almost see them move their lips, they looked so real.

But John was no longer leaning on Jesus’ bosom, as the Gospel said. Indeed, he gave the impression of never having done so. On the other side of Christ, Philip, the giant, was standing with his hands digging into his chest. He seemed to be asking the Messiah: “Am I the traitor, Lord?” Or James the Elder, puffing up his chest like a bodyguard, swearing everlasting loyalty. “None will harm you while I am near,” he seemed to boast.

“Well then, Marco. You have not yet answered me.”

“I don’t know, Master . . .” He hesitated. “This work of yours has something that bewilders me. It is so, so—”

“So?”

“So close, so human, that it leaves me speechless.”

“Good!” Leonardo applauded, then dried his hands on his apron. “You see? Without knowing, you are already closer to my secret.”

“I don’t understand you, Master.”

“And perhaps you never will.” He smiled. “But listen to what I’m about to tell you: everything in Nature holds a mystery of some kind. The birds hide from us the clues to their flight, the water has locked away the cause of its extraordinary strength. And if we ever succeeded to make painting a mirror of that nature, would it not be right to have it embody that same vast capability of guarding information? Every time you admire a painting, remember that you are entering the most sublime of all arts. Never remain on the surface: enter the scene, move among its elements, uncover its unknown details, prowl its recesses—and in that way you’ll grasp its true meaning. But let me warn you: you need courage for the task. Many times, what we find in a mural like this one is far removed from what we expected to find. Bear that in mind.”
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Without delay, Brother Giovanni fulfilled the second part of the mission entrusted to him by the Master General.

After our conversation, having shown me the Soothsayer’s latest letter, he returned to the Order’s Mother House, leaving Bethany before sunset. Torriani had ordered him to return and apprise him of my reaction. In particular, he wanted to know my opinion regarding the rumors about the serious irregularities in the renovation of Santa Maria delle Grazie. My assistant must have given him my message, which was brief and clear: if my old fears were finally taken into account, and if, in addition, the revelations of the Soothsayer were to be considered credible, then he had to be found in Milan, and he had to tell us, from his own lips, the extent of the duke’s secret plans for the monastery.

“In particular,” I had insisted to Giovanni, “the work of Leonardo da Vinci must be examined closely. Already in Bethany, we were well aware of his fondness for hiding heterodox ideas in paintings apparently pious. Leonardo worked in Florence for many years and was acquainted with the descendants of Cosimo the Elder. Among all the artists working at Santa Maria, he is the one most likely to share the ideas of Ludovico il Moro.”

Giovanni added my one other serious concern to his report to Master Torriani: I had insisted on the need to open an investigation on the death of Donna Beatrice. The Soothsayer’s exact forecast suggested the existence of a sinister occult plan, conjured up by Duke Ludovico or by one of his wicked advisors, in order to install a pagan republic in the very heart of Italy. Even though it made little sense for the duke to order the assassination of his wife and one of his future heirs, the mind of those steeped in the occult sciences often follow unpredictable paths. It was not the first time that I’d heard of the need to sacrifice a noteworthy victim before a great undertaking. The ancients, barbarians of the Golden Age, did so often.

I believe that Torriani was roused by my conclusions.

The Master General alerted Brother Giovanni of his intentions, and on the following morning, while snow was still falling over Rome, he left his rooms in the Monastery of Santa Maria sopra Minerva set upon attacking the very root of the problem.

Defiantly riding a mule up the snow-laden roads leading out of the Eternal City, Torriani reached the headquarters of Bethany and asked to see me as soon as possible. I never learned what terms Brother Giovanni had employed to inform him of my concerns, but it was obvious that they had impressed him. I had never seen our Master in such a state. Two bruised bags hung under his gray eyes, extinguishing all light; his back seemed bowed under the weight of the bleak responsibility that now stifled his joyful character and made his shoulders drop despondently. Torriani, my mentor, guide and old friend, was hastening toward the end of his life with all marks of disillusionment on his face. And yet, a faint glimmer in his look betrayed a sense of urgency.

“Can you attend to a servant a God, drenched and sick?” he asked as soon as he saw me in the atrium of Bethany.

I was surprised to see him there at such an early hour. He had ridden up alone, without a retinue, a blanket flung over his habit and his sandals covered in rabbit skins. For the superior of the Order of Saint Dominic to have abandoned in such a state our Mother House and his parish, and crossed the city in a storm in order to meet with the head of his intelligence service, the matter had to be of utmost gravity. And even though his somber features invited immediate discussion, I dared not ask any questions. I waited for him to divest himself of his humble wraps and to drink the glass of hot wine that was offered him. We climbed up to my small study, a dark room full of boxes and manuscripts, from which all of Rome could be seen, and as soon as the door was closed, Father Torriani confirmed my worst fears:

“Of course I’ve come about those blessed letters!” he cried, arching his white eyebrows. “And you ask me who I think is the author? Precisely you ask me that, Father Agostino?”

Torriani took a deep breath. His wizened body struggled for warmth, aided by the wine. Outside, the snow continued to fall heavily on the valley.

“My impression,” he continued, “is that our man must be someone in the duke’s service or, if not, a brother in the new monastery of Santa Maria delle Grazie. It must be someone well familiar with our customs, someone who knows into whose hands these letters are delivered. And yet—”

“And yet?”

“You see, Father Agostino, since I read the letter I sent to you yesterday, I have not slept a wink. Out there is someone warning us of a serious act of treason against the Church. The matter is of greatest urgency, especially if, as I fear, our informant belongs to the community of Santa Maria—”

“You believe the Soothsayer to be a Dominican, Father?”

“I am almost certain. Someone from within, witness to Ludovico’s advances, who doesn’t dare denounce him for fear of retaliation.”

“And I suppose you’ve already examined the lives of all those friars in search of your candidate. Am I mistaken?”

Torriani smiled with satisfaction.

“All. With no exception. And most of them come from good Lombard families. They are men of the cloth loyal to both Ludovico and the Church, men not inclined to fantasies or conspiracies. In a word, good Dominicans. I can’t imagine which of them might be the Soothsayer.”

“If it truly is one them.”

“Of course.”

“Let me remind you, Master Torriani, that Lombardy has always been a land of heretics . . .”

The Master General, shivering, stifled a sneeze before responding. “That was long ago, Father Agostino. For the past two hundred years, there hasn’t been a trace of the Cathar heresy in the whole area. It is true that those cursed souls who inspired our beloved Saint Dominic to create the Holy Inquisition took refuge there after the Albigensian Crusade, but they all perished without having been able to spread the contagion of their ideas to others.”

“And yet, Master, we cannot dismiss the possibility that their blasphemous notions appealed to the Milanese mind. Otherwise, why are they so open to heterodox ideas? Why would the duke accept pagan beliefs if he himself had not grown up in an atmosphere inclined to them? And why,” I continued, “would a Dominican, loyal to Rome, hide behind anonymous messages, if he himself did not take part in the heresy he now denounces?”

“Fabrications, Father Agostino! The Soothsayer is not a Cathar. On the contrary: he is concerned with maintaining orthodoxy with greater zeal than the General Inquisitor of Carcassonne himself.”

“This morning, before your arrival, I once again went over all his letters. And the Soothsayer is clear about his goal from the very first message he sent us: he wants us to send someone to stop Ludovico il Moro’s plans for Santa Maria delle Grazie. It is as if whatever the duke does with the rest of Milan—the piazzas, the navigation channels, the locks—were of no importance to him. And that lends weight to your theory.”

Torriani nodded with satisfaction.

“But, Master,” I ventured to contradict him, “before taking action we should decide whether his request does not hold a trap.”

“What? Do you propose to leave the Soothsayer to his own devices in spite of the proofs he has offered us? But you yourself have for some time now denounced the doctrinal strayings of the duke’s late wife!”

“Precisely. They are a cunning family. That man, whoever he is, asks for our help, which we can no longer deny him. Furthermore, with the assistance of Cardinal Ascanio, brother of the duke, I’ve corroborated even the smallest detail in his reports. And believe me, they are exact.

“Exact,” I repeated, while attempting to place my thoughts in order. “But what surprises me most in this affair, Master, is your own change of attitude.”

“There has been no such change,” he protested. “I set aside the Soothsayer’s letter until I had solid proofs to back them. Had I not believed in them, I would have destroyed them, don’t you think?”

“Well then, Master Torriani, if our informer is supported by truth, if he is indeed a Dominican worried about the future of his new monastery, why then does he mask his identity when he writes to you?”

Master Torriani shrugged his shoulders in perplexity.

“I wish I knew, Father Agostino. It worries me. The more time goes by without our finding answers, the more disturbed I become. These days the breaches in our order are many, and to open yet another wound within the bosom of the Church means bleeding Her with no hope for cure. That is why it is time for action. We cannot allow for the events in Florence to be repeated in Milan. It would be disastrous!”

Yet another wound. I hesitated to bring up the subject, but Torriani’s silence left me no alternative.

“I imagine that you’re referring to Father Savonarola—”

“Who else?” The old man took a deep breath before continuing. “The Holy Father’s patience is at an end, and he is considering excommunication. Savonarola’s sermons against the papal opulence are becoming more and more acrimonious, and furthermore, his prophecies regarding the end of the House of Medici have been fulfilled. Now, with a crowd in tow, he announced the Lord’s dire punishments against the Papal States. He says that Rome must suffer to purge its sins, and the wicked man rejoices in his prediction. And the worst about it is that every day he has more followers. If by chance the Duke of Milan were to join in his apocalyptic ideas, no one would be able to stop the discredit to our institution.”

In confusion, I crossed myself at the bleak prospect outlined by the Master General.

In those days, Father Girolamo Savonarola was, as all of Rome knew, Torriani’s most worrisome problem. Everyone spoke of him. A persistent reader of the Book of Revelation, this Dominican of brilliant tongue and great seductive power had recently established a theocratic republic in Florence to fill the gap left by the flight of the Medici. From the vantage of his new pulpit, he raged against the excesses of Pope Alexander VI. Savonarola was a madman or, even worse, a fearless rogue. He lent deaf ears to the calls to order from his superiors, and he deliberately ignored canonical legislation. The Dictatus Papae, which, from the eleventh century, exempted the Pope and his court from all possibility of error, filled him with outrage, and challenging even the nineteenth sentence (“No one may judge the Pope”), he shouted from the altar that His Holiness must be stopped in the name of God Himself.

Our Master General had been driven to despair. Not only had he been unable to stifle that madcap’s dreams of grandeur, but he had been helpless to prevent Savonarola’s attitude from compromising the entire order in the eyes of His Holiness. The rebel, proud as Samson before the Philistines, had rejected the cardinal’s hat offered to him to silence his criticism, and had even refused to abandon his tribune in the Florentine monastery of San Marco, alleging that he had a more important divine mission to accomplish. For this reason alone Master Torriani did not want the loyalty of the Dominican preachers questioned in Milan. If the Soothsayer was a Dominican and he was correct in his warnings against Ludovico il Moro’s pagan plans for our new house in the city, then our order itself would once again be called into question.

“I’ve reached a decision, Father Agostino,” the Master General declared with severity, after a moment’s reflection. “We must abolish any shadow of a doubt from the works at Santa Maria delle Grazie, even appealing to the Holy Inquisition, if need be.”

“Master, you are not thinking of bringing the Duke of Milan before a court?”

“Only if necessary. You know full well that nothing pleases the princes of this world more than to uncover the weaknesses of our Church and use them against us. That is why we are obliged to forestall their movements. Another scandal like that of Savonarola, and our House would be left in very bad standing in the eyes of the Papal States. You understand that, don’t you?”

“And how, if I may ask, do you intend to reach the Soothsayer, confirm his denunciations and gather the necessary information to judge him, all without raising suspicion?”

“I’ve given the matter much thought, my dear Father Agostino,” he muttered enigmatically. “You know better than I do that if I sent one of our inquisitors at the wrong time, the Milan tribunal would ask too many questions and thereby destroy the discretion demanded in this case. And if such a far-reaching plot does indeed exist, the accomplices of Ludovico il Moro would quickly hide its evidence.”

“And so?”

Without answering, Torriani opened the study door and went down the stairs to the entrance gate. He entered the stables courtyard and sought out his mule: the emergency meeting was at an end. Outside, the storm was still blowing strongly.

“Tell me, what are you planning to do?” I insisted.

“Ludovico il Moro has decreed that the duchess’s state funeral should take place in ten days’ time,” he answered at last. “There will be envoys from everywhere coming to Milan, and then it will be easy to enter Santa Maria and make the pertinent inquiries to find the Soothsayer. However,” he added, “we can’t send any simple friar. It must be someone discerning, knowledgeable in laws, heresies and secret codes. His mission will be to find the Soothsayer, to confirm his accusations one by one and to stop the heresy. And it must be a man from this house. From Bethany.”

The Master General cast a wary glance at the road he was about to take. With luck, the ride would take him an hour, and if his mule did not slip on a sheet of ice, he would reach his home with the midday sun.

“The man we need,” he said as if announcing something of momentous importance, “is you, Father Agostino. None other would solve the matter with greater efficacy.”

“I?” I was astonished. He had pronounced my name with morbid delectation while searching for something in his saddlebags. “But you are aware of the fact that I have work to do here, commitments—”

“None like this one!”

And pulling out a thick wad of documents sealed with his personal ring, he handed it over with to me with one last command:

“You will leave for Milan without delay. Even today, if possible. And with that”—he looked toward the wad I now held in my hands—“you will identify our informer, find out what truth lies in this new danger and attempt to discover a remedy for it.”

The Master General pointed to a sheet of parchment placed on top of the wad. On it, in large characters written in red ink, was the puzzle with the signature of our correspondent. I had seen the signature many times, since it appeared in Latin at the end of each of the Soothsayer’s letters, but until now I had given it little attention.

I felt my eyes cloud over as they fell on those seven lines, which would henceforth become my principal concern.

They read:

Oculos [image: logo]jus [image: logo]inumera,
[image: logo]ed noli voltum [image: logo]dspicere.
In latere nominis
mei notam rinvenies.
Contemplari et contemplata
aliis [image: logo]radere.

Veritas

Though the text itself was simple, I had no idea what it meant.

Count its eyes
but look not on its face.
The number of my name
you shall find on its side.
Observe and give to others
the result of your observation.

Truth.



7


Of course, I obeyed. What else could I have done?

I arrived in Milan after Twelfth Night. It was one of those January mornings in which the glitter of the snow blinds the eyes and the clean air freezes the innards without pity. To reach my destination, I had ridden almost without stopping, except for three or four hours of sleep in filthy inns, and I was stiff and wet after a three-day journey in the midst of the cruelest winter in memory. But all that was of no importance. Milan, capital of Lombardy, the hub of court intrigues and of territorial squabbles with France and the neighboring counties, the city I had so thoroughly studied, lay now before me.

It was an impressive metropolis. The city of the Sforza, the largest south of the Alps, occupied twice the space of Rome; eight large gates guarded an impenetrable wall around a circular plan that, seen from above, must have resembled the shield of a giant warrior. And yet it was not its defenses that awed me but its newness and cleanliness that gave the city a profound sense of order. Its citizens did not relieve themselves in every corner, as they did in Rome, nor were visitors incessantly assailed by prostitutes. Here, every angle, every house, every public building seemed conceived for some superior function. Even its proud cathedral—in appearance fragile and skeletal, in contrast with the massive bulks of those in the south—poured its soothing influences over the entire valley. Seen from the hills, Milan looked liked the last place on earth to breed sin and disorder.

Some distance before reaching Porta Ticinese, the city’s noblest entrance, a kind merchant offered to accompany me to the Tower of Filarete, the main gate into Ludovico il Moro’s fortress. Built on one of the corners of the urban shield, the Sforza castle seemed like a miniature replica of the city walls. The merchant laughed at the look of surprise on my face. He said he was a tanner from Cremona, and a good Catholic, to boot, who would gladly accompany me into the fortress in exchange for a blessing for himself and his family. I accepted the bargain.

The good man left me by the duke’s castle exactly at the ninth hour. The site was even more magnificent than I had supposed. Banners with the terrible arms of the Sforzas—a sort of giant serpent devouring a poor soul—dropped from the battlements. Thin blue flags waved in the wind while, from somewhere inside the fortress, half a dozen huge chimneys belched big puffs of thick black smoke. The Filarete entrance consisted of a menacing portcullis and two gates studded with bronze. No less than fifteen men kept watch, poking with their pikes the bags of grain that were being unloaded from carts in the vicinity of the kitchens.

One of the soldiers showed me the way. I was to walk to the west end of the tower inside the fortress itself and ask for the visitors’ reception area and the “mourning offices” that had been set up to receive the delegations for the funeral of Donna Beatrice. My Cremona guide had already warned me that the whole city would come to a halt on that day. And indeed, there was not much activity going on, considering the hour. I was surprised that Ludovico’s secretary, a lanky courtier with an expressionless face, received me almost without delay. His name was Marchesino Stanga, and he apologized for being unable to conduct this servant of God unto his master. Even so, he examined my letter of introduction with a skeptical eye, making certain that the pontifical seal was authentic, and returned it to me with a gesture of regret.

“I’m sorry, Father Leyre,” said the courtier, apologizing profusely. “You must understand that my lord is seeing no one after the death of his lady wife. I imagine you realize what a difficult moment we are going through, and the duke’s need to be left alone.”

“Of course,” I agreed with feigned courtesy.

“However,” he added, “when the mourning period is over, I will acquaint him with the fact of your presence in the city.”

I would have liked to look Ludovico in the eye to discover, as in the many interrogations I had witnessed, whether or not he hid sinister intentions of heresy or crime. But the clerk, dressed in a velvet doublet and a scarlet robe trimmed with fur, and speaking in a tone of petty superiority, was bent on preventing me from doing so.

“Nor can we provide you with lodging, as is our custom,” he said dryly. “The castle is closed and we are not admitting visitors. I beg you, Father, to pray for the soul of Donna Beatrice and to return after the funeral. Then we will welcome you as you deserve.”

“Requiescat in pace,” I muttered as I crossed myself. “I will do so. And I will also pray for you.”

I was in a peculiar situation. Without being able to set myself up in the vicinity of the duke and his family, and thus prevented from wandering, as I had intended, more or less freely through the castle, my first investigations would be delayed. I had to find discreet lodgings that would grant me a place to study in peace. With Torriani’s documents burning a hole in my bags, I would need a quiet atmosphere, three hot meals a day and a good deal of luck to decipher the secret. Since it was not sensible for a monk to seek a room among the laity, my choices were soon reduced to two: either the venerable monastery of San Eustorgio or the very new one of Santa Maria delle Grazie, where the possibility of crossing paths with the Soothsayer fired my imagination. Then, the question of lodging settled, I would have time enough to concentrate on the clue that Master Torriani had put into my hands in Bethany.

I admit that Divine Providence aided me in this matter. San Eustorgio soon revealed itself to be the worst of the two options. Lying very close to the Cathedral, next to the main market, it was usually full of busybodies who would soon be asking themselves what kind of business could bring a Roman inquisitor to this place. Even though its location would afford me a certain perspective on the Soothsayer’s activities, saving me from the risk of meeting him face-to-face without knowing his identity, it nevertheless offered me more inconveniences than advantages.

As to my other choice, Santa Maria delle Grazie—besides being the presumed hiding place of my quarry—presented a small but solvable disadvantage: that was where the crowded obsequies of Donna Beatrice would take place. Its chapel, recently renovated by Bramante, was about to become the center of everyone’s attention.

Otherwise, Santa Maria had everything I required. Its well-stocked library, lodged on the second story of one of the buildings that opened onto the so-called Cloister of the Dead, held volumes by Suetonius, Philostratus, Plotinus, Xenophon and even Plato himself, purchased in the days of Cosimo the Elder. It stood near the duke’s fortress and at not too great a distance from the Porta Vercellina. It possessed an excellent kitchen, a splendid pastry oven, a well, a vegetable garden, a tailor’s shop and a hospital. And above all, its greatest advantage was this: that, unless Master Torriani was much mistaken, the Soothsayer might well appear to me in one of its corridors without my having the need to solve any riddle whatsoever.

I was naïve.

Except in this latter respect, Providence did its work well. There was one cell still vacant at Santa Maria, which was immediately put at my disposal. It was a tiny room, barely a few feet long, holding a cot with no mattress and a small table set under a window overlooking the street called Magenta. The monks asked no questions. They perused my credentials with the same look of distrust as that of the duke’s secretary, but they relaxed once I assured them that I had come to their house in search of peace for my troubled soul. “Even an inquisitor needs time for recollection,” I explained. They understood.

One single condition was imposed on me. The sexton, a monk with bulging eyes and a strange accent, warned me very sternly:

“Never enter the refectory without permission. Master Leonardo doesn’t want anyone interrupting his work, and the Abbot wishes to please him in every way possible. Do you understand?”

I nodded my assent.
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The first place I visited was the library of Santa Maria. I was very curious about it. Built over the disputed and now restricted refectory that the Soothsayer had branded the focal point of all evil, it was a vast room with rectangular windows, lined by a dozen small reading tables and the librarian’s large desk. Immediately behind it, protected by a thick locked door, was where the books were kept. What especially drew my attention was the heating: a boiler on the ground floor fed steam into a series of copper pipes that lent warmth to the floor tiles.

“It’s not for the readers,” the monk responsible for the place hastened to explain, seeing me interested in the ingenious contraption. “It’s for the books. We keep volumes that are too valuable to allow them to be ruined by the cold.”

I think that Father Alessandro Trivulzio, the guardian and custodian of the library, was the first monk to regard me not with suspicion but rather with shameless curiosity. Tall, bony, extremely pale and exquisitely mannered, he seemed delighted to see a new face in his realm.

“Not many people come here,” he admitted. “Much less all the way from Rome!”

“Ah. So you’ve already found out I’m Roman?”

“News has wings, Father. Santa Maria is still a small community. I doubt that by now there’s anyone in the community who is not aware of the arrival of an inquisitor in our house.”

The monk winked conspiratorially.

“I’m not here on official business,” I lied. “I’m here because of personal matters.”

“It makes no difference. Inquisitors are men of letters, scholars. And here most of the brothers have difficulties reading or writing. If you stay for a time among us, I think we’ll enjoy each other’s company.”

Then he added:

“Is it true that in Rome you work in the Secretariat of Keys?”

“Yes,” I said doubtfully.

“Wonderful, Father. That’s wonderful. We’ll have much to talk about. I think you’ve chosen the best place in the world to spend some time.”

I found Alessandro agreeable. He was close to fifty years old and appeared wholly at ease, with a hooked nose and the sharpest chin I had ever seen, while his Adam’s apple seemed ready to pop out of his throat. On his desk he kept a pair of thick spectacles, no doubt to magnify the print in those extensive volumes, and the sleeves of his habit bore several impressive ink stains. Though I did not confide in him at once (in fact, I tried not to look at him too closely so as not to become bewitched by his ungainly face), I will say that a heartfelt current of affection flowed immediately between us. It was he who insisted in attending to my needs personally during my stay at the monastery, and he even offered to show me around that splendid building in which everything seemed so new. Furthermore, he promised to protect my peace and quiet so as to allow me to concentrate on my work.

“If your example caught on and more brothers came to our house to study,” he complained, not able to hold back his tongue, “we might soon be able to transform it into a House of General Studies like those in Rome, or even perhaps into a university—”

“Don’t other monks come here to study?”

“Very few for what this place can offer. Even though our library might seem modest to you, it holds one of the most important collections of ancient texts in the entire dukedom.”

“Indeed?”

“Forgive me if I commit the sin of immodesty, but I’ve been working here for a long time now. Perhaps, to a cultured Roman such as yourself, it might seem poor compared to the Vatican Library, but please believe me if I say that we hold books here that even the librarians of His Holiness could not imagine—”

“In that case,” I answered courteously, “it will be a privilege to consult them.”

Father Alessandro bowed his head as if accepting the compliment, and started shuffling his papers around, as if looking for something important.

“First, I need a small favor.” He laughed between his teeth. “In fact, you are a gift from Heaven. For someone like yourself, trained to decipher messages at the Secretariat of Keys, a riddle like this will be child’s play.”

The Dominican extended toward me a piece of paper with a few scrawls. It was a simple drawing. A rough musical scale interrupted by a single misplaced note (“za”) and a hook. Like this:

[image: diagram]

“Well?” he asked impatiently. “Do you understand the thing? I’ve spent three days trying to solve it in vain.”

“And what are you supposed to be able to read here?”

“A sentence in the Romance tongue.”

I studied the riddle without being able to divine its meaning. Obviously, the clue had to be in that misplaced “za.” Things that were not in their right place always held an answer, but what of the hook? I placed the elements in order in my head, beginning with the scale, and I grinned with amusement.

“It’s a sentence, certainly,” I said at last. “And very simple.”

“Simple?”

“All that’s required is to be able to read, Father Alessandro. See here: if you begin by translating the hook into Romance, that is to say, ‘amo,’ the rest of the drawing becomes clear at once.”

“I don’t understand.”

“It’s easy. Read amo and then the notes.”

Dubiously, the monk followed the drawing with his finger:

“L’amo . . . re . . . mi . . . fa . . . sol . . . la . . . ‘za’ . . . re . . . L’amore mi fa sollazare!” he leapt up. “ ‘Love gives me pleasure.’ That Leonardo is a scamp! He’d better not let me catch him! To play like this with musical notes—Maledetto!”

“Leonardo?”

The mention of that name brought me back to reality. I had come to the library seeking a quiet place to decipher the Soothsayer’s enigma. A clue that, unless we were much mistaken, closely concerned Leonardo, the forbidden refectory and the work he was there engaged in.

“Ah!” the librarian exclaimed, still euphoric with the discovery. “You have not yet met him?”

I shook my head.

“He is another lover of riddles. He challenges the monks of Santa Maria with one every week. This was one of the hardest ones.”

“Leonardo da Vinci?”

“Who else?”

“I thought . . . ,” I said hesitatingly, “that he seldom spoke with the monks.”

“That is only true when he’s working. But as he lives nearby, he often comes to supervise the work and jokes with us in the cloisters. He loves wordplay and puns, and he makes us laugh with his witticisms.”

The monk’s answer, instead of amusing me, filled me with unease. I was here to decipher a message that had baffled all the cryptographers of Bethany. A text bearing no resemblance to the ribald phrase disguised by Leonardo in a musical staff. A text on whose resolution several affairs of state depended. Why was I wasting time on inconsequential chatter?

“At least,” I said somewhat brusquely, “your friend Leonardo and I have something in common: we both like to work alone. Could you show me to a table and make sure that no one disturbs me?”

Father Alessandro understood that I was not requesting a favor. He wiped the winning smile from his lean face and obediently assented.

“Make yourself at home. No one will interrupt your studies.”

That afternoon, the librarian kept his word. The hours I passed brooding over the seven lines that Master Torriani had given me in Bethany were some of the most solitary I spent in Milan. I knew that, more than any previous task, this one required absolute seclusion. I read the verses once again:

Oculos [image: logo]jus [image: logo]inumera,
[image: logo]ed noli voltum [image: logo]dspicere.
In latere nominis
mei notam rinvenies.
Contemplari et contemplata
aliis [image: logo]radere.

Veritas

It would all be a question of patience.

Just as I had learned in the workshops of Bethany, I applied to those nonsensical lines the techniques of the admirable Father Leon Battista Alberti. Father Alberti would have loved the challenge: not only was there a hidden message to be disentangled behind a common text, but the message would probably lead me to a work of art that held a worthy mystery locked within it. Father Alberti was the first scholar to write about the art of perspective; he was also a lover of art, a poet, a philosopher, the composer of a funeral dirge for his dog and the designer of Rome’s Trevi Fountain. Our praiseworthy teacher, whom God summoned prematurely to His side, used to say that in order to solve any puzzle, no matter what its type or its origin, one had to go from the apparent to the latent. That is to say, to identify first what is obvious—the “za”—in order to then seek its hidden meaning. And he set forth yet another useful law: riddles are always solved without hurry, attending to minute details and allowing them to settle in our memory.

In this case, the obvious, the very obvious fact was that the verses contained a name. Torriani was certain of it, and I too; the more I read them, the more certain I became. We both believed that the Soothsayer had left us this clue in the hope that the Secretariat of Keys would solve it and communicate with him, so there had to exist an unequivocal way of reading it. Of course, if our anonymous informer was as cautious as he seemed, only the eyes of a shrewd observer would identify it.

Something else that attracted my attention in those lines was the occurrence of the number seven. Numbers are usually important in this type of enigma. The poem consisted of seven lines. Its strange, irregular metrics had to mean something, like Leonardo’s hook. And if that “something” was the identity I was after, the text warned me that I would find it only by counting the eyes of someone whose face I was not allowed to see. The paradox disarmed me. How could I count the eyes of someone without looking him in the face?

The text resisted my advances. What did the mysterious allusion to the eyes mean? Perhaps something related to the seven eyes of the Lord described by Zechariah, or the seven horns and seven eyes of the slain lamb of the Apocalypse? And if so, what kind of a name might be found behind a number? The middle line was eloquent enough: “The number of my name you shall find on its side.” What number? A seven perhaps? Might it refer to a numeral, the seventh in an order? Like the Antipope, Clement VII of Avignon, for example? I quickly discarded that possibility. It was unlikely that our anonymous scribe was worthy of a number after his name. What then? And furthermore, how should I interpret the strange error I discovered in the fourth verse? Why, instead of invenies, had the cryptographer written rinvenies?

Oddities piled up on oddities.

My first day’s labor at Santa Maria offered me only a single fact: the last two phrases of the “signature” were, with utter certainty, formulas typical of a Dominican. Torriani’s instinct had not failed him. “Contemplari et contemplata aliis tradere” was a famous dictum of Saint Thomas, taken from the Summa theologica and accepted as one of our order’s best-known sayings: “To contemplate and to offer to others the fruit of your contemplation.” The second one, “Veritas,” or “Truth,” besides being another common Dominican motto, used to appear on our coat of arms. It is true that I had never seen both phrases together but, read one after the other, they seemed to say that in order to reach the truth, one needed to remain vigilant. At least, the advice was good. Father Alberti would have applauded.

But what about the two previous sentences? What name or number did they conceal?
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“Have you heard anything about the new guest at the monastery of Santa Maria?”

Leonardo used to spend the last hours of daylight scrutinizing his Last Supper. The rays of the setting sun transformed the figures at the table first into reddish shadows and then into dark and sinister silhouettes. He frequently visited the monastery of Santa Maria in order to cast his eyes on his favorite work and to seek distraction from his daily occupations. The duke was pushing him to finish the colossal equestrian statue in honor of Francesco Sforza, and during the day, Leonardo allowed himself to be obsessed with the monumental horse. And yet, even Ludovico was aware that the artist’s true passion was in the refectory of Santa Maria. Almost sixteen by thirty feet, the painting was the largest he had ever undertaken. Only God knew when he would finish it, but that was a detail that did not concern him. So abstracted was Leonardo in the contemplation of his magical scene that Marco d’Oggiono, the most inquisitive of his apprentices, was forced to repeat his question:

“Truly you haven’t heard of him?”

Absentmindedly the Master shook his head. Marco discovered him sitting on a wooden crate in the middle of the refectory, his blond mane unkempt, as he often appeared at the end of his working day.

“No, I haven’t,” he answered. “Is he someone interesting, caro?”

“He’s an inquisitor, Master Leonardo.”

“A terrible occupation.”

“The fact is, Master, that he too seems very much interested in your secrets.”

Leonardo glanced away from his Cenacolo and sought out the blue eyes of his disciple. He looked serious, as if the proximity of a member of the Holy Inquisition had stirred a deep-rooted fear in his soul.

“My secrets? You ask about them again, Marco? They are all here. I told you so yesterday. Visible to all. Years ago, I learned that if you wish to hide something from the stupidity of humans, the best place to do so is there where everyone can see it. You understand that, don’t you?”

Marco nodded without much conviction. The Master’s good humor from the previous day had entirely vanished.

“I’ve given much thought to what you told me, Master. And I think I’ve understood something about this place.”

“Have you, now?”

“In spite of working on hallowed ground and under the supervision of men of God, you didn’t intend to depict Christ’s first Mass in your Last Supper, did you?”

The Master arched his thick blond eyebrows in astonishment. Marco d’Oggiono went on:

“Don’t pretend to be surprised. Jesus is not holding up the Host in his hand, nor is he instituting the Eucharist, and his disciples are neither eating nor drinking. They are not even receiving His blessing.”

“Well, well,” Leonardo exclaimed. “You’re on the right path.”

“What I don’t understand, Master, is why you’ve painted that knot at the far end of the table. The wine and the bread are mentioned in the Scriptures; the fish, even though none of the evangelists mention it, can be understood as a symbol of Christ Himself. But who ever heard of a knot in the tablecloth of the Last Supper?”

Leonardo extended a hand toward Marco, calling him to his side.

“I see that you’ve tried to penetrate the mural. Well done.”

“And yet, I’m still far from your secret, am I not?”

“The arrival should not matter to you, Marco. Concern yourself with traveling the path.”

Marco opened his eyes wide.

“Haven’t you heard me, Master? Aren’t you worried that an inquisitor should have come to this monastery asking about your Last Supper?”

“No.”

“And that is all?”

“What should I say to you? I have more important things to worry about. Like finishing this Last Supper—and its secret.” Leonardo stroked his beard with an amused gesture before continuing. “You know something, Marco? When at last you discover the secret I’m painting and are able to read it for the very first time, you’ll never be able to stop seeing it. And you’ll ask yourself how you could have been so blind. These, and no others, are the best guarded secrets: the ones that stare us in the face and which we are unable to see.”

“And how will I learn to read your work, Master?”

“Following the example of the great men of our time. Like the geographer Toscanelli, who has finished designing his own secret under the eyes of the whole of Florence.”

The disciple had never heard of Leonardo’s old friend. In Florence, they called him “the Physician” because, even though he had spent years earning his living drawing his maps and was a passionate reader of the writings of Marco Polo, he had long ago been a medical doctor.

“But I’m sure you know nothing of all that.” Leonardo shook his head. “So that you don’t accuse me again of not teaching you to read secrets, today I’ll tell you of the one Toscanelli left in the Cathedral of Florence.”

“Truly?” asked Marco, eagerly.

“When you return to that city, don’t forget to pay a visit to the enormous dome that Filippo Brunelleschi built for the Duomo. Walk quietly under it and fix your eyes on the small opening in one of its sides. On the feasts of Saint John the Baptist and of Saint John the Evangelist, in June and in December, the midday sun streams through that hole from more than two hundred sixty feet above ground and lights up a strip of marble that my friend Toscanelli carefully placed on the floor.”

“And why did he do that, Master?”

“Don’t you understand? It’s a calendar. The solstices marked there signal the beginning of winter and of summer. Julius Caesar was the first to note this and to establish the duration of a year as 365 days and a quarter. He also invented the leap year. And all by observing the sun’s progress along a strip like that one. Toscanelli, therefore, decided to dedicate the device to him. Do you know how?”

Marco shrugged his shoulders.

“Placing at the beginning of his marble meridian, in an unusual order, the signs of Capricorn, of Scorpio—and of Aries.”

“And what is the relationship between the signs of the zodiac and the dedication to Caesar, Master?”

Leonardo smiled.

“Therein lies the secret. If you take the first two letters of the Latin name of each of those signs, in the order he gave them, that is to say, CA-ES-AR, you’ll have the hidden name we’re looking for.”

“Ca-es-ar . . . Clear as water! Perfect!”

“Indeed.”

“And something like that is hidden in your Cenacolo, Master?”

“Something like that. But I doubt that this inquisitor, whom you so much fear, will ever discover it.”

“But—”

“And, yes,” Leonardo interrupted him, “the knot is one of the many symbols accompanying Mary Magdalene. One of these days I’ll tell you all about it.”
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I must have fallen asleep at my desk.

When Father Alessandro shook me toward three in the morning, just after matins, a painful stiffness had taken over my whole body.

“Father, Father!” the librarian was clamoring. “Are you all right?”

I must have answered something, because between shakings the librarian said a few words that all of a sudden had me wide awake.

“You speak in your dreams.” He laughed, as if still mocking my inability to solve riddles. “Matteo, the prior’s nephew, heard you mutter some strange phrases in Latin and came into the church to let me know. He thought you were possessed!”

Alessandro was watching me with a look partly amused and partly worried, snorting through that hooked nose of his with which he seemed to threaten me.

“It’s nothing,” I apologized with a yawn.

“Father, you have been working for a very long time. You have hardly eaten anything since you arrived, and my concern for you goes unheeded. Are you certain that I can’t help you in your labors?”

“No, it won’t be necessary. Please believe me.” The librarian’s maladroitness regarding the clue of the hook did not promise great assistance.

“And what was that about Oculos ejus dinumera? You repeated the words again and again.”

“Is that what I was saying?”

I turned pale.

“Yes. And something about a place called Bethany. Do you often dream of Biblical places, of Lazarus and his resurrection, and things like that? Because Lazarus came from Bethany, didn’t he?”

I smiled. Father Alessandro’s innocence seemed limitless.

“I doubt you’d understand, my brother.”

“Try me,” he said, rocking on his feet to the rhythm of his words. The librarian was standing barely a hand’s width away, observing me with growing interest, his large Adam’s apple rising and falling in his throat. “After all, I’m the monastery’s man of letters . . .”

I promised to satisfy his curiosity in exchange for something to eat. I had only just realized that I had not even gone down to supper on my first night at Santa Maria. My stomach was making noises under my habit. With solicitude, the librarian led me to the kitchen and managed to rustle up a few scraps from suppertime. Outside the night was pitch-black, while the pale flicker of a candle lit the indoors.

“It’s panzanella, Father,” he explained, helping me to a still-warm bowl that heated my freezing hands.

“Panzanella?”

“Eat. It’s a bread soup, made with cucumber and onion. It will please you.”

The thick and aromatic gruel slid like silk down my innards. I also devoured an excellent nougat confection called torrone, as well as a couple of dried figs. Then, with my stomach satisfied, my reflexes began to respond once again.

“Won’t you eat, Father Alessandro?”

“Oh, no.” The tall man smiled. “The fast forbids me. I’ve been fasting since before you arrived.”

“I understand.”

The truth is that I paid his words no more attention.

So I fell asleep repeating the first verses of the Soothsayer’s message, I reproached myself. It was not surprising. While thanking Father Alessandro for his care and praising the deserved reputation of the kitchen, I remembered that already in Bethany, I had been able to assert that those lines did not belong to any quotation from the Gospels. In fact, neither did they belong to any text by Plato or other known classical authors, nor to the epistles of the Church fathers or to the articles of canonical law. These seven lines disobeyed the most elementary cipher codes employed by cardinals, bishops and abbots, who in those days encrypted almost all their communications with the Papal States, for fear of being spied upon. Rarely were their writings legible: they were translated from official Latin into a jumble of consonants and numbers, thanks to very elaborate substitution charts, cast in bronze by my much admired teacher Father Alberti. In general, these charts consisted of a series of superimposed wheels along whose rim were printed the letters of the alphabet. With skill and a few minimum instructions, the letters on the outside wheel were substituted by those on the inside wheel, turning any message into a cipher.

So much precaution had its reasons. For the papal court, the nightmare of being discovered by noblemen whom they hated or courtiers against whom they plotted had, in a very short time, multiplied the labors of Bethany a hundredfold and had turned us into an indispensable tool for the administration of the Church. But how was I to explain all this to the kind Alessandro? How was I to confess that the clue that tormented me escaped all known methods of encoding and, for that very reason, had become my obsession?

No: oculos ejus dinumera was not the sort of message that one could simply explain to someone uninstructed in secret codes.

“May I ask what you’re thinking, Father Agostino? I’m beginning to believe that you pay me no attention whatsoever.”

Father Alessandro took hold of my sleeve to lead me back to the dormitories through the dark corridors of the monastery.

“Now that you’ve eaten,” he said in a fatherly tone, without however losing the mocking smile he had worn since our first encounter, “it would be best if you rested until the office of lauds. I’ll come and wake you shortly before dawn and you can let me know your business then. Agreed?”

Against my will, I said yes.

At that hour, the cell was frozen, and the very idea of stripping off my habit and slipping into a hard, damp bed terrified me more than staying awake. I asked the librarian to light the candle on the night table, and we agreed to meet at dawn and stroll through the cloister to clarify matters. And yet the idea of sharing details of my work with someone else was far from appealing. In fact, I had not yet paid my respects to the prior of Santa Maria, but something told me that Father Alessandro, in spite of his lack of skill in ciphers, would be of some use to me in this puzzle.

Fully dressed, I lay down on the bed and covered myself with the only blanket at my disposal. In this position, letting my eyes stray over a ceiling of whitewashed beams, I went over once again the problem of the encrypted verses. I had the impression of having overlooked something, an absurd but fundamental “za.” And so, with my eyes wide open, I recalled all I knew about the origin of the lines. If I was not mistaken in my judgment, and the coming dawn was not fogging up my wits, it seemed quite clear that the name of our anonymous informant—or at the very least his number—was hidden in the two first verses.

It was a curious game. As with certain Hebrew words, there are some that, besides their usual sense, carry a determinative particle that complements their meaning. The two Dominican mottoes indicated that our man was a preacher: of this I was almost certain. But what about the preceding lines?

Count its eyes
but look not on its face.
The number of my name
you shall find on its side.

Eyes, face, name, side . . .

In the gloom, utterly exhausted, I came upon the answer. Perhaps it was another impasse, but all of a sudden the number of the name no longer seemed absurd. I remembered that the Jews call gematria the discipline that consists of assigning to each letter of the alphabet a numerical value. John, in his Book of Revelation, employed it in a masterly fashion when he wrote, “Let him that hath understanding count the number of the beast: for it is the number of a man; and his number is Six hundred threescore and six.” And that 666 corresponded, indeed, to the cruelest man of his time, Nero Caesar, the sum of whose letters added up to the terrible triple number. And if the Soothsayer were a converted Jew? And if, fearing punishment, he had hidden his identity for that very reason? How many monks at Santa Maria would know that Saint John had been initiated to the gematria and had accused Nero in his book without putting his own life at risk?

Had the Soothsayer done likewise?

Before falling asleep, I feverishly transposed that idea to the Roman alphabet. Considering that A (the Hebrew aleph) was equivalent to 1, B (beth) to 2, and so on, it would not be difficult to translate into numbers any given word. Now all I had to do was add up the numbers obtained and the resulting sum would give me the definitive numerical value of the elected name. The number. The Jews, for instance, calculated that the secret and full name of Yahweh added up to the number 72. The kabbalists, those magicians who worked with Hebrew numbers, complicated matters even more by seeking numbers for the 72 names of God. In Bethany, we often made fun of them.

In our case, unfortunately, the question was much bleaker, because we were ignorant even of the numerical value of our correspondent’s name—that is, if he had one. Unless, following point by point the instructions in his verses, we might be able to find it on the side of someone with eyes into whose face we couldn’t look.

And with that riddle worthy of the Sphinx, I allowed myself to be lulled to sleep.
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Shortly before lauds, Father Alessandro came punctually to my cell, smiling happily like a newly arrived novice. He must have thought that it wasn’t every day that a doctor from Rome was willing to share with him an important secret, and he was preparing to enjoy his moment of glory. And yet he gave me the impression that he wished to proceed gradually, as if fearing that the “revelation” would end too soon and leave him unsatisfied. Therefore, either for reasons of courtesy or in order to prolong the pleasure of having me to himself, the librarian explained that dawn would be a good time to go to confession: that is, after introducing me to the other members of his community.

The clock on Bramante’s dome sounded the hour of five as the librarian began to lead me, pulling me along through fog, toward the church. The building, at the opposite side of the cells, stood close to the library and the refectory, and consisted of a rectangular nave of modest dimensions. Its barrel vault was held up by granite columns stripped from a Roman mausoleum and was covered from foot to ceiling by geometrically designed frescoes, spiked wheels and suns. The ensemble seemed a little overburdened for my taste.

We arrived late. Clustered around the main altar, the brothers of Santa Maria were already chanting the Te Deum under the tenuous light of two enormous candelabra. It was freezing cold, and the misty breath of the friars blurred their faces like a thick and mysterious fog. Alessandro and I stood by one of the church pilasters and watched them from a comfortable distance.

“The one in the corner,” whispered the librarian, pointing toward a puny monk of narrow eyes and curly white hair, “is the Father Prior Vicenzo Bandello. In spite of his frail figure, he’s a scholar among scholars. For years he has been fighting against the Franciscans and their notions about the Virgin’s Immaculate Conception. Even though, to tell the truth, many believe he will lose the battle.”

“Is he a doctor of theology?”

“Of course,” he firmly assented. “The swarthy young man to his right, with the long neck, is his nephew, Matteo.”

“Yes, I’ve met him.”

“Everyone believes that one day he will become a celebrated author. And a little further back, next to the door of the sacristy, are the brothers Andrea, Giuseppe, Luca and Jacopo. They are not only brothers in Christ; they are also sons of the same mother.”

I looked at their faces one by one, trying to memorize their names.

“You told me that only a few are capable of reading and writing fluently. Is that right?” I asked.

Father Alessandro was not able to guess the reason for my question. If he could answer me precisely, I might be able to discard at once a fair number of suspects. The Soothsayer’s profile corresponded to a cultured man, learned in many disciplines and well placed in the duke’s entourage. At that point, I still believed that the probability of failing to unravel the enigma was high (I was still smarting from the clumsiness with which I had first examined Leonardo’s musical riddle) and that, if everything else failed, I would have to resort to mere deduction in order to identify the Soothsayer. Or to entrust myself to luck.

The librarian cast a glance over the congregation, trying to recall their skill with words.

“Let’s see,” he muttered. “Brother Guglielmo, the cook, reads and recites poetry. Benedetto, the one-eyed monk, worked for many years as a scribe. The good man lost an eye trying to escape from an assault on his previous monastery, in Castelnuovo, while protecting a copy of the Book of Hours. Since then, he’s always in a foul humor. He complains about everything, and nothing we do for him seems satisfactory.”

“And the boy?”

“Matteo, as I told you, writes like an angel. He’s only twelve years old, but he’s a very alert and curious youngster . . . And now, let me see.” The librarian hesitated once more. “Adriano, Stefano, Nicola and Giorgio learned to read with me. Andrea and Giuseppe as well.”

In barely a few seconds, the list of candidates had grown to enormous proportions. I had to attempt another strategy.

“And tell me, who is that handsome friar, that tall, strong fellow on the left?” I asked with great curiosity.

“Ah! That is Mauro Sforza, the gravedigger. He’s always hiding behind one of the brothers, as if he were afraid of being recognized.”

“Sforza?”

“Well, he’s a distant cousin of Ludovico. Some time ago the duke asked us, as a favor, to admit him into the monastery and treat him as one of us. He almost never speaks a word. That frightened look is always on his face, and wicked tongues say that it’s because of what happened to his maternal uncle Gian Galeazzo.”

I started. “Gian Galeazzo Sforza?”

“Yes, the legitimate Duke of Milan, who died three years ago. The same one whom Ludovico poisoned in order to gain the throne. Poor Brother Mauro was in charge of looking after Gian Galeazzo before being sent here to us, and no doubt it was his hand that served the beverage of hot milk, wine, beer and arsenic that burned up his uncle’s stomach and killed him after three days of agony.”

“He killed him?”

“Let us say that he was the instrument of the crime. But that,” he said blowing through his teeth, happy for having surprised me, “is a secret of the confessional. You understand.”

Guardedly, I observed Mauro Sforza and took pity on his melancholy fate. To be forced to abandon court life in exchange for one in which his only possessions were a cloak of coarse wool and a pair of sandals must have been for the youngster a hard blow to take.

“And he writes?”

Alessandro gave no answer. Shivering with cold, he pushed me toward the congregation, not only to take part in the prayers but also to benefit from the body warmth of the group. As soon as he saw me, the Father Prior, beaked as an eagle and quite as vigilant, welcomed me with a nod and carried on with his devotions, which lasted until the first ray of the sun flooded through the rose window of brick and glass above the main entrance. I cannot say that my arrival caused any excitement in the community since, other than the prior, I doubt whether any of the brothers took heed of my presence. I did notice, however, that the Father Prior gestured sternly toward my guide, who then awkwardly moved to the other side.

Not only that: as soon as the prior had given us his benediction, Father Alessandro urged me to leave the company and follow him into the hospital ward.

In those early hours, the few sick who had spent the night there were still asleep, lending the red brick courtyard a lugubrious aspect.

“Yesterday you said that you knew Master Leonardo quite well . . . ,” I began. I was certain that the truce he had allowed me before showering me with questions was about to come to an end.

“And who doesn’t know him here! That man is a prodigy. A strange prodigy, God’s most singular creature.”

“Strange?”

“Well, let us say that his behavior is somewhat anarchic. You never know if he’s coming or going, if he’s going to paint in the refectory or if he merely wishes to reflect on his work and look for new cracks in the overlay, or errors in the features of his characters. He spends the day carrying his small notebooks everywhere, making observations of everything.”

“A meticulous man—”

“Not at all. He’s disorganized and unpredictable, but he possesses an insatiable curiosity. Even as he’s working in the refectory, he’s imagining all sorts of crazy devices to better the daily life in the monastery: automatic spades to dig the garden, water pipes leading to the cells, self-cleaning pigeon towers—”

“The painting he’s working on is a Last Supper, is it not?” I interrupted.

The librarian stepped up to the magnificent granite water well that adorned the center of the hospital cloister and looked at me as though I had just fallen from the skies:

“You haven’t seen it yet, have you?” He smiled, as if well aware of my answer and pitying my condition. “What Master Leonardo is finishing in the refectory is not a Last Supper, it is the Last Supper, Father Agostino. You’ll understand what I mean when you see it with your own eyes.”

“So he’s a strange but virtuous soul.”

“You see,” he corrected, “when Master Leonardo arrived at this house three years ago and began his preparations for the Cenacolo, the prior didn’t feel that he could be trusted. In fact, in my role as archivist of Santa Maria and as the person responsible for our future scriptorium, he ordered me to write to Florence to find out if Leonardo was an artist one could trust, someone who kept his deadlines and was meticulous in his work, or whether he was one of those fortune seekers who leave everything half-finished and whom one must bring to court to get them to complete what they have started.”

“And yet, if I’m not mistaken, he had come recommended by the duke himself.”

“That is true. But, for our prior, that was not enough of a guarantee.”

“I see. Pray continue. What did you discover? Was he precise in his work or was he careless?”

“Both!”

I made a gesture to indicate my puzzlement.

“Did I not tell you he was a strange man? As a painter, he’s no doubt the most extraordinary we’ve ever seen, but he is also the most rebellious. He finds it enormously hard to finish a project on time; in fact, he’s never done so. And what is worse, he cares nothing for the instructions of his patrons. He always paints according to his whim.”

“That isn’t possible.”

“It is, Father. The brothers of San Donato’s monastery in Scopeto, close to Florence, commissioned from him a Nativity fifteen years ago—and he has still to finish it! And do you know what’s even worse? Leonardo made alterations in the scene to the very limits of what can be tolerated. Instead of painting an ordinary Adoration of the Shepherds, come to make homage to the Christ Child, Leonardo started painting something he called The Adoration of the Magi and filled it with twisted characters, horses and men gesticulating grotesquely toward the heavens, things that are nowhere described in the Gospels.”

I held back a shiver.

“Are you certain of this?”

“I never lie,” he said curtly. “But that is nothing compared to the rest.”

Nothing? If Father Alessandro’s insinuations proved themselves to be true, the Soothsayer had fallen short in his fears: that devil from Vinci had landed in Milan, leaving behind a trail of serious pictorial distortions. Some of the lapidary phrases I had read in the anonymous letters began to echo in my mind like thunder before a storm. I allowed him to continue:

“That was no ordinary Adoration. It didn’t even have a Star of Bethlehem! Don’t you think that is odd?”

“What does it tell you?”

“Me?” Father Alessandro’s cold, pale cheeks acquired a warm peach color. It made him blush that a learned man from Rome should ask him, with undisguised interest, his sincere opinion of something. “The truth is that I don’t know. Leonardo, as I’ve told you, is an unusual creature. I’m not surprised that the Inquisition should be interested in him—”

“The Inquisition?”

I felt another stab in my guts. In the short time we had known each other, Father Alessandro had developed an uncanny ability to surprise me. Or perhaps I had become more susceptible? His mention of the Holy Office made me feel guilty. How was it that I hadn’t thought of it earlier? Why had I not consulted the general archives of the Sacra Congregazione before traveling to Milan?

“Let me tell you about it,” he said with enthusiasm, as if he enjoyed searching his memory for this kind of thing. “After leaving his Adoration of the Magi unfinished, Leonardo moved to Milan, where he was engaged by the Fraternity of the Immaculate Conception, which, as you know, belongs to the Franciscans of San Francesco il Grande and with whom our prior is in constant conflict. And there, Leonardo fell into the same trouble he had encountered in Florence.”

“Again?”

“Of course. Master Leonardo was supposed to paint a triptych for the fraternity’s chapel, with the assistance of the brothers Ambrogio and Evangelista de’Predis. Between the three, they received two hundred scudi in advance for the work to come, and each of them set himself to a section of the altarpiece. The Tuscan took charge of the central panel. His task was to paint a Virgin surrounded by the prophets, while the side panels would depict a chorus of mystical angels.”

“No need to continue: he never finished his work—”

“No, not at all. This time Master Leonardo finished his part but didn’t deliver what had been asked of him. In his painting there wasn’t a single prophet to be found. Instead, he’d painted a portrait of Our Lady in a cave, with the Child Jesus and Saint John the Baptist. The impudent scoundrel assured the brothers that his painting depicted the encounter of the two infants during the Flight to Egypt. But that too is a story absent from all four Gospels!”

“And so they denounced him to the Inquisition.”

“Yes. But not for the reasons you imagine. Ludovico intervened to impede the trial, and thereby freed him from certain condemnation.”

I doubted whether I should proceed with my questioning. After all, it was he who wanted me to tell him about the riddles. But I couldn’t deny that his explanations intrigued me.

“What, then, was the accusation they made before the Inquisition?”

“That Leonardo had sought inspiration for his work in the Apocalipsis Nova.”

“I never heard of such a book.”

“It’s a heretical text written by an old friend of his, a Menorite Franciscan called João Mendes da Silva, also known as Amadeo of Portugal, who died in Milan in the same year that Leonardo finished his painting. This Amadeo published a tract in which he dared to suggest that the Virgin and Saint John the Baptist were the true protagonists of the New Testament, and not Christ.”

Apocalipsis Nova. I made a mental note of this information to add it to the future file I might open on Leonardo, accusing him of heresy.

“And how did the brothers figure out the relationship between the Apocalipsis Nova and Leonardo’s painting?”

The librarian smiled.

“It was obvious. The painting showed the Virgin next to the Child Jesus and the angel Uriel next to John the Baptist. In normal circumstances, Jesus should appear blessing his cousin, but the painting depicted the exact opposite! And the Virgin, instead of embracing her Son, was stretching her arms in a protective gesture toward the Baptist. You understand now? Leonardo had portrayed Saint John not only as receiving legitimate acknowledgment from Our Lady but blessing Christ Himself, thereby showing his superiority over the Messiah.”

I congratulated Father Alessandro enthusiastically.

“You’re a very keen observer,” I said. “You have shed light on the intelligence of this humble servant of God. I am in your debt, my brother.”

“If you ask, I shall answer. It is a promise I always keep.”

“Like fasting?”

“Yes, like fasting.”

“I admire you, Father Alessandro. I do indeed.”

The librarian beamed like a peacock, and as the light began to dissolve the shadows in the cloister, illuminating the shrouded bas-reliefs and ornaments, he dared break a certain period of reserve that, I believe, he had imposed upon himself.

“In that case, will you allow me to help you with your puzzles?”

Caught in the moment, I knew not what to answer.
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In the following days, the other friar with whom I frequently spoke, besides Father Alessandro, was the prior’s nephew, Matteo. He was still a child but more alert and curious than others of his age. Perhaps for that reason, young Matteo had been unable to resist the temptation of approaching me and asking what life was like in Rome. The great city of Rome.

I don’t know how he imagined the pontifical palaces and the endless avenues of churches and monasteries, but in exchange for my detailed descriptions he shared with me a number of confidences that made me wary of the librarian’s good intentions.

Laughing, he told me the only thing that made his uncle, the prior, lose his temper.

“And what might that be?” I asked, intrigued.

“To find Father Alessandro and Leonardo with their sleeves rolled up, chopping lettuce in Brother Guglielmo’s kitchen.”

“Leonardo goes into the kitchen?”

My surprise puzzled him.

“He does it all the time! When my uncle wants to find him, he knows that the kitchen is his favorite hiding place. He might not dip a brush in paint for days, but he can’t stop himself from visiting us and spending hours by the hearth. Didn’t you know that Leonardo ran a tavern in Florence, where he used to be the cook?”

“No.”

“He told me so himself. It was called At the Sign of the Three Frogs, and the owners were Sandro and Leonardo.”

“Is that true?”

“Of course! He explained that he had set it up with another painter friend, Sandro Botticelli.”

“And what came of it?”

“Nothing! His customers didn’t like his vegetable stews, his anchovies wrapped around cabbage buds, or a dish they used to make out of cucumbers and lettuce leaves in the shape of frogs.”

“Does he do the same thing here?”

Matteo smiled. “My uncle won’t let him. Since he arrived at the monastery, what he likes most is trying out things with the stuff in our pantry. He says he’s looking for the menu for the Last Supper. And that the food placed on that table is as important as the portraits of the apostles . . . and for the past weeks, the scoundrel has been bringing his apprentices and friends to eat at a large table he laid out in the refectory, while he empties the cellars of the monastery.”

“And Father Alessandro helps him?”

“Father Alessandro?” he echoed. “He’s one of the ones who sit at the table and eat! Leonardo says he takes advantage of the situation to study their profiles and reflect on how he’ll paint what they’re eating, but no one has seen him do anything other than gorging himself on our food!”

Matteo laughed with amusement.

“The truth is,” he added, “that my uncle has written several times to the duke complaining about Leonardo’s abuses, but the duke has paid no attention to him. If this goes on, Leonardo will leave us with none of our harvest.”
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Friday the thirteenth was never a favorite day among the Milanese. More susceptible to French superstitions than other Latin races, the day that linked the fifth day of the week with the ominous place occupied by Judas at the Last Supper table evoked for them traumatic anniversaries. Almost two centuries earlier, it was on a Friday the thirteenth, in the year 1307, that the Knights Templar were arrested in France under the orders of Philip IV, nicknamed the Fair. They were then accused of denying Christ, of spitting on His crucifix, of exchanging obscene kisses in places of worship and of adoring an extravagant idol called Baphomet. The order of the knights of the white mantles fell into such a state of disgrace that from that day onward every Friday the thirteenth was held to be a day of evil omen.

The thirteenth day of January, 1497, was no exception.

At midday, a small crowd gathered at the doors of the monastery of Santa Marta. Most of the merchants had already closed their shops of silk wares, perfumes or woolen cloths on the Piazza del Verzaro, behind the cathedral, so as not to miss the sign. They seemed impatient. The announcement that had brought them there was singularly precise: before the setting of the sun, the servant of God Veronica da Benasco would render her soul unto the Lord. She herself had prophesied it with the same assurance with which she had prophesied so many other calamities. Admitted into the presence of princes and popes, held to be a living saint by many, her latest accomplishment had been to secure her own expulsion from Ludovico il Moro’s palace barely two months ago. Gossip had it that she asked to be received by Donna Beatrice d’Este to tell her of her fatal destiny and that the duchess, in a fit of fury, ordered that she be locked up in a monastery so as never to set eyes on her again.

Marco d’Oggiono, Master Leonardo’s favorite disciple, had known her well. He had often seen Leonardo deep in conversation with her, since Leonardo enjoyed discussing with the nun her strange visions of the Virgin. Not only did he take notes of what she said but many times Marco had surprised him sketching a feature of her angelic face, her sweet gestures and her painful demeanor, which he would later attempt to transpose onto his paintings. Unfortunately, unless Sister Veronica was much mistaken, these confidences would come to an end that very Friday. Before lunchtime, Marco dragged his master to the deathbed of the nun, aware that there was very little time left.

“Thank you for agreeing to come. Sister Veronica will be happy to see you one last time,” whispered the disciple to his teacher.

Leonardo, aware of the scent of incense and oils in the small cell, admiringly observed the saintly woman’s marble face. The poor thing could hardly open her eyes.

“I don’t think there’s anything I can do for her,” he said.

“I know, Master. It was she who insisted on seeing you.”

Leonardo bent his head until it was close to the dying woman’s lips, which kept trembling as if muttering a painfully inaudible litany. The parish priest of Santa Marta, who had already anointed Sister Veronica with the holy oils of Extreme Unction and was reciting the Rosary by her side, allowed the visitor to come even closer.

“Do you still have twins in your paintings?”

The Master was taken aback. The nun had recognized him without even opening her eyes.

“I paint what I know, Sister.”

“Ah, Leonardo!” she whispered. “Don’t think I haven’t realized who you are. I know it well. Even though at this point in my life, it isn’t worth arguing with you any longer.”

Sister Veronica spoke haltingly, in a low tone of voice that made it difficult for Leonardo to understand her.

“I saw your altarpiece in the Church of San Francesco, your Madonna.”

“Did you like it?”

“The Virgin, yes. You are a very gifted artist. But the twins, no. Tell me, did you change them?”

“Yes, Sister. Just as the Franciscan brothers asked me to.”

“You have a reputation for being stubborn, Leonardo. Today I was told that you’ve painted twins again, this time in the Dominican refectory. Is it true?”

Leonardo drew himself up in astonishment.

“You’ve seen the Cenacolo, Sister?”

“No. But everyone talks about your work. You should know that.”

“As I said before, Sister Veronica, I only paint that of which I’m certain.”

“Then why do you insist on including twins in your paintings for the Church?”

“Because they existed. Andrew and Simon were brothers. Saint Augustine and other theologians tell us so. James the Less was often mistaken for Jesus because of their close resemblance. I’ve made none of it up. It’s written in the Scriptures.”

The nun stopped whispering and raised her voice to a cry: “Leonardo! Don’t make the same mistake you made in San Francesco! An artist’s mission is not to confuse the faithful but to show them clearly the characters that have been entrusted to him.”

“Mistake?” Leonardo had raised his voice involuntarily. “What mistake?” Marco, the priest and the two nuns attending at the deathbed turned toward him.

“Come, come, Master Leonardo,” the dying woman muttered. “Did they not accuse you of confusing Saint John with our Lord Jesus in your painting? Did you not depict them as alike as two drops of water? Did they not have the same curly hair, the same chubby cheeks and almost the same gesture? Did your painting not lead one to a perverse confusion between John and Christ?”

“It won’t happen this time, Sister. Not in the Cenacolo.”

“But I’ve been told that you’ve already painted James with the same face as Jesus!”

Everyone heard Sister Veronica’s complaint. Marco, still dreaming of being able to show his teacher that he was capable of deciphering the secrets of his work, paid close attention.

“There’s no possible confusion,” Leonardo answered. “Jesus is the axis of my new work. He’s an enormous A in the middle of the mural. A gigantic alpha. The origin of my entire composition.”

Marco stroked his chin thoughtfully. How was it that he hadn’t seen it before? As he conjured up the Last Supper in his mind, it was true that Jesus resembled a large capital A.

“An A?” Sister Veronica lowered her voice again. Leonardo’s words had surprised her. “And may I know what it is that you’ve inscribed in your work this time around?”

“Nothing that true believers can’t read.”

“Most good Christians are unable to read, Master Leonardo.”

“That is why I paint for them.”

“And has that given you the right to include yourself among the Twelve Apostles?”

“I portray the most humble of them all, Sister Veronica. I portray Judas Thaddeus, almost at the very end of the table, just as Omega comes at the very end of the line begun by Alpha.”

“Omega? You? Careful, Leonardo. You are extremely proud, and pride might cause you to lose your soul.”

“Is that a prophecy?” he asked ironically.

“Don’t mock this old woman. Pay attention to what I’m about to tell you. God has given me a clear vision of that which is to come. You must know, Leonardo, that today I will not be the only one whose soul will ascend unto the Eternal Father,” she said. “Some of those others whom you call the true faithful will accompany me into the Halls of Judgment. And I am very afraid that they will not enjoy the Lord’s divine mercy.”

Marco d’Oggiono, much impressed, saw that Sister Veronica was panting with the effort of speaking.

“But you, on the other hand, have time left to repent and to save your soul.”
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I will never be able to thank Father Alessandro sufficiently for his help on the days following our walk. Other than himself and young Matteo, who sometimes would sneak into the library to see what the reclusive monk from Rome was doing, I barely exchanged a word with anyone. The rest of the monks I would see only at mealtimes in the improvised refectory that had been installed next to the so-called Large Cloister, and sometimes in church during prayers. But in both places the rule of silence was imposed and it was therefore not easy to engage one of them in conversation.

In the library, however, everything was different. Father Alessandro would lose the stiffness he showed among his brethren and would loosen his tongue, which was so stifled at other moments of his monastic life. The librarian’s hometown was Riccio, on Lake Trasimeno, closer to Rome than to Milan, which in a certain way explained his isolation from the rest of the friars and his perception of me as a somewhat disadvantaged countryman in need of protection. Though I never saw a morsel of food pass his lips, every day he brought me water, a certain wheat pasta dark as pebbles (a specialty of Brother Guglielmo that he would procure for me in secret) and even clean oil for my lamp when it threatened to go out. All this (I later learned) in order not to leave me, in the hope that his unexpected guest would feel the need to unburden himself on someone and thus reveal to him new details of his “secret.” I believe that with every passing hour, Alessandro imagined this secret to be more and more colossal. I admonished him, saying that the imagination was not a useful ally for someone bent on deciphering mysteries, but he would merely smile, certain that his abilities would someday prove useful.

One aspect of his personality never gave me cause for complaint: his humanity. Father Alessandro soon became a dear friend. Whenever I needed him, he was near. He would console me when I would fling my pen to the ground, in despair at the lack of results, and he would encourage me to continue trying to solve the devilish riddle. But Oculos ejus dinumera seemed to resist all my efforts. Even applying numerical value to its letters yielded nothing but confusion. After three days of disillusionment and sleepless efforts, Father Alessandro, having seen the verses and having learned them by heart, was playing with them himself, attempting with a frown to break the code. Every time he thought he had found a glimmer of light in the tangle, his face would light up with satisfaction, as if suddenly his lean features had become softer and his sharp-angled face transformed into that of an enthusiastic child. On one of those occasions, I learned that his favorite conundrums were those made up of numbers and letters. After reading Ramon Llull, inventor of the Ars Magna of secret codes, he had devoted his whole life to them. My book-owl friend was an inexhaustible source of surprises. He seemed to know everything, every important work on the art of cryptography, every kabbalistic treatise, every biblical essay. And yet, all this theoretical preparation finally did not seem to be of much use to us.

“Well now,” Alessandro muttered on one of those afternoons in which the whole community was bursting with activity in preparation for Donna Beatrice’s funeral. “Do you think that maybe we should count the number of eyes on one of the images in the monastery to find the solution to our problem? Could it be as simple as that?”

I patted his hand affectionately even as I shrugged. What was I supposed to answer? That his suggestion was now all that was left to try? The librarian watched me with his owlish eyes, his hand on his pointed chin. But, like myself, he did not put much hope in the proposal, and with reason. If the number of the name was to be sought in the number of eyes on an image, whether that of the Virgin, of Saint Dominic or Saint Anne, the result would lead us into an impasse. It would be impossible to find a name of only one or two letters, which was the obvious conclusion we would reach by counting the eyes of any of the images in Santa Maria. Furthermore, none of the brethren had such a short name or nickname. There was no Io, Eo or Au lodged here. Not even a three-lettered name such as Job would be of any use to us. In Santa Maria, there were no Jobs, nor any Gads or Lots, and even if there were, on the face of what image would we find the three eyes that would allow us to identify the author of the letters?

All of a sudden, I realized something. What if the riddle did not refer to a human being? If it referred to a dragon, a seven-headed hydra with fourteen eyes or some other kind of monster painted on the margins of one of the rooms?

“But there are no such monsters anywhere in Santa Maria,” protested Father Alessandro.

“In that case, we’re probably mistaken. Perhaps the figure whose eyes must be counted is not in the monastery, but in some other building. In a tower, a palace, another church nearby—”

“That’s it, Father Agostino! We have it!” The librarian’s eyes were flashing with excitement. “Don’t you see? The text doesn’t refer to a person or an animal, but to a building!”

“A building?”

“Of course! My God, how slow-witted we’ve been! It’s clear as crystal! Oculos means ‘eyes,’ but it also means ‘windows.’ Round windows. And the church of Santa Maria is full of them!”

The librarian scribbled something on a piece of paper. It was a quick alternate translation, and he passed it on to me in the hopes that I would approve it. If he was right, we had had the solution in front of our very eyes all the time. According to my book owl’s version, our “Count its eyes but look not on its face” could also mean “Count its windows but look not on its façade.”

It could not be denied. Though somewhat forced, the new text had an overwhelming sense.

The exterior of the church of Santa Maria was, indeed, full of a kind of oculus, of round windows designed by a certain Guiniforte Solari according to that pure Lombard style so dear to Ludovico il Moro. They were everywhere, even within the perimeter of the brand-new Bramante dome beneath which I had been praying for a whole week. Could the solution be that simple? Father Alessandro had no doubts about it.

“You see? On the lateral façade, Father Agostino!” he insisted. “The second part confirms it: In latere nominis mei notam rinvenies. We must seek the number of the name on its side! We must count the windows on the only side that has them, other than the main façade! That’s where you’ll find your number!”

It was the happiest moment of my sojourn in Milan.
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No one took any notice.

None of the merchants, moneylenders or friars strolling by in the twilight around San Francesco il Grande noticed the slovenly, ill-dressed man who hurried into the Franciscan church. It was the eve of a holiday, a market day, and the inhabitants of Milan were busy gathering provisions for the coming days of official mourning. Besides, news of the death of Sister Veronica had spread like wildfire through the city, occupying most of the conversations and unleashing a passionate debate on the true powers of the visionary.

Under such circumstances, it was only natural that the presence of yet another beggar left them unconcerned.

But the fools were once again mistaken. The beggar who entered San Francesco was not an ordinary man. His knees were bruised from hours of penance, and his scalp had been devotedly tonsured. He was a man fearful of God, a man pure of heart, and as he crossed the main threshold into the church, he trembled, certain that one of the superstitious neighbors, perhaps impressed by Sister Veronica’s auguries, would sooner or later betray him.

He had no trouble imagining the sequence of events that would unfold. Very soon, someone would run to tell the sexton that there was yet another beggar in the church. The sexton would tell the deacon who, without delay, would tell the executioner. For weeks, this is what had been happening and nobody seemed to care. The false beggars who had reached the church before him had all vanished without a trace. That is why he was certain that he would not leave this place alive. And yet, it was a price he was gladly willing to pay . . .

Without giving himself a moment’s respite, the ragged man left behind him the double row of benches that lined the nave and hurried on toward the main altar. There was not a soul to be seen inside the church. Better this way. In fact, he could already almost feel the presence of the saint. He had never known himself to be so close to God. The Holy One was near. How else could one explain that at that very hour the light filtering through the stained-glass windows was exactly the right one to appreciate all the details of the “miracle”? The pilgrim had waited so long to reach this altarpiece and give homage to the Opus Magnum that his tears began to flow with the emotion. And rightly so. At last he had been permitted to see a painting, The Virgin of the Rocks, that few in Milan knew under its real name: the Maestà.

Was this the end of the road?

The false beggar intuited it was so.

He approached the altar cautiously. He had heard the work described so many times that the voices of those who instructed him in its hidden details, in the true key to its reading, clustered now in his mind, clouding his reason. The painting—which at 189 by 120 centimeters perfectly fit the opening in the altar intended for it—was unequivocal. In it, two infant boys had their eyes fixed on each other, while a woman of serene features raised her protective arms over them, and the solemn angel Uriel pointed toward the Father’s elect with an accusing and steady finger. “When you see the gesture, you’ll be confirmed in the truth that has been revealed to you,” he thought he could still hear. “The angel’s look will tell you that you’re right.”

His heart beat faster. There, utterly alone in the church, the pilgrim warily stretched out his hand, as if he might be forever united to the sacred scene. It was true. As true as the blessings of his faith. Those who had traveled here before him had not lied. None of them. This work of Master Leonardo held the clues that would allow them to end the millenary quest for the true religion.

As he cast his eyes once more on the celebrated painting, suddenly a detail caught his attention. How strange! Who had painted halos over the three heads of the evangelical characters? Had his brothers not told him that this superfluous adornment, the fruit of backward minds thirsty for wonders, had been deliberately omitted by the masterly painter? Why, then, were they there? The false beggar felt frightened. The halos were not the only thing that had been altered in the Opus Magnum. Where was Uriel’s finger, pointing toward the true Messiah? Why was his hand on his lap, instead of identifying the authentic Son of God? And why was the angel no longer fixing his eyes on the viewer?

The pilgrim was overcome by a vertiginous feeling of horror. Someone had meddled with the Maestà.

“You doubt, do you not?”

The pilgrim did not dare move a muscle but remained frozen to the spot at the sound of the dry, deep voice behind him. He hadn’t heard the door of the church creak open, so the intruder must have been watching him for a fair while now.

“I can tell you’re like all the others. For some dark reason you heretics come in droves to this House of God. Its light attracts you, but you are incapable of recognizing that.”

“Heretics?” he asked in a whisper, without stirring.

“Come now! Did you really think we wouldn’t notice?”

The pilgrim was unable to speak another word.

“At least this time you won’t have the consolation of praying to your despicable image.”

The pilgrim’s pulse was racing. His hour had come. He felt dazed and angry, cheated in having risked his life to kneel before a fraud. The painting he was looking at was not the Opus Magnum. It was not the promised Maestà.

“It can’t be—” he whispered. The intruder laughed out loud.

“It is easy enough to understand. I’ll grant you the mercy of knowledge before sending you to burn in hell. Leonardo painted your Maestà in 1483, some fourteen years ago already. As you might suppose, the Franciscans were not much pleased with it. They had expected a painting that would reinforce their belief in the Immaculate Conception and that might serve to illuminate the altar. Instead, he offered them a scene that is not described in any of the Gospels and that brings together Saint John and Christ in a pause during the Flight to Egypt.”

“The Mother of God, John, Jesus and the angel Uriel. The same one who warned Noah of the Flood. What wrong can you see in it?”

“You are all the same,” the voice replied with bitterness. “Leonardo agreed to make changes in that first version and eliminate the insolent details.”

“Why insolent?”

“How else would you refer to a work in which you cannot distinguish Saint John from Jesus Christ, and in which neither the Virgin nor Her Child are crowned with the halo of sainthood that belongs to them by rights? What are we to make of the fact that both holy infants are identical to one another? What kind of blasphemy is this that seeks to confound believers?”

A sudden feeling of relief allowed the pilgrim to breathe deeply for the first time. The executioner—because he was certain it was he to whom he was speaking—had not understood anything. The brothers who had preceded the pilgrim and who had never returned must have died at the hands of the executioner without revealing the motives for their discreet worship, and he himself was resolved to maintain his vow of silence even at the cost of his own blood.

“I won’t be the one to clarify your doubts,” he said serenely, without daring to face the voice.

“A pity. A real pity. Don’t you realize that Leonardo has betrayed you? If you look closely you’ll see that he’s painted a new version of the Maestà. In the painting before you, you can see that both infants are now clearly distinguishable from one another. The one next to the Virgin is Saint John. He carries his long-stemmed cross and prays, while receiving the blessing of the other infant, the Christ Child. Uriel is no longer pointing his finger at anyone, and it is clear at last who is the awaited Messiah.”

Was it possible that Leonardo had betrayed his brethren?

The pilgrim once again stretched his hand toward the painting. He had arrived here protected by the crowds who were streaming into Milan to attend the funeral of Donna Beatrice d’Este, his protector. Had she too given them up? Was it possible that everything for which they had struggled and for so long was now collapsing?

“In fact, I don’t need you to clarify anything,” the voice continued, defiantly. “We already know who inspired this wickedness of Leonardo’s, and, thanks be to God, that miserable creature has long ago gone to the grave. Do not doubt it: God will rightly punish Amadeo of Portugal and his Apocalipsis Nova. And with him, his notion of the Virgin, not as Mother of Christ, but as symbol of wisdom.”

“And yet, it is a beautiful symbol,” the pilgrim protested. “An ideal shared by many. Or are you planning to condemn all those who paint the Virgin with the Child Jesus and Saint John?”

“If they lead to confusion in the souls of the believers, yes, we will.”

“And do you really think they will allow you to lay your hands on Leonardo, on his apprentices or on Master Luini?”

“Bernardino de Lupino? The one also called Lovinus or Luini?”

“Do you know him?” the pilgrim asked.

“I know his work. He’s a young imitator of Leonardo who obviously commits his same mistakes. But have no fear, he’ll fall as well.”

“What are you thinking of doing? Killing him?”

The pilgrim realized that something was terribly wrong. He heard behind him a metallic scraping, like that of a sword being unsheathed. His vows forbade him to carry weapons, so he mouthed a prayer to the false Maestà, begging for counsel.

“Am I to die as well?”

“The Soothsayer will do away with all of the wicked.”

“The Soothsayer—?”

He had not finished asking his question when a strange convulsion shook his innards. The sharp blade of a huge steel sword pierced his back. The pilgrim let out a terrible groan. The metal sliced through his heart. The keen sensation, brief as lightning, made him open his eyes wide with terror. The false beggar felt no pain, only an icy coldness, a frozen embrace that made him stagger over the altar and fall on his bruised knees.

It was the one and only time he saw his assailant.

The Soothsayer was a sturdy shadow, black as charcoal and expressionless.

Night was falling in the church. Everything was growing dark and still. Even time seemed to be strangely slowing down. As he slumped to the altar pavement, the bundle the pilgrim carried on his back became undone, and a few pieces of bread and several cards printed with curious effigies tumbled onto the floor. The first corresponded to a woman wearing the Franciscan habit, a triple crown on her head, a cross like that of Saint John the Baptist in her right hand and a closed book in her left.

“Cursed heretic!” said the Soothsayer when he saw it.

The pilgrim returned a cynical smile, as he watched the Soothsayer pick up the card and dip a pen in his blood to jot down something on the back.

“You’ll never . . . open . . . the priestess’s . . . book,” the pilgrim said.

From his hunched position, his heart pumping streams of blood onto the paving stones, he managed to see something that he had up to now overlooked. Even though Uriel was no longer pointing at John the Baptist as in the true Opus Magnum, his open eyes spoke volumes. The “fire of God” was pointing with his sideways look toward the wise man of the Jordan, as the true Savior of the world.

Leonardo, he consoled himself by thinking, before falling into the eternal darkness, had not betrayed them after all. The Soothsayer had lied.
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We waited for the first light of Saturday the fourteenth of January to abandon the interior of the monastery and explore at ease the brick façade of Santa Maria delle Grazie. Father Alessandro, who had proven to possess a certain natural ability for solving riddles, was once again exultant. It was as if the frost that, hours earlier, had frozen this part of the city were no concern of his. At half past six, immediately after the service, the librarian and I were ready to go out into the street. It was to be a simple operation that would take us no longer than a couple of minutes, but which, however, troubled me deeply.

Father Alessandro took notice and decided to remain silent.

He knew full well that, whatever the “number of the name” that we would obtain by counting the round windows on the façade, we would still not have solved the problem itself. We’d have a number, perhaps the number rendered by the name of our anonymous informer, though we could not even be sure of that. What if it were the sum total of the letters of his family name? Or of the number of his cell? Or—?

“I’d forgotten to tell you something,” he said at last.

“What is it, Father?”

“It’s something that may console you. Once we’ve obtained that blessed number, we’ll still have much work ahead if we want to get to the bottom of this puzzle.”

“That is so.”

“Well, then you should know that Santa Maria houses a community  of monks who are the most ingenious in solving riddles in the whole of Italy.”

I smiled. The librarian, like so many other servants of God, had never heard of Bethany. So much the better. But Father Alessandro insisted on explaining the reasons for his proud assertion. He assured me that the favorite pastime of these thirty select Dominicans was, precisely, to solve riddles. A number excelled in the art; not a few amused themselves by composing riddles for the others.

“The woods bear sons who later lay them low. Who are they?” the librarian recited in a singsong voice, in spite of my disinclination to include games in our mission. “The handles of the ax!”

Father Alessandro spared me no details. Of everything he said, what most drew my attention was to learn that riddles at Santa Maria were not used only for recreational purposes. Often the monks could use them in their sermons, turning them into instruments of indoctrination. If what the librarian was saying was not an exaggeration, within these walls was the largest training camp for riddle makers in the whole of Christendom, not counting Bethany. Therefore, if the Soothsayer had sprung from somewhere, this was the perfect place.

“Follow my advice, Father Agostino,” said the librarian, anticipating my thoughts. “When you have the number and if you don’t know what to do with it, consult any of our brothers. The person you least imagine may give you your solution.”

“Anyone, you say?”

The librarian made a gesture.

“Of course! Anyone! I’m certain that the brother in charge of the stables will know more about riddles than a Roman like you. Don’t be afraid to ask the prior, the cook, the pantry keepers, the scribes, any one of them! One thing, however: make certain you don’t speak too loudly or you’ll be admonished for breaking the vow of silence that every monk must keep.”

And with these words, he lifted the bar that blocked the main entrance to the monastery.

A small avalanche of snow fell from the roof, crashing with a dull sound at our feet. To be candid, I had not expected that something as banal as exploring the façade of a church at dawn would prove to be such a delicate exercise. The intense coldness of the morning had turned the snow into a dangerous sheet of ice. Everything was white, deserted and wrapped in an intimidating silence. The very idea of approaching Maestro Solari’s brick wall and skirting the enclosure of the third cloister would have put fear in the heart of the bravest of men. An ill-timed slip might break our necks or leave us lame for the rest of our days. Not to mention the difficulty of having to explain to the monks what we were doing at that time of dawn so far from our prayers, risking our lives beyond the monastery walls.

We gave the matter no further thought. Cautiously, trying not to get our sandals more wet than necessary, we advanced slowly between the chunks of ice toward the center of the façade, parallel to the street. We crossed it almost on all fours and, once Father Alessandro and I saw that we were at a proper distance, with a perspective on the ensemble of the building, we observed the windows with great care. A feeble interior light made them sparkle like the eyes of a dragon. There they were, in front of us, a series of round windows that adorned the church along its entire length. The main façade was now around the corner, barely a few steps beyond, its “face” turned away from us.

“Look not on its face,” I whispered through chattering teeth.

Frozen, hiding my hands in the sleeves of my woolen cloak, I counted: one, two, three . . . seven.

That seven disconcerted me. Seven verses, seven round windows . . . There was no doubt now that the number of the anonymous correspondent was that recurrent, blasted seven.

“But seven what?” asked the librarian.

All I could do was shrug.
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What happened later that day showed me the way to proceed.

“So you are the Roman father who has sought lodgings in our house?”

Father Prior Vicenzo Bandello of Santa Maria delle Grazie scrutinized me with great severity before inviting me to enter the sacristy. At last I was meeting the man who had written the report on the death of Beatrice d’Este for Bethany.

“Father Alessandro has spoken much about you,” he continued. “Apparently, you are a scholarly man. A meticulous intellectual, with strong willpower, someone who may enrich our community during his stay among us. What did you say your name was?”

“Agostino Leyre, Father Prior.”

The prior had finished the office of terce as the insufficient sun hovered over the Valley of Padana. He was about to withdraw to prepare his sermon for Donna Beatrice’s funeral when I accosted him. Only partly was it an impulsive act on my part. Hadn’t Father Alessandro insisted that I ask any of the brethren about my riddle? Had he not assured me that the least expected among the monks might grant me the correct answer? And who was less expected than the Father Prior himself?

I made my decision shortly after returning frozen from our adventure, in search of warmth inside the monastery. Luck had it that as I ventured into the sacristy I happened to come upon the Father Prior. The librarian had left me, with the excuse that he needed to get food in the kitchen for our next working session, and I seized the opportunity.

Father Prior Vicenzo Bandello was a little over sixty, with a face creased like an old sail, a strong chin and a surprising tendency to allow his gestures to betray every one of his emotions. He was even smaller than I thought the night I’d seen him in the church. He was moving nervously between the painted doors of the sacristy cupboards, uncertain as to which to close first.

“Tell me, Father Agostino,” he said while putting away the chalice and paten from the previous Mass. “I’m curious. What exactly do you do in Rome?”

“I’m appointed to the Holy Office.”

“I see, I see . . . And, if I understand correctly, in the spare time left by your duties, you delight in solving puzzles. That’s splendid.” He smiled. “I’m certain we’ll get along well.”

“It is precisely that subject about which I’d like to speak to you.”

“Is that so?”

I nodded. If the Father Prior was the eminence that the librarian had vaunted, it was probable that the presence of the Soothsayer in Milan would not have escaped his notice. But I had to exercise caution. Perhaps he himself was the author of the letters and was afraid of disclosing his identity until he was sure of my true intentions. Even worse, perhaps he was not aware of the Soothsayer’s existence, but if I revealed it to him, who could prevent him from alerting Ludovico of our plans?

“Tell me this, Father Agostino. As someone who delights in uncovering secrets, you must have heard of the art of memory?”

The Father Prior asked the question nonchalantly while I was trying in vain to determine to what degree he might be involved in the matter of the anonymous correspondence. Perhaps I was being too zealous. It seemed as if every new monk I encountered at Santa Maria became part of my list of suspects. The Father Prior was to be no exception. The truth is that, of all possible alternatives, of the close to thirty friars who lived within these walls, the Father Prior was the man whose profile best fit that of the Soothsayer. I can’t imagine how we did not realize it back in Bethany. Even his first name, Vicenzo, consisted of seven letters, like the seven lines of the infernal Oculos ejus dinumera or the seven windows of the southern façade of the church. It came to me as I watched him opening and closing cupboard doors and secreting away a large bunch of keys under his habit. The Father Prior was one of the few who had access to the budgets and plans of the duke for Santa Maria, and likely the only one who would make use of a safe official courier to send his letters to Rome.

“Well?” he asked, amused to see me so lost in thought. “Have you or have you not heard of this art?”

I shook my head while searching his features for something that would confirm my suspicion.

“That’s too bad!” he continued. “Few are aware that our order boasts several great scholars in this worthy discipline.”

“I never heard of it.”

“And, of course, neither will you have heard that Cicero himself mentions this art in his De Oratore, or that an even earlier treatise, Ad Herennium, describes it in detail and offers us a precise formula to recall whatever we wish—”

“Offers us? The Dominicans?”

“Of course! For the past thirty or forty years, Father Agostino, many of our brethren have been studying this art. You yourself, who work every day with complicated files and documents, have you never dreamt of being able to store away in your mind a text, an image, a name, without having to go over it again because you can be certain it will stay with you forever?”

“Of course. But only the most gifted can—”

“And needing it in your work,” he cut me off, “have you never tried to find the best method to achieve such a miracle? The ancients, who did not possess the same ability to copy books as we have, invented a masterly device: they imagined ‘palaces of memory’ in which to store their knowledge. You haven’t heard of them either, have you?”

I shook my head, astonished into silence.

“The Greeks, for instance, conceived of a large building full of sumptuous galleries and rooms, and then would assign to each window, arch, column, stairs or hall a different meaning. In the entrance they’d ‘store’ their knowledge of grammar, in the main hall that of rhetoric, in the kitchen, oratory. And in order to remember something they’d put away there, all they had to do was go into that corner of their palace with their imagination and extract it in the inverse order in which it had been placed there. Ingenious, isn’t it?”

I looked at the Father Prior without knowing what to say. Was he offering me a clue permitting me to ask him about the letters we had received in Rome? Should I follow Father Alessandro’s advice and consult him about the puzzle without any further hesitation? Fearful of losing his early confidence, I gave him a subtle hint:

“Tell me, Father Prior. And if instead of a ‘palace of memory’ we were to use a ‘church of memory’? Could we, for example, conceal a person’s name in a church of brick and stone?”

“I see that you’re clever, Father Agostino.” He winked at me sarcastically. “And practical. What the Greeks applied to imaginary palaces, the Romans and even the Egyptians tried out on real buildings. If those who entered them knew the precise ‘memory code,’ they could wander through the rooms and at the same time receive valuable information.”

“And using a church?” I insisted.

“Yes, a church could also be used,” he conceded. “But before explaining how one of these mechanisms would work, allow me first to show you something. As I mentioned, in the past few years, Dominican brothers from Ravenna, Florence, Basel, Milan or Freiburg have been working on a mnemonic method based on images or architectural structures especially designed for this purpose.”

“Designed?”

“Yes. Adapted, retouched, embellished with decorative details that seem superfluous to the profane eye but are essential for those who know the secret vocabulary behind them. You’ll understand if I give you an example, Father Agostino.”

The Father Prior produced from inside his habit a sheet of paper that he smoothed out on the offering table. It was no larger than the palm of his hand, white, with wax seal stains on one corner. Someone had printed on it a female figure with her left foot resting on a ladder. She was surrounded by birds and bore on her breast a number of strange objects. At her feet, an inscription in Latin that identified her clearly as “Lady Grammar.” Her eyes were fixed on no place in particular and had an absent look.

“We are currently putting the finishing touches on one of these images, which, from here onward, will help us recall the different parts of the art of grammar. Here it is,” he said, pointing at the extravagant figure. “Do you wish to see how it works?”

I nodded.

“Look carefully,” the Father Prior urged me. “If someone were to ask us at this very moment what are the terms on which grammar is based, and we happened to have this print before us, we’d be able to answer without the slightest hesitation.”

“Truly?”

The Father Prior enjoyed my disbelief.
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“Our answer would be precise: praedicatio, applicatio and continentia. And do you know why? In all simplicity: because I’ve ‘read’ it in this image.”

The Father Prior bent over the page and drew imaginary circles with his finger around different parts of the image.

“See here: praedicatio, or ‘preaching,’ is indicated by the bird in her right hand, which in Latin, passer, begins with the letter P, and also by the banner in her left hand in the shape of that same letter. Preaching is Grammar’s most important attribute, which is why it’s indicated with two elements. Also, it’s the mark of our order. After all, we are all preachers, aren’t we?”

I observed the graceful banner that Lady Grammar was holding, folded over itself in the shape of the letter P, just as the Father Prior had described.

“The next attribute,” he continued, “applicatio, or ‘dedication,’ is represented by aquila, the eagle, which Grammar bears on her arm. Aquila, like applicatio, begins with the letter A, so that the mind of someone initiated in the Ars Memoriae will establish the connection immediately. And as to continentia, ‘containment,’ you’ll see it written on the woman’s breast. If you look at the shape of those objects—the bow, the wheel, the plow and the hammer—as if they were the shape of letters, you’d read at once the word: c-o-n-t . . . continentia!”

It was amazing. In a seemingly innocent image, someone had managed to enclose a complete theory of grammar. Suddenly it occurred to me that the books being printed by the hundreds in workshops in Venice, Rome or Turin included engraved frontispieces that might hide secret messages that we scholars were incapable of seeing. At the Secretariat of Keys, we had never been taught anything like it.

“And what about the objects that the birds are holding? Do they also have a meaning?” I wondered, still astonished at the unexpected revelation.

“My dear brother: everything, absolutely everything, has a meaning. In these times in which every lord, every prince, every cardinal has so many things to hide from the others, every one of his actions, as well as the works of art for which he pays or the writings he patronizes, has a hidden meaning.”

The Father Prior concluded with an enigmatic smile. I seized on the opportunity.

“And you?” I asked. “Are you hiding something too?”

The Father Prior looked at me with the same ironic expression. He passed a hand over his perfect tonsure and distractedly smoothed the hair around it.

“A prior also has his secrets, indeed.”

“And would he hide them in a church that has already been built?” I pressed.

“Oh!” he said, startled. “That would be very easy. First, I’d count everything in it: walls, windows, towers, bells . . . The numbers are what’s most important! Then, once the whole church is reduced to numbers, I’d see which of them can be paired with the appropriate letters or words. And I’d compare both the number of letters in a word and the value of that word when translated into numbers.”

“That is gematria, Father Prior! The secret science of the Jews!”

“It is gematria, yes. But it is not a negligible branch of knowledge, as your scandalized attitude seems to assume. Christ was a Jew and he learned gematria in the temple. How else would we know that ‘Abraham’ and ‘Mercy’ are two numerically twinned words? Or that ‘Jacob’s ladder’ and ‘Mount Sinai’ when added up, in Hebrew, are 130, which tells us that they’re both places by which to ascend to God’s chosen heavens?”

“That is to say,” I interrupted, “that if you had to hide your Christian name, Vicenzo, in the Church of Santa Maria, you’d find a particular characteristic of the building that would add up to seven, like the seven letters in your name.”

“Exactly.”

“Like, for example . . . seven windows?”

“That would be a good choice. Though I’d probably choose one of the frescoes that decorate the church. It would allow me to add more nuances than a simple succession of windows. The more elements you add to a given space, the more versatility you grant the art of memory. And, truthfully, the façade of Santa Maria is somewhat too simple for such a purpose.”

“Do you think so?”

“Yes, I do. Also, seven is a number subject to too many interpretations. It is the sacred number above all others. The Bible makes use of it constantly. I don’t think I’d choose such an ambiguous number to conceal my name.”

The Father Prior seemed sincere.

“Let’s make an agreement,” he said all of a sudden. “I’ll let you have the puzzle our community is now working on, and you let me have yours. I’m certain that we’ll be able to help one another.”

Naturally, I accepted.
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Delighted, the Father Prior asked me to accompany him to the far end of the monastery. He wanted to show me something. At once.

Quickly we passed the central altar, leaving behind the choir and the gallery, which were receiving the finishing touches for Donna Beatrice’s funeral, and entered the long passageway that led to the Cloister of the Dead. The monastery was a place of great sobriety, with visible brick walls and granite columns in impeccable order set along carefully paved corridors. On the way to our mysterious destination, the Father Prior nodded to Brother Benedetto, the one-eyed scribe whose custom it was to stroll aimlessly under the arches, his single eye lost in a breviary that I was not able to identify.

“Well?” he growled, feeling himself addressed by his superior. “Once again going to visit the Opus Diaboli? It would be better if you buried it under a load of quicklime!”

“Brother, please! I need you to come with us,” the Father Prior commanded. “Our guest needs someone who can tell him the stories related to this place, and there’s no one better suited than you. You’re the oldest friar in our community, older still than the walls of this house.”

“Stories, eh?”

The old man’s single eye glittered with emotion at my interest. I myself was bewitched by the sight of this man who seemed to enjoy showing his wound to the world, as if boasting of the scar the missing eye had left on his face.

“Many stories are told in this house, of course. For instance, you don’t know why we call this courtyard the Cloister of the Dead?” he asked as he joined us on our excursion. “That is easy: because here is where we bury our brethren so that they return to the earth in the same way they arrived, with no commemoratory plaques or honors. No vanity here. Only the habit of our order. The day will come when the entire courtyard will be full of bones.”

“Is this your cemetery?”

“Much more than a cemetery. It is our waiting room before entering Heaven.”

The Father Prior had reached a large double-paneled door. It was a sturdy-looking piece of wood with a strong iron lock into which he fitted one of the keys he was carrying. Brother Benedetto and I looked at each other. My pulse quickened: I guessed what it was that the Father Prior wanted to show me. Father Alessandro had intimated as much, and naturally I had prepared myself for the grand moment. There, in a large room exactly below the library, was the famous refectory of Santa Maria delle Grazie to which Leonardo had restricted the monks’ access. Unless I was mistaken, this was the true reason for my presence in Milan and why the Soothsayer had written his threatening letters to Bethany.

A new idea occurred to me: Did the Father Prior and I share the same riddle without knowing it?

“If this place were already consecrated,”—the Father Prior’s face lit up as he pushed the heavy door—“we’d all wash our hands and you two would wait outside until I gave you leave to enter—”

“But it hasn’t been!” screeched the scribe.

“No. Not yet. But that will not prevent its holy atmosphere to soak into our souls.”

“Holy atmosphere! Rubbish!”

And with these words, we entered.

As I had supposed, I had stepped into the monastery’s future refectory. It was dark and cold, lined with huge cartons resting against the walls among the jumble. Ropes, bricks, screens, boxes and, most curious of all, a table set for dinner and covered with a large cotton cloth; all filled a room that seemed to have fallen into oblivion a long time ago. The table was the thing that most drew my attention, since it seemed to be the only trace of order amidst the chaos. Nothing suggested that it had been put to use. The plates were empty and, like the crockery, were covered by a fine coat of dust, as if untouched for weeks.

“I beg you not to be alarmed by the sorry state of our dining room,” said the Father Prior as he rolled up the sleeves of his habit and made his way through the sea of wooden planks. “This will be our refectory. It’s been like this for three years now, can you imagine? The brothers are barely allowed to enter, by order of Leonardo himself, who keeps it locked up until his work is finished. In the meantime, our furniture lies molding in that corner there, among the dirt and the detestable smell of paint.”

“It’s a veritable hell, did I not say so? A hell with its very own devil—”

“Brother Benedetto, in God’s name!”

“Don’t worry,” I said. “In Rome we’re always under construction; the atmosphere is familiar.”

Separated from the rest of the stuff by wooden screens, in one of the side wings of the immense room, one could make out a board cut out in the shape of a U, on which were piled up long benches painted in black varnish, as well as the remains of an exquisite wooden canopy, rotting with mold. As we made our way through the discarded furniture, the Father Prior commented:

“None of the decoration work in the monastery is on time. But the worst delays are in this room. It seems impossible to reach the point at which it will all be finished.”

“It’s Leonardo’s fault,” Brother Benedetto growled again. “He’s been toying with us for months. Let’s finish with him, once and for all!”

“Please be silent. Let me explain our problem to Father Agostino.”

The Father Prior looked both ways, as if to ascertain that there was no one else listening. The precaution seemed absurd: since we had left the church, we had not met anyone except the one-eyed monk, and it was hardly likely that there’d be someone hiding there instead of preparing for the funeral or attending to daily duties. And yet the Father Prior seemed uncertain, afraid. Perhaps that is why he lowered his voice to a whisper as he bent over my ear:

“You’ll soon understand my precaution.”

“Indeed?”

The Father Prior nodded nervously.

“Master Leonardo is said to be a very influential man and might have me removed if he knew that I’ve allowed you to enter without his permission.”

“Leonardo da Vinci?”

“Don’t say his name so loud!” he whispered. “Does it surprise you? The duke himself called on him four years ago to help him decorate this monastery. Ludovico il Moro wants the Sforza family pantheon to be placed beneath the apse of the church and he requires magnificent, unimpeachable surroundings to justify his decision in the eyes of his relatives. That is why he contracted Leonardo. And believe me when I say that since the duke embarked in this project, there hasn’t been a single day of peace under this roof.”

“Not one,” Brother Benedetto confirmed. “And you know why? Because this Master who always wears white, whom you’ll never see eating meat or killing an animal, is in truth an evil soul. He’s introduced a sinister heresy in his paintings for our community and has defied us to find it before he finishes them. And Ludovico il Moro lends him his support!”

“But Leonardo is not—”

“A heretic?” he interrupted me. “No, of course not. At a first glance, he doesn’t appear to be one. He won’t hurt a fly, he spends his days meditating or jotting down things in his notebooks, and gives every appearance of being a wise man. But I’m certain that the Master is not a good Christian.”

“May I ask something?”

The Father Prior nodded in assent.

“Is it true that you ordered all available information to be gathered on Leonardo’s past? Why have you never trusted him? The brother librarian told me so.”

“You see, it was just after he launched his challenge. As you can understand, we were forced to dig into his past to find out what kind of man we were dealing with. You’d have done the same had he challenged the Holy Office.”

“I suppose so.”

“I did indeed put Father Alessandro in charge of drawing out a profile of his work, in order to be a step ahead of his plans. That was how we found out that the Franciscans in Milan had already been plagued by serious problems because of Master Leonardo. Apparently, he used pagan sources to document his paintings, leading the faithful into dangerous misinterpretations.”

“Father Alessandro told me about that too, and about a heretical book by a certain Amadeo.”

“The Apocalipsis Nova.”

“Exactly.”

“But that book is only a small sample of what was discovered. Didn’t he tell you anything about Leonardo’s scruples regarding certain biblical scenes?”

“Scruples?”

“Very revealing scruples. Until this very day, we haven’t been able to find a single work by Leonardo depicting the Crucifixion. Not one. Nor any that show scenes from Our Lord’s Passion.”

“Perhaps he was never commissioned to paint one.”

“No, Father Agostino. The Tuscan has avoided painting these scriptural episodes for some obscure reason. At first we thought he might be a Jew, but later we discovered that he wasn’t. He didn’t keep the rules of Sabbath nor any of the Hebrew customs.”

“So, then?”

“Well . . . I believe that anomaly is somehow related to the problem that concerns us.”

“Tell me about Leonardo. Father Alessandro never mentioned that he had ever challenged you.”

“The librarian wasn’t present when it took place. And, in our community, barely half a dozen brothers are aware of the facts. It all started during one of the courtesy visits that Donna Beatrice paid Leonardo, a couple of years ago. The Master had finished painting Saint Thomas in the Last Supper. He had depicted him as a bearded man, lifting his index finger, seated close to Christ.”

“I imagine that the finger is the one he’ll later put in Christ’s wound, once Our Lord was resurrected, isn’t that right?”

“That is what I thought and that is what I said to Her Grace. But Leonardo laughed at my interpretation. He said that we priests had no idea of symbolism, and that if he wished he could portray Mahomet himself without any of us noticing.”

“He said that?”

“Donna Beatrice and the Master burst out laughing, and we felt very offended. But what could we do? To quarrel with the duke’s wife and with his favorite painter? If we did, no doubt Leonardo would have blamed us for the delays in his Last Supper.”

The Father Prior continued.

“In truth, it was I who provoked him. I wanted to show him that I wasn’t as thickheaded in interpreting symbols as he made me out to be, but in doing so, I entered a field into which I never should have ventured.”

“What do you mean, Father Prior?”

“In those days, I used to visit the Rochetta Palace in order to inform the duke of the progress of the work at Santa Maria. And on several occasions I came upon Donna Beatrice playing in the throne room with a deck of cards. The figures on these cards were strangely attractive, painted in lively colors. They depicted hanged men, women holding stars, fauns, popes, blindfolded angels, devils. Very soon, I learned that these cards were an old family heirloom. They had been designed by the old Duke of Milan, Filippo Maria Visconti, with the assistance of the condottiere Francesco Sforza, in 1441. Later, when Sforza gained control over the dukedom, he offered the deck to his children, and a copy eventually ended up in the hands of Ludovico il Moro.”

“What happened then?”

“You’ll see. One of these cards showed a woman dressed as a Franciscan, holding a closed book in her hand. It drew my attention because the woman was wearing a man’s habit, and she seemed to be pregnant. Can you imagine? A pregnant woman in a Franciscan habit? The whole thing seemed a mockery. Well, I don’t know why, I recalled that card during the discussion with Leonardo, and I decided to show off. ‘I know what the Franciscan woman on the card means,’ I said. Donna Beatrice became very serious. ‘What can you know?’ she sneered. ‘It’s a symbol that refers to you, Your Grace,’ I said. She became interested. ‘The Franciscan woman is a crowned maiden, which means she has your same honored position. And she is pregnant, which proclaims the same state of grace for you. That card is a warning of what fate has in store for you.’ ”

“And the book?” I asked.

“That was what offended me most. I told her that the Franciscan woman kept the book closed in order to hide the fact that it was a forbidden text. ‘And what text might that be?’ Master Leonardo questioned me. ‘Perhaps the Apocalipsis Nova, with which you are so familiar,’ I replied with a touch of scorn. This was when Leonardo mustered up his courage and proposed the challenge. ‘You have no idea,’ he said. ‘Obviously it’s an important book. As important as the Bible, even more so, but your theologian’s pride will prevent you from ever knowing it.’ And he added: ‘When the future son of Her Grace is born, I will have finished incorporating its secrets into my Cenacolo. And I assure you that, even though they’ll be in front of your very noses, you won’t ever be able to read them. That will be the greatness of my riddle. And also the proof of your foolishness.”
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“When might I see The Last Supper?” I asked the Father Prior.

He smiled.

“Now, if you wish,” he said. “There it is, in front of you. All you need to do is open your eyes.”

At first, I did not know where to look. The only painting I was able to make out in the dark refectory, which stank of damp and dust, was a Mary Magdalene hanging on the southern wall of the room. She was grasping the feet of Christ on the Cross and weeping under the ecstatic look of Saint Dominic. She was kneeling on a rectangular stone on which I could read a name I had not heard before: “Io Donatvs Montorfanv P.”

“That’s a work by Master Montorfano,” the Father Prior explained. “A pious, praiseworthy piece, which he finished a couple of years ago. But it isn’t the one you wish to see.”

The Father Prior then made a gesture toward the opposite wall. The story of the card and the secret book had distracted me to the point that I could barely make out what my eyes were seeing. A mountain of planks filled a fair section of the refectory’s northern corner, and yet the feeble light that lit that particular area allowed to me to perceive something that froze me to the spot. Indeed: beyond the barrier of boxes and cartons, in between the spaces left by the great wood scaffolding that crossed the wall from one side to the other, another room could be seen! It took me a moment to understand that this was an illusion. But what an illusion! Sitting at a rectangular banquet table identical to the one that had attracted my attention upon entering, thirteen human figures with lifelike attitudes and gestures seemed to be acting out some theatrical work for our eyes only. But it was no comedy, God forgive me the thought! They were the most realistic and moving portraits I had ever seen of Our Lord Jesus Christ and His disciples. It is true that a few of the faces still needed more definition, among them that of Christ Himself, but the composition was almost finished—and it breathed life.
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