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On the fortieth day after his death, the blessed souls ascend to heaven and Commissioner Boris Tynianov ran the risk of being late for his last appointment with his mother, Maria Tynianova, despite the fact that he was driving his Bentley Arnage and driving it on what is often referred to in Nice as the "expressway",  a scar that mercilessly splits the beautiful face of the city from one end to the other, without the slightest ulterior motive in the face of the most flagrant attacks on urban aesthetics that it provokes, thus ruining the best districts of the city with this gloomy and noisy stain, as happens to his in Tsarevich, where the members of the Court and the government of the Tsars had built their sumptuous residences,  since they had decided to go to this elegant Mediterranean spot to spend the harshest part of the winter, unbearable in St. Petersburg, even for a Russian, who, according to Dostoevsky, feels good with the frost. The funny thing is that this so-called "expressway" rarely lives up to its name, and when it comes to rush hour, it mostly turns into a river of scrap metal and red lights, whose waters are stagnant. This was precisely the prospect that was unfolding before him at that moment. 

Tynianov glanced quickly at the hour figures. It was five minutes to six. He could contemplate the scene that was unfolding at that moment at the gates of the cathedral as if he were seeing it with his own eyes. The deacon, dressed to celebrate, was leaving the building, and the family who was beginning to grow impatient and to pester old Yaichnitsa with questions about details and circumstances of which she could not but be ignorant. Above all, he thought he heard his elder brother, Ivan, whispering indignantly at the outcast who had consented to disgrace himself by occupying a position in the administration. No more nor less than a Tynianov, whose line had possessed in Russia, before the Revolution, enough land to cover the whole of France. 

Luckily, he was already at the exit of Saint-Philippe. Still, it took a good ten minutes for the Bentley to get its nose above the Tsarevich. From there, Tynianov was able to see exactly the scene he had imagined. 

As soon as Ivan saw him coming, he began to give the appropriate orders and send the retinue in the various vehicles, taking with him the priest with stole and chasuble. The commissar had stopped in front of Yaichnitsa, who got into the vehicle in silence. The procession departed. 

The Russian cemetery is in the western part of Nice, so there was no choice but to take the "fast lane" again. Indeed, when this artery is blocked, any other route is unimaginable. All you must do is gather your patience and think about something else. Tynianov chose to think of his mother. Two words immediately and naturally emerge to define the figure of the countess: austerity and authority. The Russians in Nice knew that they were Russian to the core, as well as French, long before the October Revolution. 

Yaichnitsa was no doubt also thinking of his recollections of the Countess Maria Tynianovna, which must have been legion, for the old maid had been born into the family, which was formerly called mansionata, and must have been about the same years old as her mistress. Yaichnitsa was a sphinx if she was not asked, but if someone tugged at her tongue a little, the bonhomie and wisdom of the popular heritage, the treasure of the Russian peasant, emerged, although she had never set foot in Holy Russia. Her parents fathered her in Nice, and it was there that her mother gave birth to her.

On this occasion, Tynianov chooses to leave her alone with her daydreams. 

A short walk from the impasse where the entrance gate to the Russian cemetery is located, there is a parking lot which, fortunately, offered enough spaces for the entire procession. Ivan reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a key so large that both ends protruded clearly from his clenched fist. The bolt mechanism creaked like a pig being slaughtered, and then it was the turn of the hinges. 

The priest entered first and opened the way to the Tynianov pantheon, which was located on the highest point of the hill. Ivan waited for everyone to walk through the door before closing it. Only then did he speak to his brother Boris. 

- "Five more minutes and we wouldn't have waited for you."

"The countess would have waited for me." 

- "I wouldn't be so sure. If someone was late for meals, he would take a seat in the kitchen with the servants. You know that better than anyone. 

"The countess, our mother, knew how to be severe, but that did not prevent her from placing love, as any perfect Christian would do, above all else.

- "If that were the case for you too, you would have arrived at the appointment early, thus avoiding any possibility of being absent at the last goodbye. 

The commissioner reached into the inside pocket of his jacket and pulled out his mobile phone. He unplugged it. 

-"Don't think about it, Ivan. Here I am with you for the last farewell. 

By saying that, Boris Tynianov advanced alone to the pantheon. Behind him, Ivan grumbled:

- "It always seemed to me that you trusted your lucky star too much. One day, it will backfire. 

Yaichnitsa went out to meet him, bringing two candles, one lighted, which she kept, and the other extinguished, which she held out to him. 

-"Hold it in both hands, Barine, while I light it." Abandon all profane thoughts, and consider that this fire is your own soul, and that this other fire is the soul of the countess, your mother. Fires understand each other and talk to each other. Keep that in mind. 

The priest, raising one end of his stole, began to chant the litany. At that moment, above the horizon of the sea, a huge iron bird took a majestic flight. The contrary wind carried the noise of the engines out to sea, so that neither the voice of the officiant, nor that of the faithful who responded to his requests, lost one iota of its clearness. 

"Bless my soul, O Lord! And all that's in me, 

Bless his holy name. Blessed are you, Lord."

Tynianov looked one last time at the flame in his hands and at the flames of others, and at the flame burning beside the icon placed in the pantheon, near the tomb of the countess, and the brilliance of its ensemble had grown stronger as the hour of twilight fell.  Before they all fade away in unison as a symbol of the faithful's acceptance of the brevity and necessary expiration of human existence. 

Three times the officiant repeated the formula: "Lord, have mercy on us." And that was the end of the ceremony. 

Commissar Tynianov took his mobile phone and immediately put it into use by entering the code. As soon as he came to his senses, the device began to sound and vibrate as if it were expressing his strongest protest at having been gagged in such a degrading manner and for so long. Then, despised and wounded in his pride, he handed the commissary several urgent messages, both oral and written. 

Tynianov, on hearing them, frowned and began to look with his eyes for old Yaichnitsa, who arrived at once. But Ivan had also grown closer. 

- "No sooner had the prayer for the salvation of his mother's soul ended, than we have the honest servant of the State on his knees at the voice of his master, to see what he desires, whether he wants lemonade to relieve the heat, or a refreshment to awaken his jaws from their slumber. 

- "An individual was found cut up and dismembered in his own home. Someone will have to take care of it, what do you think?

- "Not a Tynianov, whose ancestors numbered thousands of souls in their possessions. 

- "Ah! Ivan! Don't forget to pay my respects to your wife, as well as my apologies for having to leave so hastily. 

- "Fuck you!"

- "For now, you should be grateful that I'm dealing with criminal investigations and not financial matters. 
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Alba Longa had just spent two hours in the amphitheater, and the students were beginning to descend from the sort of abbey dovecote, where they had stationed themselves like pigeons. He was slowly gathering his belongings scattered on the table and placing them in a leather briefcase, when a well-pitched, vaguely familiar voice questioned him in Spanish. It was Clara, a former student.

- "Hello, Clara. I've learned from those who come and go, that you already run your own art gallery. Congratulations. 

The young woman just smiled, so Alba continued.

- "Is there anyone in particular you came looking for?"

- "Yes, you. 

Alba felt a moment of confusion. However, he replied:

- "And what is the reason of so singular and undeserved a privilege?"

Clara smiled again. It was the first time Alba Longa had spoken to her like this, but it is true that the situation was not the same. 

- "I've come to offer you a deal.

The confusion turned to perplexity.

- "I'm all ears, though I'm afraid I can't be of much use, I've never been very good at painting.

-Calm down and refresh your eyes because it's not about painting. In fact, it is not I who seek your services as a linguist, but my grandfather. 

The grandfather was none other than Jacobo Bardés, one of the most sought-after living painters of the time. Clara, after briefly scrutinizing her interlocutor's reaction, resumed her statement of facts.

- "You see, he has been offered the purchase of a Castilian manuscript of the thirteenth century, which is provisionally in his possession, so that he may himself make such expert analyses as he sees fit. And there are times when someone mentioned your name and recommended that they contact you. The first step is to determine whether the text was indeed drafted on the proposed date. Do you think it's possible?

-Naturally. And is there a title?

- "It's the Picatrix." A kind of grimoire.

-I know him. Many Latin versions circulated in the Middle Ages, many of which have been preserved. However, in Spanish, it is known that there was at least one, but it has been lost. 

-"Hence its immense value, if found." 

-Certainly. Well, let's get to work. Let's look at this manuscript. 

The least that could be said was that Clara had come on foot to the rendezvous. When she pressed the button on her remote control, what opened with a loud snap was the centralized mechanism of a Porsche Carrera. Which, despite its immense possibilities, was driven with remarkable gentleness and ease by its young owner. 

At this time of the morning, the "fast lane" was almost clear, and deserved the name it had been given. Alba Longa seldom used it without being the driver of the vehicle himself, so he liked to contemplate the mountains in the background, on the left, and the turquoise sea which, at intervals, appeared close by, to his right, among the white parallelepipeds that lined up along the "Promenade des Anglais". And there, in front, like a whitewashed Mediterranean hermit, the astronomical observatory. 

- "I understand you're starting your vacation today, but I forgot to ask you if you're done with your workday yet."

-Yes. The day and the academic year are now closed.

- "Great, so the study of the manuscript will represent a gradual transition to the dolce far niente of the summer."

Alba began to understand that what the grandfather and granddaughter wanted was not a simple dating of the text, but an exhaustive examination by experts.

- "It's better that way," he said. Nature doesn't make jumps, nor does she appreciate us forcing her to do so. And you don't take a vacation? This city seems to be made for that.

-Really? And how is it that on weekdays, about eight o'clock in the morning, her veins seem to swell with so much working blood that penetrates her?

- "And carbon dioxide, too," Alba conceded. "A city full of contrasts, indeed. 

This was said by Alba as he looked at the beautiful palace that dominates the city from the top of a hill on its eastern side, the construction of which was ordered by Queen Victoria of England. Clara noticed the direction Alba's gaze was taking.

- "An impressive building," she remarked. "It is said that the Queen gave the order to build it in a year, and the deadline was met. 

-In Spain, we have a similar case with the Segovia aqueduct, which was built overnight. But it was the devil who built it.

Clara smiled again, amused. There was something contagious in her smile, Alba considered.

- "I prefer to believe it was built by the Romans. That's the other version, isn't it?

-Yes. And, what's more, it's the official version. 

- "And also, the most likely. 

Now they were both smiling. 

Not being an official building, the palace where Bardés lived with his granddaughter had little to envy to the royal residence. It was better situated, in the sense that it was closer to the sea, and, from the hills to the east that overlooked the blue immensity, it also had an invaluable view of the Promenade des Anglais, along its entire length, with the airport in the background. In fact, it was the whole of Nice that was dominated from there. It was a massive Provençal construction, in several sections, although at the front it was crisscrossed with white stone balustrades on all levels and separated the garden from the terrace, where the swimming pool began, which extended towards the sea and, by an optical effect, seemed to unite its waters with those of the first. But beyond the swimming pool, there was still a lot of garden extension, as well as on both sides of the building. Alba Longa, of course, expected no less from a painter of Bardés' reputation. 

The latter was waiting for them, dressed to the nines, by the above-mentioned pool, and he was so absorbed in reading a newspaper that he did not notice their arrival until they were within a few paces of the persevering reader. However, noticing their presence, he rose from his seat with an eagerness and agility that surprised Alba Longa. He was not an old man, but a mature man, certainly, though still robust, a little stocky, what the French call "embonpoint," but elegant nonetheless, with a graying hairstyle and a mustache vaguely reminiscent of the actor Clark Gable. 

Bardés shook Alba Longa's hand warmly.

-Nice to meet you personally.

Alba thought that this was precisely the sentence he should have uttered.

- "It is I who receive the undeserved honor of shaking hands with so famous a hand. 

- "Don't believe it," replied Bardes, looking at his granddaughter with a significant air, "I have been hearing about you for many years.

However, when the painter noticed that Clara blushed suddenly and intensely, he immediately changed the conversation.

- "Did you see the news in the paper this morning?"

As he asked the question, he handed the "Nice-matin" to his granddaughter. 

Clara's dark eyes literally pierced the article, the blush disappearing from her cheeks as quickly as it had come.

- "No!" she exclaimed, prolonging the vowel

She seemed genuinely surprised and affected.

- "Poor Vergari! –she added. -

-Yes. It was an endearing subject," Bardés said.

Clara continued to read, fascinated, growing paler and paler.

- "And what a horrible death!

She handed the newspaper to her grandfather, as if it weighed a ton and she couldn't hold it anymore.

Bardes then turned to Alba Longa.

"Have you heard of Georges Vergari?"

"No, as far as I can remember.

-You may have forgotten the name, but the case was widely reported by the media. It was Brik's gardener who, after so many years after the painter's death, realized that he had several sketches of it, studies he made before painting some of his most famous works.

- "Oh, yes, yes, of course I've heard about it! And now he's dead...

- "It's not just that he's dead. He was murdered. Notice what the newspaper says: "Yesterday afternoon, the horribly harmed body of Georges Vergari was found by the housekeeper, extremely mutilated and showing signs of torture. Who, as the reader will no doubt remember, had been the gardener of the painter Gustave Brik, and who, a few months ago, published on the pretext that Brik had given him, as a reward for his good and loyal services, a collection of sketches signed by his own hand. The painter's family appealed to the courts to obtain the restitution of works of such value, for which the gardener had no title deed or written document attesting to such a suspicious donation. It was all verbal, Vergari said at the time. The case was then taken to court, and in the process, the two parties reached an agreement. In exchange for substantial financial compensation, Vergari agreed to give all the sketches in question to the painter's family. Today, the tragic death of the gardener obviously raises many questions."

-Indeed. It's an ugly business," Alba admitted.

- "When Brik was alive, we knew Vergari very well. It is true that there was a frank and informal relationship between the painter and the gardener. There was an unmistakable sympathy and closeness. Vergari, in his field, was a true specialist. They were, in fact, two masters, each in his own field, who were speaking, both with the smug voice of one who has unraveled all the secrets of their respective disciplines. Vergari was also a bit of an astrologer. Be that as it may, thanks to him, the land gave Brik all the products that a medieval abbey, for example, would have provided, as far as food and medicine were concerned. In addition to an artistically landscaped garden, the variety and beauty of which is obvious at any time of the year. Of all this, Brik was not a little proud in front of his guests. And Vergari had a knack for dealing with people. Clara is very touched because, from a very young age, as soon as we arrived at Brik's house, she went in search of Vergari so that he could tell her real stories whose protagonists were the plants themselves and were as wonderful and interesting as fairy tales. 

- "That was the case," Clara confirmed. And the fruit of that can be seen, in part, here. 

-It's true. My own gardeners put into practice, with excellent results, the advice Clara gives them. And it's not uncommon for them to be amazed at the knowledge she possesses. 

- "Now tell me, grandfather. Do you think this will add to or decrease the value of the purchase we made of one of these sketches of Brik?
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Dr. Jeanne Dal Ponte had spent the greater part of the morning in performing the autopsy on Vergari's corpse, and now she was hastily arranging her utensils, washing, taking off her working clothes, and preparing to leave the cold room, when she found herself face to face with Commissar Tynianov. 

- "Come with me, Commissioner. An idea has been in my head for a while now.

Saying that and rushing into the next room became one. She sat down in front of a computer, typed wildly for a few seconds, and moved the screen so the commissioner could see it.

- "This is the murder weapon.

The commissioner leaned over the screen and looked at a large knife whose blade vaguely resembled the shape of a fish. 

-It is native to Nepal; it is 40 to 46 centimeters long and is called Kukri. It gained notoriety when it was used in combat by the Gurkha, units of the British Army made up of both Europeans and natives. Originally, they belonged to the Rajput Khasi clan, established in northern India, and then migrated, in the sixteenth century, from Rajasthan to the territory of present-day Nepal. Notice this notch, near the handle, it serves to direct the blood outwards, so that it cannot wet the handle. The bump left its characteristic marks on Vergari's body. 

-Is it, as seems obvious, a rare weapon in the West to the point of constituting a reductive element in research?

-Certainly. But not to the point of allowing us to focus our research on the members of the Nice Indian community. As I told you before, the Gurkhas were mixed units, so it could also be a descendant of a British soldier. 

- Or a scholar of crime, one of those adherents of a "Society of Murder Connoisseurs" such as that mentioned by De Quincey in his "Murder, Considered as One of the Fine Arts." 

- "Having said that, I am personally inclined to the hypothesis of an Oriental. Because there's another detail to consider. 

- "Do you mean torture?" Is it also a special method?

The commissioner finally managed to take his eyes off the screen and straightened up. The forensic pathologist also stopped focusing his attention on the computer and swivel led his chair to face Tynianov. Then she crossed her legs before speaking. 

- Vergari was administered what is known as the "death of a thousand and one cuts," a form of torture that culminates in the death of the victim, consisting of dismembering the convict, who remains tied to a stake watching as pieces of his own body are deposited in front of him. The method allows the executed person to be kept alive until the pituitary gland is removed, and death ensues. It was practiced in China between 907 and 1905 and was applied to serfs who had murdered their master’s or committed lèse-majesté crimes.  

- "For the last operation, at least, a smaller knife would be needed.

-Of course. Delicate procedures are performed with a kind of scalpel. 

The commissary went round the table and fetched the window. The street offered the spectacle of the permanent human drama in cities: the struggle for space, a place of passage, a place to park. Here in Nice, however, people had gone down a notch in the scale of responsibility, there had been a kind of moral laxity in that regard. In no other city had Tynianov seen so many cars in double file and, in general, badly parked, which doubles the traffic problems, all its arteries are cut off from one lane and thousands of people are potentially kidnapped, precisely those who have parked properly and, of course, are furious and show it by honking wildly,  Although it is highly likely that, if they manage to get out, which is unlikely, ten minutes later they will be the ones to double park. 

- "Tell me, Dr. Dal Ponte, is this gradual ascent to death irreversible from the beginning, or can the prisoner have any hope of remission for some time?"

- "Uphill or downhill?"

-It depends on how you look at it.

The doctor pondered. 

- "Yes, exactly. That is part of the cruelty of the procedure. This macabre ritual can start very slowly, with insignificant cuts. The crux of the matter is that the victim knows what to expect. But, of course, hope is the last thing you lose. Of course, you can then achieve dramatic turns of events that are also not irreversible. 

- In other words, you can use the procedure to force someone to confess something. 

- "You can, but in this case, the torturer should be more expert, if possible, in medicine. Or have a long experience in the job....

- "There are jobs for everyone in this world. And none of them excludes a rigorous professional conscience. 

This time, it was Dr. Dal Ponte who stood up and leaned lightly on the table. Tynianov was still looking out the window.

- "If that were so," said Dal Ponte, almost in a whisper, "Vergari offered heroic resistance. 
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-One would think that, according to the law of supply and demand, if more Brik sketches came out, the ones that do exist would lose some of their value. However, this well-known and widespread law of the market does not affect the field of art. A work by a painter like Brik will never lose value, on the contrary, as long as it exists, its price will continue to rise to the point that no one knows where it will end up. But always upwards, no matter how astronomical a level you reach. 

-I wouldn't have liked to start my professional career with a resounding failure....

Bardés smiled and affectionately pinched his granddaughter's chin.

- "Don't worry, my dear. This job rarely gives you unpleasant surprises. Unless they give you a cat for a hare.

- "And to prevent such an unwelcome eventuality, there is the inexhaustible science of grandfather. Isn't it?

- "That's right, my dear.

As he said this, he ruffled her hair.

- And if not, there were more losses in the war in Cuba. Fortunately, we are immune to a number of these failures. 

-Actually, the least we can say is that your own paintings are selling well....

Bardes theatrically put his hand to his forehead.

- "But we didn't offer our guest anything to drink. Please come this way.

The three of them took a few steps towards the bar. 

- "What do you want to drink?" said the painter, pointing to the abundance of bottles. 

- "Just a glass of cold water, please." The two hours I spent in the amphitheater and the heat gave me a thirst for the devil.

- "When it's hot," said Clara, "the classrooms are like a real oven. I'll also drink a glass of cold water.

- "As you wish." As far as I'm concerned, I'm not going to give up my meds before and after meals. 

So saying, Bardés poured out the two glasses of ice water and a whiskey with a few pieces of ice for himself. 

-And speaking of the value of art... I assume that Clara has already informed you of the existence of this supposed manuscript from the thirteenth century...

-Of course. The "Picatrix" in Spanish.

- "Do you know him?"

- "I've heard of him. This is the Latin title given to an Arabic treatise on magic and hermeticism written by a certain Maslama al-Mayriti, who lived in the late tenth and early eleventh centuries. Later, Alfonso X of Castile, known by his nickname "the Wise", ordered in 1256 to his famous school of translators in Toledo that the Arabic text be translated into Castilian, for his personal use, and into Latin. Over time, the two versions have undergone a radically different evolution. While Latin was copied repeatedly until it reached remarkable diffusion throughout Europe, especially between the sixteenth and eighteenth centuries, Castilian has been lost forever, or at least until today.

- "That's what I was told by those who offered to buy it. The manuscript, according to them, would have remained




















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/image001.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





