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He who fights with monsters might take care lest he thereby become a monster. And if you gaze for long into an abyss, the abyss gazes also into you.

Friedrich Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil






Prologue
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‘I’m Italian … You’re in the Emergency Department … Can you hear me?’

The wounded man on the stretcher nodded weakly. He was pale, his eyes staring straight ahead.

‘I’m Doctor Torrisi. I need to know if you can breathe.’

The man half closed his eyes and nodded. He was conscious!

‘Don’t fall asleep! Hold on!’

Silence.

The man gave a long sigh. ‘Did they get him?’ he asked in a thin voice.

‘I don’t know. Just calm down, don’t worry about a thing.’

In the meantime, a brisk, pretty nurse had inserted a butterfly needle, connected to a drip, into a vein in his left arm.

‘The oxygen mask, now,’ the doctor ordered. Then he bent over the patient and whispered, ‘We’ll get through this, you’ll see.’

‘Pe … ’

But the wounded man could not complete the word. He closed his eyes and drifted off.

He had just come through the toughest two weeks of his life.

Two weeks that had begun one morning in June.


PART ONE
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MESSAGES
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Tuesday, 22 June 2004

Silence hung heavy in the air.

A long, deathly silence.

The uncovered coffin was in the middle of the mortuary chapel, beneath a dim fluorescent light. The body, small and thin, was wearing a black dress and immaculate black shoes. The hair was short, smooth and white as snow. The hands, joined on the stomach, held a mother-of-pearl crucifix. It was the body of a woman of about eighty, who must once have been beautiful.

Now, though, a scar disfigured her ashen face. In the middle of her forehead, just between her eyes.

The police officers had been standing looking at her incredulously for some minutes. They were waiting impatiently for the pathologist to arrive. From time to time, one or other of them muttered a few words, to the effect that this was awful and that they had never seen anything like it before.

‘Poor woman,’ a tall, thin young man with fair hair and a freckled nose said out loud. This was Inspector Marco Cioni of the mobile unit, who had been the first to arrive on the scene.

‘This city … ’ Chief Superintendent Michele Ferrara started to say, then let the phrase fade away and went back to chomping on the Toscano cigar clamped between his lips, still unlit. He was wearing a blue linen suit, sky-blue shirt and matching tie. At nine that morning he was supposed to be seeing the Commissioner to update him on the narcotics operation currently in progress. Instead of which, here he was, in the New Chapels of Rest at the Careggi Hospital.

He moved closer to the coffin and stared down at the body for a while. Suddenly nauseous, he closed his eyes. He took a deep breath and opened them again. He glanced at his watch: 8.46.

At that moment he heard a voice behind him.

‘Good morning, Chief Superintendent, sorry I’m late.’

He turned. It was Francesco Leone, the pathologist. They shook hands.

‘The usual morning traffic … ’ Leone said, with a shrug.

He was a rather thickset man, with a bald, egg-shaped head. Ferrara trusted him implicitly. His post-mortem reports were meticulous, and the suggestions he made about the modus operandi of different homicides had frequently proved to be spot on.

Leone unbuttoned his jacket, which was a bit tight on him, put on his glasses with their thin gold frames and began his examination, while the others looked on in silence. After a few minutes, he straightened up and said, ‘Whoever did this did a good job. Highly professional, in fact. Your men can check the inside of the coffin now, Chief Superintendent.’

He walked out into the corridor.

Ferrara gave the order, although he advised them to wait until the forensics team arrived so that the various phases of the operation could be photographed. ‘I’ll send some men from the Squadra Mobile,’ he said, then followed the doctor out.

Yet another mystery.

A Florentine mystery.

Florence seemed to be doing everything it could to put him off staying.
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‘So tell me,’ Ferrara asked when they were face to face, ‘how long did such a … highly professional job take?’

It had not been a simple operation, Leone explained, but one that had been carried out with great skill and with the appropriate instruments. It was highly unlikely to have been the work of anyone untrained in the surgical field or acting on the spur of the moment.

‘What kind of instruments?’

‘A scalpel, forceps and surgical scissors. In other words, the kind that doctors and paramedics can easily get hold of, but that you wouldn’t find in a pharmacy.’

‘I see. But how long did it all take?’

‘Not too long. Ten, fifteen minutes. Closer to fifteen than ten, I’d say, considering how clean the cut is. But I’ll be able to tell you more after I’ve had a proper look at the body.’

‘Thanks.’

They walked together to the exit, shook hands at the door and parted.

Ferrara hurried across the courtyard. It was raining hard. By the time he got to his car, he was drenched from head to foot. The driver quickly opened the door and Ferrara got in.

‘To Headquarters,’ he ordered.

He was late.

The day had got off to a bad start. He had known that as soon as he’d got the call from the operations room telling him that the Commissioner wanted him to proceed immediately to the New Chapels of Rest. That was at 7.20, just as he had been having breakfast with his wife in the kitchen, which was imbued with the pleasant aromas of coffee and freshly baked bread from the nearby bakery.

‘Make it quick,’ he had said to the driver, getting into the metallic grey Alfa 156 a mere ten minutes later. ‘Use the siren and the flashing light if you have to.’

Now Ferrara glanced at his watch again: 9.36.

He didn’t know it yet, but this Tuesday would turn out to be a day he wouldn’t forget in a hurry. If ever.
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Police Headquarters was in the Via Zara.

It was a building with an eighteenth-century colonnade, to the north of the historic centre. It stood on the site of a lunatic asylum, the famous Spedale di Messer Bonifazio, which had become, between the end of the eighteenth century and the beginning of the nineteenth, the first psychiatric hospital in the modern sense. The offices of the Flying Squad were in a wing of the first floor. The chief superintendent’s office had two wide windows in adjoining walls, which filled it with light on sunny days. Today, though, wasn’t a sunny day.

The driver parked the car in the courtyard, and Ferrara got out, entered the building and ran up the stairs to the second floor, where the Commissioner had his office.

Filippo Adinolfi, who had been transferred to Florence during the time that Ferrara had been in Rome, had, paradoxically, spent most of his own career in the capital, first in various departments at Police Headquarters, then in different sections of the Ministry of the Interior. A solid bureaucrat, no doubt, but with no real experience as an investigator.

As he got to the top of the stairs, Ferrara took a handkerchief from one of his trouser pockets and dabbed his wet hair. Then he pressed the button to the left of the door and the green light immediately came on. He went in.

‘Ah, Chief Superintendent, please come in and sit down.’

As red-faced as a beetroot, Adinolfi was sitting behind the solid walnut desk, which was immaculately tidy. He was writing something on a sheet of paper, but as Ferrara advanced he slowly moved his pudgy right hand and put down his Mont Blanc fountain pen.

He had only just turned sixty, but, perhaps because of his weight, he looked every one of those years, or even older.

Ferrara sat down in one of the armchairs for visitors. Looking closely at the Commissioner’s face, he thought he detected, as well as his impatience to hear the latest news, a certain anxiety, a touch of nervousness. Had the day got off to a bad start for him, too? It was very likely.

‘Chief Superintendent,’ Adinolfi began in that baritone voice of his, ‘I’d like you to tell me exactly what happened in those mortuary chapels. The mayor has already been on to me a couple of times, and you know what a pain in the arse he can be. He sounded quite worried, but then people here in Florence seem to get worked up about not very much, or even nothing at all. Strange city! Be that as it may, tell me all about it.’

Calmly, Ferrara filled him in on the details.

‘Could it have been an animal, do you think?’ the Commissioner asked when Ferrara had finished. ‘A rat, perhaps?’

‘I very much doubt it,’ Ferrara replied, unruffled. ‘The edges of the cuts seemed quite clean. It could only have been a human being. Someone who knew what he was doing, according to the pathologist, and used specific instruments, like a scalpel.’

Silence fell in the room. The Commissioner looked more anxious than ever.

‘But why would anyone do something like that?’ he asked, looking Ferrara straight in the eyes.

Ferrara was in no hurry to answer. He wasn’t in the habit of speculating about motives at the start of an investigation. Within weeks, days, or even hours, such speculation often turned out to be entirely unfounded.

‘That’s a complete mystery at the moment, Commissioner,’ he said at last.

‘Well, it’s a mystery that needs to be solved as quickly as possible, my dear Ferrara. We don’t want the wider population to be alarmed, which is what I assume the mayor is worried about.’

‘My dear Ferrara’! None of his previous superiors had ever called him that.

‘I can assure you, Commissioner, we’ll work flat out on this. I’m already in touch with the pathologist, and you should get the first results as soon as possible.’

‘All right. As you can imagine, even the Head of the State Police will want to be kept up to date, and I can’t disappoint him. In the meantime, let’s hope the news doesn’t leak out, or the press will be all over this. You can imagine the kind of stories the crime reporters would come up with.’

Ferrara nodded, then changed the subject and gave Adinolfi a summary of the latest developments in the narcotics operation. It was clear, though, from Adinolfi’s attitude, that his mind was elsewhere.

Finally, they both stood up and shook hands, and Ferrara left.

Once alone, the Commissioner hitched up his trousers and sat down again. He picked up his pen and resumed his writing. At least now he had more details to send to the office of the Head of the State Police.

Before anything else, the bureaucratic niceties had to be respected.
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By the time their chief, Gianni Fuschi, joined them, the forensics team, who had arrived at the chapels with their heavy cases, had been hard at work for almost half an hour.

Fuschi had received the request to intervene as soon as he had set foot in his office.

‘There’s something you should see, chief,’ the oldest of the technicians had said over the phone. ‘It’s inside the coffin.’ Fuschi had hung up and come running.

He was wearing a brown suit and a cream-coloured shirt, without a tie. He rarely wore a tie, except on official occasions. His informal manner of dressing was matched by his longish hair. Anyone who did not know him might have taken him for a university professor, certainly not a police official who worked with microscopes, test tubes, lasers, luminol and all the cutting-edge technology pathologists used these days.

‘Well?’ he said as he entered.

‘Look here, chief,’ replied the same technician who had called him, pointing to the inside of the coffin, which was now empty: the body had been transferred to the morgue at the Institute of Forensic Medicine.

Fuschi approached the coffin, bent slightly and peered down into it, holding that position for quite some time.

‘Did you use a video camera?’ he asked, straightening up.

‘No. We took lots of photographs.’

‘Film it, too. And make sure we get some close-ups. Then put this stuff carefully in a bag.’

Then he walked back out into the corridor.

In the coffin, where the dead woman’s feet had lain, he had seen something that should not have been there, something that had clearly been put there intentionally. But God alone knew why. It was a substance that had been burnt at some point, apparently tobacco.

He took out his mobile phone and dialled Ferrara’s number.

‘Michele?’

‘What is it, Gianni?’

‘We’ve finished here, but there’s something I should tell you before anything else.’

‘What is it?’

‘I can’t be sure of this yet, so this is purely a provisional assessment. In the coffin, under the dead woman’s feet, was a substance that, in my opinion, could be burnt tobacco.’

‘Tobacco?’

‘That’s right. Leaves of tobacco.’

Ferrara did not reply.

‘Michele, are you still there?’

‘Yes.’

‘Do you still smoke cigars?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, it could be leaves of cigar tobacco, but it’s best to wait for the results.’

‘You mean lab tests?’

‘Yes, I’ll personally drop the stuff at the Institute of Forensic Medicine and ask for it to be looked at urgently, but in the meantime I think you should take all due precautions. Do you understand what I’m saying?’

‘Yes.’

‘It might be a message—’

‘Let me know what you find, Gianni,’ Ferrara cut in.

‘Of course. You’ll be the first to be informed.’

Ferrara hung up bad-temperedly.

He stared at the wall facing him. It was covered with commendations and photographs showing him with colleagues and with various holders of the post of Head of the State Police. He shifted his gaze to the framed photograph on the desk, showing him and his wife on the occasion of their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary. Then he took a cigar from his black leather case and looked at it as if for the first time.

He tried to imagine the length of the leaf before it was rolled. He suddenly remembered a visit he had made years before to the tobacco factory in Lucca, where leaves from Kentucky were turned into cigars, left to age for periods ranging from six months to more than a year in special rooms. Like a fine wine, to be savoured slowly. From his jacket pocket, he took his cigar cutter, and moved it halfway along the cigar. A sharp click echoed in the air. There were the two pieces. Exactly equal. As always.

He recalled that he had been smoking this kind of cigar for more than twenty years now, ever since he had thrown a still-full packet of cigarettes in the rubbish bin. And his wife had soon become accustomed to the smell of tobacco on his clothes and to tolerating a bit of passive smoking, convinced that cigars probably did less harm than cigarettes. Deep down, though, she still hoped that he would quit one day. He was about to light it when he stopped. He picked up his notebook and pen and jotted down the information gathered so far, underlining some details in red ink:



Night of Monday 21 to Tuesday 22 June

Expert job.

Special instruments: a scalpel, forceps and surgical scissors.

Time: 10–15 minutes.

Material burnt inside coffin. Perhaps tobacco leaves!

Toscano cigar?



Finally he updated the deputy prosecutor. A brief call, which the deputy prosecutor concluded with the words: ‘If that stuff is confirmed as tobacco, let’s keep it to ourselves. We don’t want the press finding out.’

Should that tobacco be understood as a threat? Yet another? Was his past catching up with him?

It was still too soon to be sure.
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It looked like a large warehouse, standing there on the hills outside Florence, next to the Careggi Hospital. Surrounded on three sides by open country, it was protected by high iron railings. Those who did not know its true purpose would never have imagined that it was a place where the bodies of those who had died in hospitals and in nursing homes were displayed before being buried.

This was the New Chapels of Rest, so called to distinguish it from the dilapidated old chapels that had been replaced at the beginning of the 1990s.

The two officers were in an unmarked Fiat Punto. The car was more than five years old, and at the very least the tyres needed changing and the brakes inspecting. Ideally, the Motor Vehicles Office at the Ministry of the Interior should long ago have decommissioned it. But, despite repeated requests, they refused, pleading ‘lack of funds’. That was the excuse they always used, and nobody was very convinced by it, especially when there were senior civil servants and politicians in Rome driving around in expensive new cars.

The rain was beating insistently on the roof of the car, and the windscreen wipers were working overtime. A real storm that perhaps presaged the start of summer.

Officer Pino Ricci was driving, with Inspector Antonio Sergi in the seat next to him.

Once they had entered the courtyard, Ricci switched off the engine, lowered the sun shield and stuck the signal paddle with the words STATE POLICE under it. They got out and ran towards the building in silence.

It was Sergi and Ricci who had been assigned the task of investigating the desecration of the body in the New Chapels of Rest.

Both men had athletic builds. Sergi’s distinguishing feature, though, was his thick beard. He had grown it to cover an old scar left by a shoot-out with members of the Sacra Corona Unita, the Apulian Mafia, almost ten years previously in a disreputable neighbourhood of Bari, where he had worked before Florence. Because of his strong resemblance to the character played by Al Pacino, his nickname was ‘Serpico’.

The two men had been a team for some years. When they were after drug traffickers, they usually played good cop, bad cop with the junkies and small-time pushers they pulled in. Sergi, naturally, was the bad cop. He acted tough, like a volcano ready to explode, while his broad-shouldered, barrel-chested colleague was the ‘gentle giant’, the one who tried to calm him and cajole the prisoners into telling the truth. It was an old ploy, but an effective one, except when they were dealing with hardened gangsters, who weren’t taken in by it.

Having finished their inspection, they were shown to the director’s office, An intense, stagnant smell of mildew and disinfectant hung in the air. A fluorescent light glared coldly from the ceiling on to the white walls and linoleum floor. The furniture was basic: a worn wooden desk and a couple of metal chairs. The director was a short, squat man named Alessandro Vannucci. It had been at seven this morning, he told them, that he had discovered the scar on the woman, who had died the previous day in the cancer ward of the hospital. The gates had been closed at six the previous evening, by which point the relatives of the dead people currently housed there had all left. During the night, the building had been watched by security guards until he arrived in the morning.

Sergi noted down the dead woman’s details, the name of the security firm that provided the guards and the company responsible for cleaning the premises. Before leaving, he asked to check the TV camera he had noticed during the inspection, it was over the door separating the office area from the chapels. But it was a pointless request. The camera was not working: it had been out of order for months and nobody had bothered to repair it.

The two officers left, carrying the foul smell of the air in their nostrils.

The other thing they carried away with them was the thought that these days not even the dead could find peace in Florence.

Meanwhile, Inspector Riccardo Venturi had been busy at the computer. Even though he was only thirty-two, he could recall every crime ever committed in the city, every case the Squadra Mobile had worked on. He was an IT expert, a real genius, nicknamed ‘the wizard’ by his colleagues. It was a name he may have laughed off, but deep down he seemed proud of it, except when he wasn’t in the mood for joking.

When Ferrara told him about the incident in the chapels, the first thing that came to mind was the summer solstice.

A brief search confirmed that this year it had fallen at exactly 00.57 on 21 June.

A coincidence? He knew that it was an important moment of the year, one that age-old popular tradition invested with a magical significance.

He printed a few pages and went back to his search.
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