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AUTHOR’S NOTE
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The encyclical at the center of this novel is real.

On the fourteenth of September, 1998, Pope John Paul II promulgated the thirteenth encyclical of his pontificate. Its title was Fides et Ratio — Faith and Reason. It opened with a single sentence that has outlived most of the arguments of its age:

"Faith and reason are like two wings on which the human spirit rises to the contemplation of truth; and God has placed in the human heart a desire to know the truth."

The letter was, at its core, a defense of one idea: that an ordinary human being is built to know what is true, and to freely reach for the meaning of his own life. Not a machine to be corrected. Not a patient to be managed. A person — capable of finding the truth and choosing it.

That is a dangerous idea to certain people. It has always been a dangerous idea to certain people.

Everything else in these pages is invention — the murder, the imposter, the men who arranged both, the woman who tried to stop them. But the document is real, the date is real, and the idea inside it is real. Hold onto that idea as you read. The whole story turns on it.
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PROLOGUE

[image: ]


Near the End

On the twentieth anniversary of Pope John Paul II being in office, and at the time of the thirteenth encyclical of his pontificate — the one the newspapers called the papal answer to twentieth-century philosophy — a distinct and profound change was about to take place in the great religions of the world.

The encyclical was titled Fides et Ratio. Faith and Reason. In it the Pope urged the Church to lead people to discover both their capacity to know the truth and their yearning for the ultimate and definitive meaning of life. He wrote that faith and reason were like two wings on which the human spirit rises to the contemplation of truth, and that God had placed in the human heart a desire to know that truth and to choose it.

To most of the world it read like an old man's meditation. It was nothing of the kind. It was a declaration of war.

For there are men who make their living from despair, and from the quiet conviction — planted early, watered often — that a human being is not free. That he cannot know what is true. That his sense of right and wrong is a malfunction to be corrected, and his yearning for meaning a symptom to be treated. To such men, a document telling a billion people that they were free to know the truth and choose it was not philosophy. It was an act of sabotage against everything they had spent centuries building.

It was also directly against the wishes of his masters.

Karol Józef Wojtyla was born on the eighteenth of May, 1920, at Wadowice, in Poland. Early in his life he came to believe that God was calling him to the priesthood, and after a pair of near-fatal accidents he became certain of it, and was ordained in 1946. He earned his doctorate in Rome. He taught. He was made a bishop, then an archbishop, then a cardinal, and on the sixteenth of October, 1978, he became the first non-Italian pope in four and a half centuries. The world knew all of this. The world could recite it.

The world did not know that in 1987, in the ninth year of his pontificate, while attending a symposium in Manila, Karol Wojtyla was quietly murdered one evening in his sleep. No one knew of it — no one, save the murderer and the members of the Inner Circle — for another man, well groomed across a lifetime for exactly this, had already been prepared to take his place. From that night forward an imposter was, for all intents and purposes, the Pope of Rome, and as far as the world at large could tell, nothing whatsoever had changed.

That was to be the beginning of the end for the religions of this planet.

It should have been. That was the plan, and it was a very good plan, and it had been forty years in the building. That it failed — that it failed for the single reason its architects had never once thought to guard against — is the story that follows. It begins, as such stories do, a long way from Rome, in a poor country of olive trees and hard sun, with a boy who loved God before he had any reason to, and with the men who noticed.
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The Making
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Chapter 1
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The Olive Country

He was born in a little village about twenty-five miles inland of the Sicilian coast, in a house of two rooms with a floor of packed earth, and the name his parents gave him, chiefly at his mother's insistence, was Vittorio. The family name was Giordano. And so Vittorio Giordano was launched into the world of poverty he would know for all of his young life, and would carry in his bones, in one form or another, to the end of it.

His father was Marcello Giordano, a long, stooped, gentle man with hands ruined by the work and a mind that the work had never managed to touch. His mother was Angelina, small and quick and devout, who could make a meal out of bread and oil and the memory of better days and set it down as though it were a feast. They made what living they could by moving from olive farm to olive farm through the seasons, sleeping in whatever shed or corner a padrone would spare them, picking the little green and black fruit in a heat that stood over the groves like a hand pressing down. Their days were the olives, the meager rations, the long walk to the next farm when a grove was stripped, and their prayers to a God in whom, if the truth were told, they were both slowly losing their faith — for it is a hard thing to keep believing in a generous heaven when your knees are in the dirt from dawn to dark and your boy goes to bed hungry.

The boy did not lose it. That was the first strange thing about Vittorio Giordano, and no one who knew him then could have told you where it came from. He was seven when they took him out of the little parish school, because there was no money for the books and the clothes it required, and by then he had learned to write his name and everything else a country priest with forty children in one room could teach a boy that age. It was not enough for him. It was never going to be enough for him.

His father saw it before anyone. Marcello Giordano had no schooling to speak of, but he had a reverence for it that the unschooled sometimes have and the schooled almost never keep, and when a grove was picked and there were a few idle days before the next, he would walk the boy into whatever town they were near and find the library, if it had one, or the church, if it did not, and sit the boy down among whatever books were there and let him drink. He called it book-life. Everything that is not the olives, he told the boy once, sitting on the steps of a shuttered library in the white noon while they waited for the caretaker to come back from his lunch, everything that is not the olives is in here somewhere. A man can be poor in the pocket, Vittorio. He does not have to be poor in the head. That is the one poverty you can refuse.

"Then why are we in the groves," the boy asked, "if a man can refuse it?"

His father laughed, the soft laugh that never had any bitterness in it, which the boy would remember all his life and try, and fail, to find in any other man. "Because I refused too late," he said. "And because someone must pick the olives. But not you. You I am going to spend on something better, God willing, if He is paying any attention at all, which I begin to doubt."

"He is paying attention," said the boy, with the flat certainty of a child stating the color of the sky, and his father looked at him a moment and said nothing, because there was nothing to say to a faith like that except to be careful of it.

What the boy loved best, of all the book-life his father carried home to him, was religion. Not one religion — all of them. He would come upon a book of the lives of the saints and devour it, and then a traveler's account of the temples of the East and devour that, and a battered volume on the gods of Greece and Rome, and the histories of the Jews, and the sayings of the Prophet, and he took them all in with the same bottomless, undiscriminating hunger, the way the dry ground of the groves took the first rain of autumn — not choosing, only drinking. By the time he was twelve he could tell you the difference between a Dominican and a Franciscan and a Sufi and a Brahmin, and the arguments each would make, and he could make them himself, turning them over on his tongue in the dark of whatever shed they were sleeping in as another boy might turn over the names of footballers. He learned the languages that the religions were written in the way other boys learn the words to songs, because to him they were songs. Latin first, from a missal his mother had carried since her wedding and could not herself read. Then scraps of Greek, then Hebrew letters copied out by candle end onto the backs of fruit-crate labels, then, later, the beautiful impossible knots of Arabic.

"He should have been a priest," Angelina said to her husband one night, watching the boy frown over his crate-label alphabet by the last of the light. She said it the way a woman says a thing she has decided and is only informing her husband of.

"He should have been a rich man's son," said Marcello, "and then he could have been anything at all." But he looked at the boy too, and something moved in his ruined face, some grief and some pride so tangled together that they could not be separated, and he said, more quietly, "But
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