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        For he had commanded the unclean spirit to come out of the man. For oftentimes it had caught him: and he was kept bound with chains and in fetters; and he brake the bands, and was driven of the devil into the wilderness. And Jesus asked him, saying, What is thy name? And he said, Legion: because many devils were entered into him.

        
          The Gospel according to St Luke, 8: 29–30
        

      

      
        As flies to wanton boys are we to th’ gods,

        They kill us for their sport.

        
          Shakespeare, King Lear
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      The Hunter of the Dark

      We come into the world and we die forgetting. 

      The very thing that had happened to him. He had been born a second time, but first he had had to die. The price had been forgetting who he was. 

      I don’t exist, he kept telling himself, because it was the one truth he knew. 

      The bullet that had penetrated his temple had taken away his past and, with it, his identity. But it hadn’t eaten into his background factual memory or the language centres of his brain, and – strangely – he could speak several languages. 

      This rare gift for languages was the one thing he knew for certain about himself. 

      As he waited in a hospital bed in Prague to find out who he was, he woke one night to find a mild-looking man by his bed, a man with neatly combed black hair parted at the side, and a boyish face, who smiled at him and said just one sentence. 

      ‘I know who you are.’ 

      Those words should have liberated him, instead of which they were merely the prelude to a new mystery, because, at that point, the black-clad man put two sealed envelopes in front of him. 

      In one, he told him, was a bearer cheque for twenty thousand euros and a passport with a fictitious name and only the photograph missing. 

      In the other was the truth. 

      The man granted him all the time he needed to decide. Because it was not always a good thing to know all about yourself, and he was actually being given a second chance. 

      ‘Think it over carefully,’ he advised him. ‘How many men would love to be in your position? How many would like to have every mistake or failing or pain of their past wiped out by amnesia and be able to start all over again, wherever they wished? If you choose that option, then listen to me: throw the other envelope away without even opening it.’ 

      To make the decision easier, he told him that nobody out there was looking for him or waiting for him. He had no close relationships, no family. 

      Then the man left, taking his secrets with him. 

      He looked at the two envelopes for the rest of that night and all the following days. Something told him that, deep down, that man already knew which he would choose. 

      The problem was that he himself didn’t know. 

      The idea that he might not like the contents of the second envelope was implicit in that strange proposal. ‘I don’t know who I am,’ he kept saying to himself, but he soon realised that there was a part of himself he knew well: the part that couldn’t spend the rest of his life with that doubt. 

      That was why, the evening before they discharged him from hospital, he got rid of the envelope with the cheque and the passport with the fictitious identity – so that there couldn’t be any second thoughts. Then he opened the envelope that was supposed to reveal all. 

      It contained a train ticket for Rome, some money, and the address of a church. 

      San Luigi dei Francesi. 

      It took him a day to get to his destination. He sat down on one of the pews at the back of the central nave of that masterpiece – a perfect synthesis of Renaissance and Baroque – and stayed there for hours. The tourists who thronged the place, their attention focused on the art, did not even notice him. And he too discovered the wonder of being surrounded by so much beauty. Among all the new pieces of knowledge feeding into his virgin memory, the knowledge of the works of art he had around him was something he wouldn’t forget easily, he was sure of that. 

      But he still didn’t know what any of this had to do with him. 

      When, late in the evening, the parties of visitors started streaming out of the church, hastened on their way by a coming storm, he hid in one of the confessionals. He had no idea where else to go. 

      The doors had been bolted and the lights turned off, and only the votive candles remained to illumine the place. Outside, the rain had started falling. The rumble of thunder made the air inside the church vibrate. 

      It was then that a voice echoed, ‘Come and see, Marcus.’ 

      So that was what he was called. Hearing his name hadn’t had the hoped-for effect on him. It was a sound like any other: it wasn’t familiar to him. 

      Marcus emerged from his hiding place and searched for the man he had met only once before, in Prague. He spotted him beyond a pillar: standing motionless, with his back to him, facing one of the side chapels. 

      ‘Who am I?’ 

      The man didn’t reply. He kept looking straight ahead of him, at the three large paintings on the walls of the little chapel. 

      ‘Caravaggio painted these between 1599 and 1602. The Vocation, The Inspiration and The Martyrdom of St Matthew. The last one is my favourite.’ He pointed to the one on the right. Then he turned to Marcus. ‘According to Christian tradition, St Matthew, apostle and evangelist, was murdered.’

      In the painting, the saint was lying on his back on the ground while his killer was brandishing a sword, ready to strike. Around them, those present were fleeing in horror from what was happening, making way for the evil about to be committed. Instead of trying to escape his fate, Matthew was opening his arms wide, awaiting the blade that would bring him martyrdom and, with it, eternal sainthood. 

      ‘Caravaggio was a debauchee: he frequented the most rotten and corrupt circles in Rome and often took the inspiration for his works from what he saw in the streets. In this case, violence. So try to imagine that there is nothing sacred or redemptive in this scene; try to picture it with common everyday characters… Now what do you see?’ 

      Marcus thought about it for a moment. ‘Just another homicide.’ 

      The other man nodded slowly. ‘Someone shot you in the head in a hotel room in Prague.’ 

      The sound of the rain had become more intense, amplified by the echo in the church. Marcus assumed that the man had shown him the painting for a specific purpose. To force him to think about who he himself could have been in that scene. The victim or the murderer? 

      ‘Others see salvation in this painting, but all I can see is evil,’ Marcus said. ‘Why?’ 

      As a flash of lightning lit up the windows, the man smiled. ‘My name is Clemente. We’re priests.’ 

      The revelation shook Marcus to the core. 

      ‘Part of you, which you have forgotten, can spot the signs of evil. The anomalies.’ 

      Marcus couldn’t believe he had such a talent. 

      Clemente placed a hand on his shoulder. ‘There is a place in which the world of light meets the world of darkness. It is there that everything happens: in the land of shadows, where everything is vague, confused, undefined. You were a guard appointed to defend that border. Because every now and again something manages to get through. Your task was to chase it back into the darkness.’ 

      Clemente let the sound of that sentence fade in the tumult of the storm. 

      ‘A long time ago you took an oath: nobody must know of your existence. Ever. You will be able to say who you are only in the time that elapses between the lightning and the thunder.’ 

      In the time that elapses between the lightning and the thunder… 

      ‘Who am I?’ Marcus asked. He was making an effort to understand. 

      ‘The last representative of a holy order. A penitenziere. You have forgotten the world, but the world has also forgotten all of you. Once, though, people called you hunters of the dark.’ 

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      Vatican City is the smallest sovereign state in the world.

      Less than a quarter of a square mile bang in the centre of Rome, it stretches behind the basilica of St Peter’s. Its borders are protected by an imposing perimeter wall.

      The whole of the Eternal City once belonged to the Pope. But in 1870, when Rome was annexed to the newly formed Kingdom of Italy, the pontiff withdrew into this small enclave where he could continue to exercise his power.

      As an autonomous state, the Vatican has a territory, a population, and organs of government. Its citizens are divided between ecclesiastics, who have taken vows, and lay people, who haven’t. Some live within the walls, others outside, on Italian territory, and every day the latter travel back and forth to reach their place of work in one of the many offices and departments, going in and out through one of the five gates that give access.

      Within the walls there are facilities and services. A supermarket, a post office, a small hospital, a pharmacy, a court that adjudicates on the basis of canon law, and a small electricity-generating plant. There is also a heliport and even a railway station, for the exclusive use of the pontiff.

      The official language is Latin.

      Apart from the basilica, the papal residence and the government buildings, the area of the small state is occupied by extensive gardens and by the Vatican Museums, visited every day by thousands of tourists from all over the world, who conclude their tour by looking up in the air and gazing in awe at Michelangelo’s wonderful fresco of the Last Judgement on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel.

      That was where the emergency began.

      About four in the afternoon, two hours before the official closing of the museums, the guards began to move the visitors out without any explanation. At the same moment, in the rest of the small state, the lay staff were asked to go back to their own homes, outside or inside the walls. Those who lived within the walls were advised to stay indoors until further orders were issued. The same advice was given to the ecclesiastics, who were invited to go back to their private residences or to withdraw to the various internal monasteries.

      The Swiss Guard, the Pope’s military corps, whose members, originally mercenaries, since 1506 had been recruited exclusively from the Catholic cantons of Switzerland, were given orders to lock all the entrances to the city, beginning with the main one, the Porta Sant’Anna. All direct phone lines were cut, as was the mobile phone signal.

      By six o’clock on that cold winter’s day, the city was completely isolated from the rest of the world. Nobody could go in or out or communicate with the exterior.

      Nobody except the two individuals walking through the San Damaso courtyard and the Loggia of Raphael, in the dark.

       

      The electricity-generating plant had cut off the energy supply throughout the vast area of the gardens. Their footsteps echoed in the silence.

      ‘Let’s hurry, we only have thirty minutes,’ Clemente said.

      Marcus was aware that the isolation could not last too long, or those on the outside would start getting suspicious. According to Clemente, a version had already been prepared for the media: the official reason for this quarantine was that a new emergency evacuation plan was being tested.

      The real reason, however, had to remain absolutely confidential.

      The two priests lit their torches and entered the gardens. These occupied twenty-three hectares, half the entire territory of Vatican City. They were divided into Italian, English and French gardens, and contained botanical species from all corners of the world. They were the pride of every pontiff. Many popes had strolled, meditated and prayed among these plants.

      Marcus and Clemente walked along the avenues lined with box hedges, perfectly pruned by the gardeners until they looked like marble statues. They passed beneath the great palms and cedars of Lebanon, accompanied by the sound of the hundred fountains that adorned the grounds, and the rose garden commissioned by John XXIII, where the roses that bore his name bloomed in the spring.

      Beyond the high walls was the chaos of Rome’s traffic. But, on their side, the silence and peace were absolute.

      This was not peace, though, Marcus thought. At least, not any more. It had been spoilt by what had happened that same afternoon, when the discovery had been made.

      In the place where the two penitenzieri were heading, nature had not been tamed as it had elsewhere in the grounds. Within these gardens, in fact, there was an area where the trees and plants were allowed to grow freely. A wood extending over three hectares. The only maintenance to which it was subjected was the periodic removal of dry branches. Which was what the gardener had been doing when he’d raised the alarm.

      Marcus and Clemente clambered up on to a little mound. From the top, they shone their torches into the depression below, in the centre of which the Gendarmerie – the Vatican police force – had marked off a small area with yellow tape. They had already carried out an investigation and examined the spot, before receiving orders to abandon the area.

      To make way for us, Marcus told himself. So he approached the tape, shone his torch, and saw it.

      A human torso.

      It was naked. It immediately reminded him of the Belvedere Torso, the gigantic mutilated statue of Hercules kept in the Vatican Museums, from which Michelangelo had taken his inspiration. But there was nothing poetic in the remains of the poor woman subjected to such bestial treatment. Someone had severed her head, arms and legs. They lay scattered a few yards away, along with her dark, lacerated clothes.

      ‘Do we know who she is?’

      ‘A nun.’ Clemente pointed straight ahead. ‘There’s a small enclosed convent over there, beyond the wood. Her identity is a secret: it’s one of the rules of her order. Not that it matters much at this point.’

      Marcus bent down to take a closer look. The pale complexion, the small breasts, the indecently displayed sexual organs. The very short blonde hair, once covered by a veil, now exposed on the severed head. Her blue eyes, raised to heaven as if in supplication. Who are you? he asked her with his eyes. Because there was a fate worse than death: to die without a name. Who did this to you?

      ‘Every now and again, the nuns stroll in this wood,’ Clemente went on. ‘Almost nobody ever comes here, and they can pray undisturbed.’

      The victim had chosen an enclosed order, Marcus thought. She had taken vows to isolate herself from humanity with her fellow nuns. Nobody would ever again see her face. Instead she had become the obscene display of somebody’s wickedness.

      ‘It’s difficult to comprehend the choice these women make,’ Clemente said, as if reading his thoughts. ‘Many people think they should go out and do good in the world instead of shutting themselves up within the walls of a convent. But, as my grandmother always said, we don’t know how many times these sisters may have saved the world with their prayers.’

      Marcus did not know whether to believe this. As far as he was concerned, and despite everything that he had learned during the past two years of training with Clemente, the world could hardly say it had been saved when faced with a death like this.

      ‘In all the centuries, nothing like this has ever happened here,’ Clemente went on. ‘We aren’t prepared. The Gendarmerie will carry out an internal investigation, but they don’t have the means to handle a case like this. So there’s no pathologist, no forensics team. No post mortem, no fingerprints, no DNA.’

      Marcus turned to look at him. ‘Then why not ask the Italian authorities for help?’

      According to the treaties that linked the two states, the Vatican could call in the Italian police if they needed to. But they only ever did so to control the many pilgrims who flooded to the basilica or to prevent the petty crimes that took place in the square. The Italian police had no jurisdiction beyond the foot of the steps that led up to the entrance to St Peter’s. Unless there was a specific request.

      ‘It won’t happen – it’s already been decided,’ Clemente said.

      ‘How can I investigate inside the Vatican without anybody noticing me or, worse still, discovering who I am?’

      ‘Quite simply, you won’t. Whoever it was came from outside.’

      Marcus didn’t understand. ‘How do you know that?’

      ‘We know his face.’

      The reply took Marcus by surprise.

      ‘The body has been here for at least eight or nine hours,’ Clemente continued. ‘This morning, very early, the security cameras filmed a suspicious man wandering around the gardens. He was dressed like a Vatican employee, but it turns out the uniform had been stolen.’

      ‘Why him?’

      ‘Look for yourself.’

      Clemente handed him a printout of an image. It showed a man dressed as a gardener, his face partly hidden by the visor of a small cap. Caucasian, indeterminate age but definitely over fifty. He had with him a grey shoulder bag, at the bottom of which a dark stain was visible.

      ‘The gendarmes are convinced that inside that bag there was a small hatchet or something similar. He must have used it recently: the stain you see is probably blood.’

      ‘Why a hatchet?’

      ‘Because it was the one kind of weapon he could have found here. There’s no way he could have brought anything in from outside, with all the security checks and metal detectors.’

      ‘But he took it away with him to cover his tracks, in case the gendarmes called in the Italian police.’

      ‘It’s easier on the way out: there are no checks. And to get away without being seen, all you have to do is mingle with the stream of pilgrims and tourists.’

      ‘A gardening implement…’

      ‘They’re still checking if anything’s missing.’

      Marcus looked again at the remains of the young nun. Without realising it, with one hand he was squeezing the little medallion he wore around his neck, depicting the Archangel Michael – the protector of the penitenzieri – brandishing a fiery sword.

      ‘We have to go,’ Clemente said. ‘Our time is up.’

      Just then, there was a rustling in the wood, coming in their direction. Marcus looked up and saw a group of shadowy figures emerging from the darkness. Some were holding candles. In the dim light of those little flames, he noticed that they all had dark veils over their faces.

      ‘Her fellow nuns,’ Clemente said. ‘They’ve come to take her.’

      In life, only these women had been allowed to know what she looked like. In death, only they could take care of her remains. That was the rule.

      Clemente and Marcus retreated to leave the place free. The nuns took up their places in silence around the wretched remains. Each of them knew what she had to do. Some laid out white sheets on the ground, others gathered up the body parts.

      Only then did Marcus notice the sound. A concordant hum coming from beneath the cloths that covered those faces. A litany. They were praying in Latin.

      Clemente took him by the arm to draw him away. Marcus made to follow him, but just then one of the nuns passed close to him. And he heard her say something quite distinctly.

      ‘Hic est diabolus.’

      The devil is here. 
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