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            Gandhi
          
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              PROLOGUE
            

          

        

      

      
        
          [image: PROLOGUE]
        
      

       

      
        
        Morning, Saturday 30 October 2004, Florence
      

      Darkness.

      Her eyes would not open.

      She tried to say something, but in vain. It was as if her eyes and mouth were sealed.

      Her mind was full of blurry fragments of memories. Confused voices. Indistinct noises. Distant echoes. Harsh blows that ripped through the air, followed by endless silences.

      And then that sharp, scorching pain, obliterating everything else.

      After a while she thought she heard a voice and a shiver ran down her back. She tried to get up, but she couldn’t feel her own body. She tried to speak again but only managed a few muffled syllables.

      The wait was infinite.

      When she finally opened an eye, a single strip of colourless, ashy light burst into view.

      Her mind was a dense web of memories, impossible to unravel.

      She closed her eye again and the darkness overcame her once more.

       

      
        
        4.20 p.m.
      

      She re-emerged from oblivion with a horrific headache and pain in every part of her body. Her breathing was laboured, her stomach was in knots and she felt extremely sick.

      She tried to open her eyes again and this time she succeeded.

      She saw a man sitting on a metal chair, one leg crossed over the other, his fingers tapping rapidly at the keypad of a mobile phone. She recognised his face immediately.

      Her breathing sped up and her eyes grew damp.

      With an annoying bleep, the machinery to her left registered the increase in her heart rate, which was now pumping way too fast.

      ‘But…?’

      ‘Don’t speak,’ murmured the man, getting up from the chair. He came closer and stroked her arm without the drip in it. He stared at her and she noticed that two dark circles had appeared below his beautiful black eyes that were normally so lively. She let her gaze move past his head to work out where she was: it couldn’t be anywhere but a hospital room. The pale green walls and the smell of disinfectant in the air left no room for doubt.

      ‘But… where a —’

      ‘You mustn’t tire yourself. You need to stay calm, this will all be over soon,’ he interrupted her again.

      She looked at him for a long moment. ‘What happened to me?’ she asked.

      He didn’t respond.

      ‘How long have I been here?’

      ‘More than twenty-four hours,’ the man told her, without taking his hand off her arm, his eyes fixed on hers and a gentle smile on his face. ‘Don’t you remember anything?’

      She seemed to be thinking. New details were surfacing in her mind. The raid, the shots, the burning in her shoulder… She concentrated harder, staring at the ceiling as she tried not to succumb to panic, but she couldn’t visualise anything beyond the odd blurry image.

      It was as if, after a certain point, the darkness had swallowed up everything else in that damaging silence.

      Looking at the man once more, she asked, ‘But will it really all be over soon?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘I want to know what happened.’

      ‘I will tell you.’

      ‘Why not now?

      ‘It’s not the right time for that. You need to concentrate on getting back on your feet.’

      ‘They shot me, didn’t they?’

      It was her first lucid moment.

      ‘Yes, that’s right.’

      She felt the sharp pain in her shoulder and her head: she knew it, knew she was about to return to the darkness. She looked around again and scrutinised the room, lit by the pallid glow from the neon strip-light, in search of further answers. As if those green walls could talk. The other two beds were empty. It was just her. She lowered her gaze to the bedcovers and read the letters S.M.A.

      ‘I’ll come back and see you again,’ the man murmured to her as he said goodbye, and in that moment she thought she saw a guilty expression on his face.

      She wanted to shout after him that it was nobody’s fault, but he had already gone.

      That night her doubts kept her awake for a long time.

      There was only one thing she was sure of: for her, nothing would be how it was before.

      She breathed deeply, gritting her teeth, and found the inner strength to confront the thoughts that were terrifying her. She dived into that languid flow, letting herself be carried along by the river of memories. And she saw.

      She relived every single event, right from the beginning, as if in a film. Every sequence brought to life forgotten, tension-laden freeze-frames from the preceding weeks. She gradually felt such a fierce rage grow inside her that it took her breath away. She felt the blood pulsing in her neck and she began to gasp, especially when she relived the final scenes, scenes she would never be able to erase and which would torture her for who knew how long.

      She clenched her fists as green lines worked their way across the monitor beside the bed. And in her heart she prayed to God to let her live.

      She was only twenty-six.
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        Monday 27 September 2004, Pisa
      

      The three weeks in the infirmary had seemed an eternity to Daniele De Robertis. They had treated a gunshot wound to his right wrist, the hand with which he’d been holding the gun during his shoot-out with the police.

      He had been in that cell with its rusty bunk for three days now. It was a narrow space, a little under ten feet square, a squalid hole where he felt in constant danger. If nothing else, he was alone. Many would have considered this a privilege, but that thought did not even occur to him. It would never have crossed his mind that someone might show him any favouritism.

      He suddenly felt as if he were suffocating, as if his life was coming to an end.

      Gripped by panic, he looked around him: even the grimy walls, their original colour no longer identifiable, made him breathless. And then there were the unbearable odours of urine and sweat stagnating in the air. They had insinuated themselves into his nostrils and he couldn’t get rid of them.

      But there was something else tormenting him. Those terrible memories, which had returned several times to rob him of his sleep the last three nights; deep, indelible traumas, distant yet ever-present because they were seared into his memory. They hadn’t left him for a moment, not even when day began to dawn.

      He was still short of breath. And he was irritated by everything going on outside the four walls of his cell, too: the coughing fits, the cacophony of noise, the stink from the kitchens, the invisible subterranean world inhabited by horrible insects that seemed to want to attack him by night, to torture him and suck the remaining life out of him. He even thought he saw an army of enormous cockroaches emerge from the corners, crawling up the side of the bed and clambering all over his body.

      This place is sucking out my soul, he thought. It’s worse than death.

      Being in prison made him feel like a man without a future at the age of thirty-six.

      The pain was spreading through his bones now, worse than ever. He could feel his nerves twisting, and he had to bite his lip to stop himself crying out.

      Stretched out on the thin, sticky mattress, he tried to regain control while he still had some energy left. He glanced at the window, on the other side of a solid metal grille, and saw dust motes floating in front of him and a glimpse of the clear blue sky. Nothing else. But he imagined the outline of the hills undulating in the light of the sun, and, beyond them, the mountainside where he had spent his childhood and adolescence. The place where, through a vile twist of fate, all hope of a normal life had been brought to an end when he was not much more than a boy. It was there that he had been first a defenceless target, then a killer with scores to settle, until finally he was hunted down like prey, with no means of escape.

      His entire existence had been caught up in the circle of his own evil, a spiral from which it was impossible to escape.

      There were so many questions in his head.

      Too many thoughts.

      He looked away from the view of the world outside and returned his gaze to those four walls. In addition to the damp patches, they were covered in graffiti, although much of the writing was indecipherable. Some were bold slogans, carved with the most unlikely objects by those who had been there before him, perhaps to combat the boredom and the sadness, perhaps to leave one last trace of themselves.

      One seemed to shout louder than the others: FREEDOM COMMANDS A HIGH PRICE, FIND THE COURAGE TO PAY IT!

      He was reflecting on those words when the sound of approaching footsteps made him turn towards the door.

      ‘Hey, De Robertis! You’ve got a visitor,’ announced the guard in a strong Calabrian accent. In his right hand was a bunch of keys that were fixed to his uniform belt with a long chain.

      He got up reluctantly from the bed, put on his laceless tennis shoes and shuffled out without changing, still wearing the black tracksuit he’d slept in.

      His face sported a three-week-old beard and he looked like someone else, someone completely anonymous, no different to everyone else in that place. Even his hair, which he was always dyeing different colours, and which, combined with his six-foot-plus athletic physique, used to catch the eye of the most beautiful women, had been shaved off.

      His hard, icy gaze was but a distant memory. His eyes, which could be grey, or sometimes green or blue, depending on the situation, were hollow and expressionless now. They no longer had that cold, ruthless look that told of another life comprising too many dark days and too much suffering for such a young man.

      Until that point nobody had come to see him, and deep down he would never have expected a visit. The only person he had left lived in Paris and was dependent on an electric wheelchair to get around. She was a rich heiress in her seventies who had invested her capital in real estate in France and Italy. A noble-hearted woman, she had become his guardian a long time ago and had then gone on to adopt him.

      No, it couldn’t be her.
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      A man of about sixty was waiting for him in the interview room of Don Bosco Prison, which was named for the patron saint of young boys. His short hair was peppered with grey and his sideburns were completely white. A thin, Zorro-like moustache adorned his face, which was tanned from hours spent sitting in the sun, and he had light-coloured eyes. He was six foot tall, a fine figure of a man, elegant and distinguished in a dark suit from a high-end tailor, rendered more serious by an extremely shiny black leather briefcase.

      ‘Go and sit at the table,’ the guard ordered his prisoner, pushing him forward with a hand on his right shoulder.

      Daniele De Robertis obeyed in silence, stopping in front of the lone metal table whose legs were screwed to the floor. There were only two scratched grey plastic chairs. The bare, cold room was small and the same indefinable colour as his cell. On the ceiling the blades of a fan that had seen better days turned lazily, stirring up dust and dead mosquitoes, and a crude neon strip-light gave off a constant buzzing noise. The only ornament was a sign declaring NO SMOKING. The unmistakable odours of sweat and damp hung in the air.

      The building was so decrepit it was falling to pieces. The plaster was crumbling, a section of the changing rooms had been closed for some time due to water leaking in and some of the rooms were out of use due to the risk of the ceiling collapsing.

      The man put his briefcase on the table and walked towards him. He held out his right hand and introduced himself with a confident air.

      ‘I’m Amedeo Russo, a lawyer with offices in Florence and Rome.’

      Daniele De Robertis briefly shook his hand and said, ‘I don’t understand. I haven’t requested a lawyer.’

      The other man gave a shrug. ‘I know, but I’ve been nominated by the Prosecutor’s Department of the Florentine Republic. You need to be questioned as soon as possible and the law requires the presence of a lawyer.’

      De Robertis felt an overwhelming sense of oppression at the prospect of having to face interrogations, proceedings, court-rooms, photographers, journalists and, most of all, the public, who would doubtless be loath to miss the opportunity to stare at him and treat him like some animal in a zoo. And then there were the TV stations. One of the channels would broadcast the entire proceedings live, hoping for indiscretion on the part of the prosecution, the lawyers and the witnesses at the end of each hearing.

      The very thought of it made him wish he hadn’t survived the firefight. That police officer should have aimed for his heart, not his wrist.

      The guard gave him a gentle push to make him sit down, then turned to the lawyer, who was also taking his seat, and said, ‘Let me know when you’ve finished. I’ll be right outside the door. You’ve got half an hour maximum, though.’ Then he left, so they could have their conversation in private.

      Seen from behind, his uniform shirt was stuck to his back with sweat. He closed the door with an annoying metallic noise and positioned himself in front of the spyhole to keep an eye on whatever went on inside the room.

      The prisoner began to study the lawyer more carefully. His hands were long, slender and well cared for, like a pianist’s; his eyes were small and moved constantly, as if ready to notice the smallest thing, and his face showed no sign of sagging in spite of his age. He vaguely reminded De Robertis of some actor, but he wasn’t sure which one.

      ‘I hope you’re satisfied with your cell,’ began Russo. ‘I knew they’d want to lock you up in the maximum-security wing as soon as you were out of the infirmary, but you’re all right where you are for now,’ he said, running a hand through his hair.

      Lost in his own thoughts, De Robertis was barely listening. He sat hunched over, his muscles tense, his expression unreadable, almost uncertain, and he didn’t blink at all. The lawyer’s face seemed so familiar.

      Suddenly he realised: yes, he had seen him before. The memories fell into place.

      He was one of those lawyers who paraded their clients under the spotlights to increase their own notoriety. He had seen him on TV several years ago on a news broadcast. His expression triumphant, the lawyer had been filmed alongside a client who’d just been acquitted of serious charges. It had been a professional triumph; no one who’d followed the case had seen it coming. He could even remember the client. He was a criminal called Fiorenzo Muti, and De Robertis knew a thing or two about his past.

      Amedeo Russo, meanwhile, had turned his attention to his briefcase. With two hollow clicks he released the metal clasps to open it.

      ‘I’ll speak frankly,’ Russo began, looking De Robertis in the eye. ‘Yours is an extremely difficult case. I’ve read the police statements, particularly the one listing all the crimes you’ve been charged with: double homicide, kidnapping, sexual assault, rape – in effect, a fair chunk of the penal code.’

      He paused, waiting for the prisoner’s response. But his wait was in vain. There was silence but for the whirring of the fan and the whine of the electric light.

      Daniele De Robertis was like a marble statue. Not a grimace crossed his face. Nothing at all.

      The lawyer took two packets of cigarettes out of the briefcase and put them on the table in clear view. Then he took out a folder containing various sheets of paper, picked some up in his right hand and waved them in the air. ‘This is the police report. It’s very detailed and among the attachments is the arrest report with all the allegations. It’s an open-and-shut case.’

      There was another pause while he waited for questions. But he was disappointed once again, so he shook his head and continued speaking, ‘We have only one path open to us: to plead insanity. It’s the only way of avoiding a life sentence…’ And he explained that, because of the need for a psychiatric evaluation, the trial would have to be delayed. Only once that was complete would the doctors be able to declare his inability to stand trial. ‘The timetable for proceedings against you will come to a standstill,’ he concluded.

      After a few seconds of silence, the accused finally spoke. And he did so in a resolute tone. ‘No. I don’t want to be declared mad. Because I’m not.’

      The lawyer burst out laughing, showing off the work he’d had done to his teeth. They were dazzling, whiter than white. He knew how to take care of himself. For a long moment he drummed the fingers of his left hand on the tabletop.

      ‘It’s the only way to avoid life imprisonment, don’t you understand?’ he asked, raising his voice slightly. Just enough for his words to reach the ears of the guard, who became more watchful, practically pushing his head through the spyhole like a huge guard dog, eager to leap forward and start snapping.

      Inside the room, silence fell once more.

      The two men continued to stare at one another. The lawyer was still gripping the police report in his hand. It was all De Robertis could do to control his temper; he would have tipped the table over on top of Russo or hurled it against the wall if it hadn’t been fixed to the floor.

      He took a breath and then began to speak again. ‘I don’t want to be shut up in a high-security mental hospital,’ he said in a monotone.

      ‘So do you want to plead guilty to all charges?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Well then, do you want to collaborate?’

      ‘No.’

      Silence again.

      ‘I won’t say anything. Justice must run its course, but I won’t answer a single question,’ he explained in his usual cold manner.

      The lawyer started shifting in his seat. He’d defended many important criminals in his career but never had he faced such a complete lack of cooperation. He went over to the door and asked the guard for a bottle of water while he pondered what to do next.

      ‘I’ll get them to bring one right away, Signor Russo.’

      So he came and sat back down, still pondering how he could regain control of the conversation.

      He didn’t want to give up.

      As he waited, he wondered for the first time why the Prosecutor had nominated him since he wasn’t even on the list of state lawyers provided by the Council of Lawyers. He knew that there were exceptions; every once in a while the Prosecutor or Deputy Prosecutor on duty would ignore the list altogether and choose a lawyer of his or her own liking. An expedient in ‘unusual’ cases.

      But was this an ‘unusual’ case?

      He would soon find out.

       

      ‘You have to trust me. You can speak freely and tell me your version of events and anything that might prove useful for the defence, even any dark secrets that are on your conscience.’

      The lawyer had drunk a glass of water in one gulp and now he started speaking again in a professional tone, which he was trying to make as convincing as possible. He refilled the glass and drained it.

      ‘You have to put your trust in me,’ he continued. ‘I’m your lawyer and I will act in your interest. But you shouldn’t talk to journalists or any police officers who might show up wanting to chat about the investigation, and, since you have dual nationality, you shouldn’t speak to officials from the French Embassy. Don’t speak to any of them. And don’t reply to any letters, especially the ones from people who are fascinated by violent crime.’

      He was referring to the floods of letters murderers received. Some correspondents were driven by a fascination with evil, others by a desire to vanquish boredom, loneliness and suffering. Along with the insults and invitations to repent, there were letters of support, of admiration, if not outright declarations of love. In some cases this led to weddings conducted through the prison bars or once the prisoner was released. The news was full of such stories.

      ‘I don’t know what to do with your advice, Signor Russo. I won’t speak to anyone, least of all you…’ replied the prisoner. He paused, his eyes fixed on the lawyer, who seemed to have frozen. ‘Unless you tell me something,’ he continued, leaning forward for the first time, both hands on the table. Now his eyes shone with a new light.

      ‘Me? Me tell you something?’

      ‘Yes, you tell me something.’

      ‘And what do you want to know about me?’

      ‘If you want me to tell you my “dark secrets”, you’ll have to tell me your secrets first,’ replied De Robertis, leaning even further towards the lawyer.

      Amedeo Russo frowned. ‘Secrets? What secrets? I don’t understand.’

      De Robertis could smell fear in the air. Once again his instinct had proven correct.

      The lawyer closed his briefcase with trembling hands. The veins in his forehead had swollen. In almost thirty years of honourable work he had never found himself facing such a bizarre request, or felt himself compelled to allow such a reversal of the client–lawyer roles.

      ‘I have no idea what you are referring to.’

      ‘To the sex parties… To that client of yours – Fiorenzo Muti, the one you made so famous on television, and not just in Italy. Have I made myself clear? Or do I need to be more explicit?’

      The lawyer stared at him open-mouthed, as still as if a dagger had pierced his heart. Then he sprang to his feet. ‘I’ve no idea what you’re talking about… This is absurd… You really are insane! The most sensible thing would be for you to be locked up in a high-security psychiatric hospital. I’ll send a report to the Chief Prosecutor, Luca Fiore, immediately.’ And he gestured to the prison officer that the meeting was over.

      ‘OK. We’ve understood each other,’ replied De Robertis with a disdainful look. ‘Go ahead and report. And you can keep your cigarettes – I don’t smoke. I have one last thing to tell you. Trust me: the moment has come for your secrets to come to light. They could be a kind of life insurance.’

      Reeling from the impact of these words the lawyer hurried from the room, grim-faced. He missed Daniele De Robertis’s parting shot: ‘Go fuck yourself, you and that Prosecutor Fiore who sent you here!’

      Drops of sweat shone on Amedeo Russo’s forehead as he made his way through the corridors. It was blackmail. Foul blackmail.

      The moment has come for your secrets to come to light. They could be a kind of life insurance. 

      He walked rapidly out of the prison and made his way towards the car park to collect his car. His hands were shaking as he took a packet of cigarettes out of his jacket pocket and lit one. From the whirlpool of thoughts that flooded his mind, two floated to the surface:

      Who was Daniele De Robertis – nicknamed ‘Genius’, according to the paperwork – really?

      And why had Prosecutor Fiore nominated him in particular as the public defence lawyer?
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      That night Daniele De Robertis woke up with a start, and for a few moments he couldn’t work out where he was. Instinctively he ran his hand over his clothes and realised he was dripping wet, but not due to the muggy heat, which still continued even though it was now the end of September. No. He had had one of his nightmares. The worst one.

      The fat old man’s sweaty hand had slipped inside his underpants to touch his genitals. If you say a word, I’ll kill you. Terrified by the arm around his neck, he hadn’t made a sound. Then, pushing him down with his face pressed into the pillow, that monster had brutally raped him. Afterwards, sitting on the toilet, he had discovered he was bleeding… 

      Even though he wasn’t completely conscious, he began trembling as moments from his adolescence flashed before him.

      They came one by one, snapshot after snapshot, the experiences that had followed that first time. They were as vivid as if they had happened only yesterday.

      The den of sin, the dark room in the former convent between Dicomano and San Godenzo where the ‘prophet’ Bartolotti, officially the owner of a large agricultural estate and dairy which was inherited by his son upon his death, took care of underprivileged young people who had been abandoned or had no parents.

      There were other men at that place, all of them absolute beasts. They always kept their heads covered by a hood with two holes at eye level. He had been aware of the assaults on the other boys and girls. Young girls were forced to parade in low-cut T-shirts to show off their little nipples and hot pants with waistlines so low their sexes were visible. Then they’d be stripped completely naked.

      Paedophiles, the prophet’s perverted accomplices. Men with misshapen bodies, some of them high-ranking officials or occupying prestigious roles in their day-to-day lives.

      He felt himself suffocating again, but this time it wasn’t due to the putrid air in his cell. He had been holding his breath without realising it. Only when his left arm touched the floor did the heat of the cement bring him back to reality. He sat up and pressed his hands to his eyes to stem the flow of tears.

      The images of the den disappeared, along with the figures of the hooded men who had abused him and so many other innocent young children. Thanks to his ‘research’, he had managed to track one of them down.

      He felt another rush of anger.

      So much hatred. Such thirst for revenge.

      And he thought again of the mission he had set himself:

      Kill, kill, kill.

      He looked out through the single window and saw nothing but the dark of the night. Then he let himself fall back on the mattress. The pain spreading through his body had become the only undeniable sign of his existence. The pain that had turned him into a monster, too.

      A smile suddenly crossed his face. He closed his eyes and the flow of memories drifted to more recent events: the scene of his injury and capture. Then it stopped. Next he went over the visit from the lawyer, Amedeo Russo, and the words he’d said to make him understand that this wasn’t over, that the game was still on and he was prepared to keep playing right until the very last moment to complete his vendetta.

      He told himself that the meeting had been a stroke of luck. Yes, luck – because luck was almost always the fruit of someone else’s mistake. It certainly wasn’t the hand of destiny: Daniele De Robertis didn’t believe in destiny, it was merely a matter of choices. And only the truly difficult ones mattered.

      But who had made the mistake? Amedeo Russo? Or the person who had sent him?

      He turned towards the wall to his right and reread the sentence that had struck him: FREEDOM COMMANDS A HIGH PRICE, FIND THE COURAGE TO PAY IT!

      He was not short of courage. In fact, he had courage to spare, and he’d shown it.

      He took a deep breath, realising the time had come to regain full control of his own existence, to make some difficult choices. Because the hunt, his hunt, needed to continue. He needed to move on to the final piece of the puzzle, the piece his capture had prevented him from putting in place.

      He would kill anyone who got in his way. Anyone.

      He could relax now, curl up under the worn, stained sheet, and surrender to sleep.

      He was Genius and he couldn’t forget it.

       

      It was a restless night for the lawyer, Russo, too. The Valium he’d swallowed half an hour before going to bed hadn’t worked. He’d woken abruptly and now sat leaning against his headboard, out of breath, his heart pounding.

      Consumed by fear.

      After the visit to the prison at Pisa he hadn’t done anything else all day except replay the prisoner’s words. Even in the peace of his own home, they had resonated in his head like a pneumatic drill.

      To the sex parties… To that client of yours – Fiorenzo Muti, the one you made so famous on television, and not just in Italy. Have I made myself clear? Or do I need to be more explicit? 

      And then that piece of advice as he was leaving the room: The moment has come for your secrets to come to light. They could be a kind of life insurance.

      Millions of fears, possibilities and half-truths crowded his mind. He got up to catch his breath without even switching on the light and, barefoot, he stood leaning against the wall in the passage, careful not to wake his wife, who had been sleeping in a separate room for almost five years now.

      Did De Robertis know anything specific, or was he just bluffing like an expert poker player, trotting out the gossip that made the rounds of the drawing rooms from time to time?

      But even if that were the case – why?

      He returned to his room in a cold sweat. The alarm clock on the night stand read 2:25. He closed his eyes for a long moment to breathe deeply and concentrate. Inhale, exhale, inhale, exhale.

      In the course of his life, he had endured a number of difficult moments but he couldn’t remember anything quite like this. And yet experience had taught him that there was always a solution. While he tried to slow the pounding of his heart, he repeated over and over, as if to convince himself, that there must be one this time, too.

      He lay down on the bed, but after a moment he realised that he wasn’t ready yet. He got up again and tiptoed to his office. His ideas had slowly clarified: he couldn’t hesitate, he didn’t have the option of waiting for tomorrow, because time would be one more enemy, and he couldn’t have that.

      He took up pen and paper. Then he began to write.
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        Tuesday 28 September
      

      A gentle light was spreading through Daniele De Robertis’s cell.

      It was almost seven in the morning and his pistol was pressed against the temple of the man facing him. When he suddenly opened his eyes he had the impression that his hand was still grasping the imaginary weapon.

      He had dreamed about the scene of the murder so vividly and in such detail that it had seemed real and blazed itself on to his mind. It was very strange: recently his dreams had been vanishing completely when he woke up, leaving him with a painful empty feeling in his stomach. But this time it was different.

      In reality, he thought, perhaps I wouldn’t have used the pistol, but a long, well-sharpened knife so as to leave fewer traces. The wounds would’ve been anonymous. A good forensics expert would have been able to reconstruct the dynamics of the execution if he considered the bloodstains too. But nothing more. Science, on its own, wouldn’t have solved anything.

      A bullet, on the other hand, could be traced back to the gun from which it had been fired and, with all probability, to compromising people and places.

      His eyes open and his head against the wall, he imagined slashing the Great Beast’s neck, slitting his jugular with a neat semicircular cut. Quick. Precise.

      He saw his hand slice through the air, already preparing for the first strike.

      He saw the spurts of blood gushing like a fountain, slowly lessening in intensity until the heart stopped beating.

      He saw himself finally happy after avenging Leonardo, his twin brother, killed on the Great Beast’s direct orders.

      A sadistic smile appeared on his lips as he imagined a more satisfying murder. He would have done it in such a way that everyone would have thought that the Great Beast had died during an auto-erotic game. He would be lying on his back on the bed, his eyes closed and his head turned to one side on a pillow. There would be a scarf around his neck, one end attached to the headboard in a kind of slipknot, the other by his right hand. It should look like an accidental death, but really it would be a challenge to the investigators, those investigators who had lacked the ability, and perhaps not only that, to investigate those above suspicion and capture Leonardo’s killer.

      A shiver ran over his skin. He tried to relax his muscles, which were as tense as violin strings, and got up. It was time to set these thoughts aside and prepare himself for the usual routine: breakfast, yard time, shower, head to the infirmary to join the huge queue of prisoners waiting for their dose of tranquilisers or other drugs.

      That routine could yet be interrupted by dramatic events: a suicide, a brawl, a suspicious fall down the stairs, someone trying to suffocate themselves by swallowing a solid object.

      It was life in prison, but it wouldn’t be his life for much longer. He was sure of it now.
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      It was a few minutes after eleven in the morning and Daniele De Robertis was in one of the three walkways. Among the safest places in the world. In theory.

      Under a sun that was already scorching, all he could hear was whispering; for the most part the words were incomprehensible, sometimes accompanied by rapid hand gestures, perhaps to emphasise what was being said, or perhaps a form of coded communication.

      Daniele De Robertis was leaning with his back against the wall, his right hand up by his forehead like a visor to shade himself from the sun’s rays. He was staring at a man wearing a crumpled red tracksuit emblazoned with the name of a well-known car company. Tall and well built with a thick beard, he was a guy who would never pass unnoticed: and yet until today, he hadn’t noticed him. Something about that prisoner disturbed him.

      And, furthermore, it looked as though he was heading his way.

      What the fuck… 

      Instinct told him that something ugly was about to happen. He didn’t like the guy’s bulldog face, the way he walked or his body language one bit. He thought back to the meeting with Russo, the words he had said to him and the reaction he could have set in motion.

      And he looked up instinctively, ready to confront the brute.

      Meanwhile, on the opposite side of the walkway a scuffle broke out that drowned the strange murmur that had been drifting from that direction only a moment before. A shout. Noises. Swearing. A frenetic crescendo of sounds.

      A dozen men, almost all North Africans – drug dealers, muggers, thieves, all still waiting to stand trial – were laying into each other, while the only guard on duty was some distance away, too far away, and didn’t seem aware that anything was happening.

      De Robertis stayed where he was, his eyes fixed on the bearded man. But the guy wasn’t interested in him. In fact, he turned quickly to his right to approach a young man standing less than two metres away, who must have been the intended target. Within two seconds the young man collapsed to the ground.

      The man in the red tracksuit had dealt him a blow to the stomach and now something slender and pointed, a kind of awl, was flashing in the air. He would deliver the coup de grâce in no time.

      De Robertis decided to act.

      With a leap through the air and a sweep of his arm, he blocked the attacker’s arm mid-strike and the man turned to him, incredulous. Their eyes met and a shiver ran down the bearded man’s spine: never in his life had he seen eyes like the ones looking back at him. Not in any of the various prisons where he’d been held. Not even in the faces of his worst enemies. They were icy, devoid of emotion. Inhuman. Even more inhuman than his own. He tried to defend himself with his knee, but it was an unfortunate move.

      Daniele De Robertis knew what he was doing. With a strange smile fixed on his face, he dodged, threw himself on the man with a howl like an animal and head-butted him in the face. The bearded man lost his balance and the weapon slipped out of his hand and clattered to the floor. He touched his bloody nose as De Robertis kicked him ruthlessly in the privates. Crying out in anger and pain, he crumpled to the ground.

      De Robertis straddled him and held the awl to his throat. When he tried to move, De Robertis pressed the point against his skin to show he wasn’t messing around, he was willing to kill him there and then, in front of all those people who were apparently indifferent to what was happening.

      In the meantime, the guard had set off the alarm and the deafening sound of the sirens drowned out the shouting.

      ‘Who the fuck are you?’ the bearded man asked him in a small voice, as the veins in his neck dilated in fear.

      ‘I’m Genius,’ the other man murmured in reply. ‘Remember that name, if you survive,’ he added, keeping the weapon against his throat.

      The bearded man stopped struggling.

      At that moment, some of the guards grabbed De Robertis by the shoulders. They hit him repeatedly on the head and shoulders with their truncheons until he passed out, ignoring the boy’s shouts.

      Then everything went black.

      When he next opened his eyes, he found himself in bed in the infirmary.

      He immediately recognised the doctor who had treated his wrist wound. He also noticed the commander of the prison guards, a short, fat man not far off retirement. He looked a bit like a traditional Chianti bottle, and this was the nickname that his staff – and not just them – used to make fun of him behind his back.

      ‘Look at you, tough guy!’ said the commander, gesturing towards De Robertis’s battered face with a smile that distorted his harelip further. Then he praised him for having saved the boy’s life. He didn’t apologise for his men’s behaviour, though.

      De Robertis returned the smile: it was the first time he had risked his life for not entirely personal ends. He wanted to ask who the bearded man was, but he quickly reconsidered. He didn’t give a damn about him; he was water under the bridge.

      ‘I want to rest,’ he said, closing his eyes.

      ‘Sweet dreams,’ replied the commander, moving over to the patient in the neighbouring bed, the boy who’d been attacked. He had been fortunate. As luck would have it, the wound to his abdomen had missed his vital organs.

      The son of a Sicilian Mafia boss, he was in prison waiting to stand trial for involvement in a number of crimes, including murder, extortion rackets and money laundering.

      His father, an icon of the Cosa Nostra, had been captured a few months earlier after over twenty years as a fugitive. He was a favoured fugitive – even favoured, according to some, by certain commissioners who hoped he would provide them with valuable information about rival Mafia clans in exchange. It was an example of that give and take the police sometimes allowed in the interest of the state, without crossing the line between the legal and the illegal. A balance that only the most experienced investigators were able to maintain. In this case, it was a give and take that was shining a light on the role of investigators suspected of having embarked on an all-out negotiation with the Mafia in an attempt to stem the trail of blood that began with the Mafia bombing campaign in Florence, Rome and Milan in 1993. The commissioners’ mandate may have come from a political éminence grise who had remained behind the scenes. It wouldn’t have been the first time.

      ‘I’ll have to question you later, once you’ve had your medication,’ the commander told him.

      The young man gave him a questioning look.

      ‘Don’t worry. They’ll take you to my office on a stretcher. We can talk in peace there.’

      ‘I don’t know anything, Commander. What can I tell you? I don’t know that man and I’ve no idea why he attacked me. He must be crazy.’

      ‘We’ll talk about it in my office,’ the commander replied, shaking his head.

       

      That night Daniele De Robertis had another dream. It was a good one, but with an ending that left a bitter taste in his mouth.

      The Great Beast was hanging upside down from that wrought-iron gate. He had stripped him completely naked first, then tied his hands behind his back and bound his ankles. Afterwards he had looked right into his face, normally so well cared for, now deformed and unrecognisable. 

      ‘Now I’ll tell you what I’m going to do to you. You want to know, don’t you? I’m going to pull out all your hair, even your pubic hair. Then I’m going to chop off your penis with this scalpel. You see this scalpel here – I’m to chop off your penis with it and then I’ll stuff it in your mouth. They’ll find you like this, right underneath the frieze of those three goddamned crossed roses. Your symbol, you damned Beast. But first you have to tell me everything you know. Now talk, you bastard!’ 

      The other man seemed to be moving his eyelids slightly, trying to open his mouth to tell him the location of the hiding place. 

      Talk! 

      Talk! 

      Nothing. The dream had vanished, just when it was getting good.
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        Wednesday 29 September
      

      As he woke up, Daniele De Robertis realised that, although slightly blurry, he could still see the image of the Great Beast hanging by his ankles. His lips were opening, perhaps trying to answer him. He looked around and spotted the guard standing at the other end of the room. In the neighbouring bed he recognised the boy whose life he had saved the day before: he studied him more closely and he seemed even younger, perhaps still a minor.

      ‘My name’s Gino,’ the boy said in a weak but clear voice. ‘You risked your life for me without knowing me. Thank you.’

      Daniele shook his head as if to say that he really didn’t owe him anything, that he would have done the same for anyone in that situation.

      The young man waited for him to say something in reply, but not a word left his mouth. He couldn’t be sure that the guards hadn’t hidden a bug to record their conversations. And he also knew well that in prison, ‘even the walls have ears’.

      The young man didn’t give up. ‘My father, Salvino Lo Cascio, is in your debt. He already knows everything he ought to know.’ He spoke without hesitation, as if he were confident he wasn’t being bugged. And, glancing at the guard every so often, he told him that a new war between the clans had just broken out in Palermo.

      ‘At this point no one knows how many have died,’ he said, explaining that by attacking him they had tried to strike at his father. As the only son, he would take over as boss when the time came. ‘As late as possible, though,’ he clarified.

      He continued his tale, claiming that someone had ‘become cocky’, taking advantage of the many arrests, including his father’s, and the information given to the police by the turncoats, who had started out as ‘brown nosers’ and were now taking advantage of the laws on guilty pleas and collaborators to get out of a tight spot and obtain benefits from the state.

      ‘But the turncoats will always be turncoats and our family will strike when they least expect it, even if they’re under police protection. My father’s authority is as strong as ever,’ he added in the firm tone of a hardened criminal.

      Daniele De Robertis was looking him right in the eye. The speech he had made was worthy of the heir of a top-level Mafia boss.

      ‘I can see you’re feeling better from the way you’ve been talking,’ hissed the guard, coming over to them.

      The young man fell silent.

      At first De Robertis just nodded, then he asked to go back to his cell.

      ‘You’ll have to see the doctor first; you need his authorisation to leave the infirmary.’

      ‘When’s he coming?’

      ‘He’s with the governor. They’ve got important things to discuss,’ replied the guard. ‘But you’ll both be back on your feet again in a few days. You were lucky,’ he said, before moving away.

      Gino Lo Cascio remained silent.

      There was nothing more for him to say.

       

      
        
        Friday 1 October
      

      This time there wasn’t a brawl, but an all-out riot.

      The prisoners had been complaining for some time about the terrible living conditions caused by overcrowding, which forced up to six men to share a cell intended for no more than two inmates. In practice, despite having a capacity of just over two hundred inmates, the prison at Pisa currently held in excess of four hundred. Not even complaints from SAPPE, the prison officers’ union, which had protested against the crowded conditions and lack of security on more than one occasion, had achieved anything.

      The Minister had noted their concerns and left it at that. The truth was, funds to construct new buildings and take on more staff simply weren’t available. Even a series of cases brought before the European Court of Human Rights at Strasbourg by prisoners had come to nothing: the government continued to turn a deaf ear.

      Protests had broken out at a number of Italian prisons the previous month. The inmates had refused to leave their cells and had shouted ‘Amnesty!’ through the bars. It was a solution that some political parties were considering on the grounds that, although it wouldn’t solve the problem, it might improve the situation.

      Then on 1 October, things escalated.

      There was no holding back, the inmates ran amok. They burned mattresses, sheets and blankets. There was shouting in the corridors and loud bangs were heard, along with a constant clanging as prisoners drummed on the bars and gates with any object that came to hand. It was total chaos. The most violent inmates took members of staff hostage to make sure the authorities got the message that they were serious this time and they weren’t going to be messed around.

      First to be seized was the commander, ‘Chianti bottle’, who had put himself forward as a mediator. Despised for his hard-line methods, he was led to a cell by some inmates who’d covered their faces with dusters and sheets; after tearing off his uniform, they started beating him up.

      Extensive negotiations followed, initially conducted in person by the governor, a man in his forties who had never had to deal with such an explosive situation before. On several occasions the police special forces were on the verge of intervening to re-establish order. Guaranteeing the hostages’ safety would be down to Enrico Bartolini, the deputy prosecutor on duty, but, unprepared to deal with an emergency of that magnitude, he, too, was playing a waiting game.

      Eventually a civil servant from the Ministry of Justice arrived from the capital to take charge of the negotiations. The prisoners met with him to set out their demands and by late evening the prison was back to normal and the hostages had been released. The commander emerged from the cell where he had been held with a nasty black eye and a bloody harelip. The inmates were subjected to careful searches and questioning: no mean feat, especially since the few CCTV cameras that were still working had been turned off. Most of them had been broken for ages and funds had not yet been allocated to pay for repairs.

      However, the state had to uphold the law. Those responsible had to be identified and punished in an exemplary fashion. The corridors and cells were searched from top to bottom for weapons, blunt instruments or proof, especially any external correspondence.

      In one of the cells the officers found a surprise they would not easily forget.

      Following the spots of blood, which grew bigger and bigger, they found themselves confronted with the body of an inmate whose right hand had been cut off. But that wasn’t all.

      He had been dismembered like an animal in an abattoir and his heart had been torn out. It was found in the games room, between two rackets on the ping-pong table. A young officer covered his mouth with a handkerchief at the sight. He was about to vomit but he collapsed in a dead faint before he had the chance.

      The body belonged to Pino Esposito, the bearded attacker of Salvino Lo Cascio’s son. Originally from Colombia, he was a Camorra associate who’d been imprisoned for large-scale cocaine trafficking. Considered a complete son of a bitch even in the circles he moved in, Pino Esposito had been born to kill. But he had failed when it came to Lo Cascio and he’d been unable to save himself from his punishment, which had been decreed by the Cosa Nostra. There was no right of appeal.

      At this point the authorities realised that the riot had been staged purely to punish Esposito and make it clear to those who had sent him that although Salvino Lo Cascio might be in prison, he was still a powerful man, powerful enough to lay down the law, both inside and outside the prison system. It was also confirmation that, unlike some of the other bosses, he had renounced neither cruelty nor the desire for revenge, two qualities he’d displayed since the start of his career. He was an old-school boss who disdained the methods of the new generation of Mafiosi, businessmen who infiltrated their way to the heart of the country’s financial and economic systems. The new Mafiosi, with their polished, shiny shoes, were light years away from the older generation who, with caps on their heads and shotguns slung over their shoulders, had brought Italy to its knees from their base in Corleone.

       

      The news spread through the prison in the blink of an eye.

      The oldest inmates, the lifers, remembered a similar incident that had taken place at Badu’e Carros Prison near Nuoro on Sardinia in 1981.

      On 17 August some of the prisoners had stabbed and eviscerated Francis ‘Angel Face’ Turatello, a criminal who had operated in Lombardy, and Milan in particular, during the seventies. The leader of a bloodthirsty gang of ex-cons from Catania, he had controlled illegal gambling dens and prostitution in the area. He had also committed a number of armed robberies and kidnappings with the cooperation of the Marsigliesi clan. His murder had caused a sensation, mostly due to the violence his killers had inflicted on the body: the mess they had made of him suggested that the victim must have committed an unforgivable crime and that the order to kill him had undoubtedly come from the Nuova Camorra Organizzata, an emergent Mafia organisation that was trying to assert its supremacy.

      Daniele De Robertis considered the distance that separated him from the Mafiosi. What made them powerful was their internal structure, the family: he remembered the emphasis Gino Lo Cascio had put on that word during their conversation in the infirmary. He, on the other hand, was alone. All by himself. He had no one he could count on. Even his lone accomplice, Angelica, with whom he had made a blood pact during their adolescence, had ended up betraying him. She had fallen in love and lost her head over a woman. And now she was under house arrest at a secure location, thus avoiding imprisonment. He felt a surge of anger at the thought.

      Damned bitch! he thought to himself.

      He started to question everything. He was convinced he had made the wrong alliances. The Mafia would have
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