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CHAPTER 1



Port of Naples, 1 September 2010


Gaetano Costa had long since ceased to notice Naples’ famous red lighthouse, which filled the cabin of his crane with white, red and green light every fifteen seconds. His eyes were fixed on a monitor, which showed the freezer container, weighing eighteen tonnes, swinging under the crane’s spreader, fifteen metres below his cabin, and thirty metres above the quay. He adjusted the joysticks that were controlling the container’s journey from the trailer truck on Vittorio Emanuele II Quay to the top layer of containers on Pancoast Lines’ newest container ship, the threehundred-metre long Taixan. Gaetano was proud of his hands and what they could accomplish. Some people had the stamina and the concentration to become the invisible link between the gigantic winch of the Terex crane, the flexible steel wires, the moving container and the pitching ship’s deck – whatever the weather or visibility – while others never mastered it.


Earlier that evening American engineers with broad smiles and thumbs-up had said goodbye to an anxious Gaetano and his equally sceptical foreman. The job required the Italians to speak and understand a kind of pidgin English, and they had nodded unconvinced in response to the engineers’ parting cry of ‘Don’t worry, guys!’


Nevertheless, Costa had to admit that the crane now worked like a dream. It was as if the American engineers in their white overalls had integrated his spine into the crane’s control systems.


It had been a good shift. A thin crescent moon sat high in the sky, the sea was black and calm, and the last container of the night hung safely below. He had the Chinese loading officer barking orders into one ear of his headset and John Denver singing in the other. When the white container with the green Maltese crosses on its sides had been delivered and secured, the ship would slip its moorings and reverse into the basin to make room for yet another of the illuminated container ships anchored on the dark roadstead of Naples like a never-ending chain of fairy lights.


Gaetano would climb down from the cabin, change, chat briefly with his replacement, swallow two painkillers for the left-sided headache which the signature flashes of the lighthouse always induced, before spending a couple of pleasant and uneventful hours at a late night café drinking coffee, smoking cigarettes, reading La Gazetta dello Sport and most likely indulging in an erotic fantasy featuring the almond-skinned waitress, Giuseppina. When the sun rose he would cycle home to his bachelor flat in Via Colonnello Carlo Lahalle.


It was by no means the first freezer container with the distinctive green cross that Gaetano had loaded on to a Pancoast-owned ship. Always late at night. Always as the last item and always when Filippo Montesi from Autoritá Portuale di Napoli, the Neapolitan Port Authority, was the harbour master on duty. The container had been delivered by an anonymous truck, which kept its engine running and drove off the moment the crane had removed its load.


The screen by Gaetano Costa’s right knee showed him the details of the container’s barcode. The consignee was an anonymous warehouse in Macao, the sender a shipping company in Hanover: two destinations that deviated completely from the normal traffic. However, the fifty-five-year-old crane operator, whose body had moulded itself to the shape of the cabin with the passage of time, had, like everyone else in the port, learned never to ask questions. The Port of Naples processed twenty million tonnes of freight every year and the freezer container represented barely a single particle in this unimaginably extensive stream of goods.


In this mighty port, the Camorra had a thousand eyes and ears, and not one container moved without its knowledge.


The monitor by Gaetano’s knee displayed the section of the quay between the crane tracks and the ship. Traffic was usually barred from this area during loading and unloading, but tonight was an exception: a camera crew from the British television station Channel 4 had been granted access to shoot a popular series with a breathless, globetrotting presenter.


It was the absence of a particular sound that made Gaetano mutter the word ‘no’. The missing sound made the sweat break out under his orange overalls. The ratchet-locking pin in the cable drum above the cabin was no longer transmitting its solid clicks – the spreader was in free fall. The numbers on the drum’s digital revolution counter spun faster than the eye could follow. Costa flicked open the safety cap on the emergency brake and his palm hit the red button to release the secondary locking clamps that bit deep into the oiled cable to break the fall of the runaway container.


An ear-piercing metallic sound made Gaetano Costa look up. While he muttered ‘no’ again and again, while he bashed his hand until it bled on the emergency-brake button, he saw the fifteen-tonne trolley keel over right above his head. Sparks flew from the undercarriage of the drum housing, and the colossal construction rocked menacingly.


The white container tumbled towards its doom, condemning Gaetano Costa to certain death at the hands of the Camorra in its wake.


The presenter on the quay heard the high-pitched squeal above her and watched in disbelief as the soundman was replaced by the shipping container on the square of tarmac which he had been standing on a second ago.


The impact of the container caused her and the rest of the camera crew to jump twenty centimetres into the air, and she felt her hair stand on end. Everyone was momentarily deafened and many experienced various degrees of deafness in the days that followed.


The producer landed first on his Italian loafers and shouted in a thick voice:


‘F-u-u-ck! Did you get that, Jack?’


Then he discovered a part of his own tongue that he had bitten off, instinctively caught it in his hand, and fell silent.


A veteran of Beirut, Tikrit, The Foreign Correspondents’ Club in Hong Kong and Wilma’s Bar, the Irish cameraman was the first to pull himself together. He held the camera steady, and zoomed in on a twisted aluminium bar, a microphone, a cable and an undamaged tape recorder that were the only visible remains of the soundman. Next, the open doors of the smashed container from which white cocoons spilled out on to the tarmac through an ice-cold-hoar frost that reeked of diesel; and then a wall of perforated and rotting black bin bags from which human body parts in every stage of decomposition were sticking out. A skeletal hand ended up a few centimetres from his Converse. He held his breath as he let the camera light up every gruesome detail of the steel coffin.


Through the glass floor of the cabin, Gaetano Costa saw with a kind of gloomy joy how the elegantly uniformed Filippo Montesi tried to yank the camera from the cameraman who, without straining himself, and with the camera still securely resting on his shoulder, knocked the harbour master to the ground.


Costa, who had seen a thing or two during his time in the port, frowned. Herding Chinese workers from the Camorra’s sweatshops into a garage with rubber seals on the door, and connecting a hose from the exhaust of a trailer truck to a pipe in the wall, was generally regarded as an effective and humane way of putting down worn-out slave labour. After gassing them, every form of identification was removed from the deceased and the bodies vacuum-packed in white plastic. The containers were eased overboard when the ship was directly above the threekilometre-deep Agadir Canyon off the coast of North Africa. However, the containers didn’t usually contain black bin bags with body parts. This was a first.


*


The production assistant punched in the numbers of the Italian police, the ambulance service, the fire service and Channel 4’s news desk in Rome on her mobile, while the presenter frantically delved into her artistic persona for a suitable character who would appear both resourceful and glamorous.


The crane cabin was equipped with a small but powerful pair of binoculars. Costa put the strap around his neck, opened the door and climbed out on the ladder to the crane’s main tower. After two minutes of careful climbing, he reached the long loading outrigger above the cabin, edged his way past the trolley and the capsized cable drum, and found a suitable vantage point high above the loading deck of the Taixan. Through the windows of the ship’s bridge he could see the Chinese officers frantically waving their arms. A small circle of condensation had formed on the storm glass in front of each open mouth. The loading officer was standing on a separate gangway above the deck at the same level as Gaetano. He had his back to the crane operator and was shouting into a walkietalkie, but Costa only had John Denver’s ‘Leaving on a Jet Plane’ in his earpiece.


Costa saw the reflection of the emergency vehicles’ flashing lights on the facades of every building in the streets that radiated from the hub of the port. The sky was no longer empty, but covered with white clouds, like shimmering fish scales. He looked east as the quay filled with ambulances, police cars, media vans with skyward-looking satellite dishes and the Carabinieri’s cordons. He saw Mars rise above the horizon in the east and studied the red planet until it was obscured by clouds; he felt the steel construction vibrate under all the official boots. Gaetano Costa aimed the binoculars at the furthest, darkest part of the quay.


He observed the dark blue Audi A8 which rolled on to the quay between the warehouses, its lights turned off. A small, straight-backed figure got out, and through the lenses of the binoculars the crane operator watched the silhouette, his signature ivory-headed walking stick tucked under his left arm. At this distance the man’s eye sockets were pools of black ink.


Urs Savelli from the Camorra.


Gaetano Costa let the binoculars dangle from the strap and ignored the shouts from the crane tower behind him. He lit a cigarette, took a single deep drag, flicked it into the darkness and with a curse closed his eyes and let himself fall on to the container fifty metres below him.


The presenter got her second shock of the evening when Costa hit the tarmac two metres away from her. Undaunted, she carried on smiling at the camera through the mask of tiny bloodstains that covered her face.





CHAPTER 2



Assistant Public Prosecutor Sabrina D’Avalos parked her old Opel behind a row of containers sheltered from cameras and onlookers, and walked across the yard to the newly erected white plastic tents where medical examiners were working on the contents of the container, making dental imprints, if any teeth were left, fingerprinting, if any fingers remained, determining cause of death, taking tissue samples and DNA profiling.


The September sun was approaching its zenith and cast hardly any shadow. The port area was quiet, even the seagulls unusually contemplative. The Taixan still lay by the quay, invaded by gendarmes in dark blue uniforms and customs officers in black. The Chinese ship’s officers were on the defensive – simultaneously subservient and furious.


Though she was only twenty-eight years old, Sabrina had already listened to the eulogies delivered for a female driver and male bodyguard, both killed by a car bomb that bore all the hallmarks of the Terrasino family. Three years ago her father had been murdered either by the Camorra, the Cosa Nostra or the ’Ndrangheta. He had been at the top of the death lists of all three crime syndicates; a political killing that remained unsolved.


From a lazy journalist’s point of view, she was the ultimate cliché – young, pretty and aristocratic – and people assumed that she would forever walk in the shadow of her famous father. General Baron Agostino D’Avalos was formerly head of the Carabinieri’s anti-terror unit, the GIS – Gruppo di Intervento Speciale. She was a member of a brand-new unit, the NAC – Nucleo Anti Camorra – created by the public prosecutor in Naples and closely watched by the media. It was yet another instrument in the never-ending war on the Camorra. This specialist unit recruited members from the Carabinieri, the national police and the public prosecutor’s office, and had unique, extended judicial powers. NAC members were usually armed and had to complete a five-month course in forensic medicine, surveillance, defensive driving, close combat and the use of weapons. Sabrina D’Avalos had been one of the first prosecutors to volunteer and she had finished top of her class.


Sabrina, however, had no intention of becoming a stereotype and fiercely defended her right to be herself. She was unmarried and had no children. She belonged to a new generation of public prosecutors, often younger women, frequently educated in the US as well as in Italy, incorruptible and extraordinarily ambitious. She spent more nights in her office at the Palace of Justice than in her flat in Via Andrea d’Isernia. In her spare time she read novels, watched black-and-white movies, danced Zumba and took evening classes in Arabic. She had also befriended a traumatized eleven-year-old boy at an orphanage.


She called the boy Ismael, which was as good a name as any.


La baronessa was slim, slightly below medium height, and she walked with a very straight back. She had slanted, smoky eyes beneath a high forehead. Her mouth was sensuous, but perhaps slightly too wide; her nose was narrow, but possibly a little too long, and her face always reflected her mood.


In order to eliminate any doubt that she was modern and capable, Sabrina D’Avalos wore reflective Ray-Ban Aviator sunglasses and carried a BlackBerry on her belt. She often had a mug of Starbucks coffee in her hand, an iPod headset in her ears and a nickel-plated Walther PPK – the James Bond model – with a mother-of-pearl handle, in her shoulder holster. She wore her dark brown hair in a tight ponytail so everyone could see the deep scars in her forehead and above her right cheek caused by the car bomb. She used only mascara and she followed Paloma Picasso’s edict of only wearing black, white or red, but never wore red.


The car bomb hadn’t been intended for her, but for her boss, Federico Renda, the public prosecutor for the Republic of Naples and the founder of the NAC. Sabrina, however, had been in the second car of Renda’s motorcade and had been injured by shell fragments and glass splinters.


As an assistant public prosecutor, she handled interesting cases, but not the really juicy ones that could make a public prosecutor’s career overnight. She didn’t deal with the Terrasino family, the Camorra clan that controlled Naples’ sweatshops. She had been sent to the Vittorio Emanuele II Quay today because the container had hit the already overworked public prosecutor’s office like an earthquake. All leave and holiday had been suspended and additional staff had been brought in from Rome and Salerno. Sabrina D’Avalos’s were responsible for identifying victims with surnames from ‘F’ to ‘L’.


She was from Lombardy in northern Italy and detested the dying port of Naples. After three years there she still felt like she was living in exile. Her family had been soldiers or lawyers for as long as anyone could remember. Throughout her childhood her father, the general, had been posted as the Carabinieri’s Head of Security at several of Italy’s overseas embassies, so before she turned thirteen Sabrina had already lived on every continent except Africa.


After a posting to Norfolk, Virginia, her father accepted the job as head of the Carabinieri’s anti-terror unit, the GIS, and the family was able to settle down at last. Sabrina D’Avalos had loved her new existence, life in the huge apartment on Via Salvatore Barzilai in Milan and the view across the parks. She fought with her heavy-handed brothers as an equal, and enjoyed summers spent at the family’s villa in the mountains surrounding Lake Como. And she had the opportunity to get to know her father. The general’s devotion to all his children was unconditional, but Sabrina was his favourite, and she could always be found right behind him. An old dog with his pup, as her mother would say.


Near the tents the air vibrated from the generators. Fans in the trucks ensured a low temperature and rapid air circulation inside the tents. The trucks had been provided by the United Nations Protection Force, UNPROFOR, and had last done service during the excavation of mass graves in Bosnia-Herzegovina.


Her father had often remarked that a story always found its author rather than vice versa, and now this story had found her. When Sabrina had entered the tents for the first time, she had felt ready. Now she was no longer sure. She didn’t think she would be able to contribute very much that the medical examiners hadn’t already found out.


Outside the tents, staff in blue scrubs were smoking and talking in several different languages. Twenty-five vacuum packed Chinese bodies and the remains of another thirty-five people of European descent meant that medical examiners from other European countries, Canada and the US had been flown in. She nodded to a young civil servant from Salerno. The woman was sitting cross-legged on the tarmac inhaling a cigarette, ashen-faced, like most people who had done the rounds of the tents.


She walked through an airlock and into the women’s changing room. The white plastic walls moved in sync with the breathing of the compressors. She folded up her clothes, placed them in a fibreglass cupboard along with her shoulder holster, and locked it. Two women were huddled under the showers behind a frosted plastic wall. They spoke quietly in a language she didn’t know.


The smallest coveralls were too big, but she had learned to wear thermal underwear underneath them. The temperature in the tents never exceeded 2°C, and her breath was clearly visible in the air. She tightened the strap on her breathing apparatus, tucked her hair under the hood and entered the first tent.


The bodies had been removed from the plastic wrapping, the same stiff, white material that Camorra waste-management firms used to dispose of the toxic, non-degradable waste that suffocated Naples and her suburbs, and each sweatshop worker had been placed in a ribbed white plastic tray with a drain and a numbered tag tied to the right big toe. The Camorra had removed all fingerprints with acid and no dental records existed. The idea of the Chinese as individuals had to be abandoned.


She continued down the rows of plastic tubs.


Human trafficking and slave labour in the sweatshops where these people were worked to their deaths were crimes against humanity, but it was a dead end from a career perspective. Many previous public prosecutors and police officers had faced this prospect, and Sabrina had no intention of joining their ranks.


She squeezed through a blue plastic airlock into the European section and turned on her breathing apparatus. Whiteboards were lined up along the tent wall. Body parts in every stage of decomposition were being assembled like jigsaws in the plastic trays. Many had already been identified and Sabrina recognized most of the names. The trays contained a fraction of the Camorra’s victims over the last thirty years. Conservative estimates put the figure of those killed since 1980 close to 3,660: teachers, journalists, mayors, priests, city councillors, North African human traffickers, business owners, or any Camorrista who had challenged the sovereignty of the Terrasino family. The fact that these bodies were lying here, right now – that they had even been found at all – was pure chance.


Three kilometres off the coast of Torre Picentina, one of Europe’s biggest off-shore wind farms was being built. Transporting the colossal turbine towers, generators and blades had necessitated the construction of a bypass from Strada Statale 18 to Strada Provinziale 175, a project that meant the compulsory purchase of several small farms, market gardens and three old rubbish tips.


Sabrina imagined how the Camorra, in the nights preceding the arrival of the contractor’s machines, had tracked down and dug up the evidence of their old sins from the rubbish dumps, loaded them on to trucks and piled them high inside the white containers.


The medical examiners had been working round the clock and the number of question marks on the boards was decreasing. More and more fields had been filled in with names, social security numbers and last known addresses.


She would have liked to take the day off; have a manicure and pedicure, wash her clothes, do some shopping, pick up Ismael and take him to the zoo. However, Dr Raimondo Sapienza called her because he had discovered something unusual. The doctor from Rome supervised ‘F’-to-‘L’ identifications. Even though he was wearing the same blue scrubs as everyone else, the eminent pathologist was easy to spot. His enormous grey beard tried to escape his mask on all sides. He waved Sabrina over to his office – which consisted of a door placed across two trestles, a plastic beaker containing a blue, a red and a green dry-wipe marker pen, and a laptop. Confirmed identifications were green, doubtful were blue, and unknown were red. Gradually all the whiteboards had acquired a green glow.


‘Buongiorno, Sabrina.’


‘I was hoping to take the day off, Raimondo,’ she said.


The eyes behind Dr Sapienza’s protective glasses expressed a kind of ironic empathy. He himself hadn’t slept for three days.


‘And I would never have called if it wasn’t important, Sabrina. Or remarkable, at least. Number twenty-nine, thirty and, yes, thirty-one.’


‘Remarkable?’


‘Follow me.’


He walked over to one of the tables, and her stomach churned.


Dr Sapienza removed a thin sheet, moistened with formaldehyde, from one of the plastic trays and gestured for her to come closer. A child. A small human being the size of Ismael. A little bit of shoulder-length black hair stuck to the remains of the scalp.


‘The only child in the container, Sabrina. A boy. He’s twelve years old and has been in the bin bag for around three years. Even so, the body is relatively well preserved, as you can see. This is partly due to the plastic bag and partly due to the weight of waste on top of him, which will have forced the decomposition bacteria further down.’


Dr Sapienza pointed to a light box displaying X-rays. Below a yellow Post-It note with the number twenty-nine were two images of the boy’s hands.


‘Bone age?’ Sabrina D’Avalos said.


‘Yes. Bone formation in the carpus says twelve years. That matches the distribution of adult and milk teeth. A handsome little boy. Very handsome, in fact.’


Dr Sapienza replaced the sheet over the boy.


He took a step to the left. Number thirty. Another sheet.


‘A woman. We have spectroscoped her hair. Counted the rings, so to speak. And we’ve identified her via dental records from a dentist in Milan.’


Sabrina D’Avalos nodded.


‘She’s thirty-five years old,’ he said.


The teeth in the tray were white as chalk, intact and even.


‘Does she have a name?’


Dr Sapienza pointed to the nearest board.


‘Lucia Forlani, née Maletta. Born 12 February 1973 in Castellarano.’


‘Never heard of it,’ she said.


‘It’s a small mountain village in the north of Reggio Emilia. I went there once on a school trip,’ he said. ‘Napoleon stopped by in 1801.’ Dr Sapienza pointed to something in the middle of the tray. ‘And that’s Number thirty-one, as it were.’


A third, tiny skeleton lay protected by the woman’s pelvic bones. The baby inside the woman had turned and was engaged with its head down and its back facing left. Ready and waiting for departure – for contractions that never came.


The sturdy grey cable strips with which the woman’s wrists had been tied were indestructible. Dr Sapienza had arranged her arms in front of her pelvis so the bones of her hands were spread protectively across the remains of the foetus.


Sabrina’s breathing apparatus hissed.


‘An eight-month-old foetus,’ Dr Sapienza said.


‘Cause of death?’


‘Unknown.’


‘Cover them up,’ Sabrina said.


‘The woman was lying beside the boy. We’ve concluded that they’re mother and son; the DNA profiles match up. There is no doubt.’


Dr Sapienza sat down in his office chair and started typing.


Out of the corner of one eye Sabrina noticed a burst of light. She turned around, but saw nothing unusual. It could have been anything. A torch, a hiccup in the steady rhythm of the generators that powered the fluorescent lights. The blue figures moved methodically around the trays. Some were assembling cadavers as if they were shards of pottery from an archaeological excavation; others photographed the bodies or took tissue samples for microscopic or spectroscopic analyses. Others still were carrying trays of test tubes to the freezer where the samples would be stored until DNA tests could be carried out.


A man walked slowly past the whiteboards, taking notes. He had wedged his mobile between his shoulder and his ear. Sabrina frowned. She thought the use of mobile phones inside the tents was strictly prohibited. For the time being the Vittorio Emanuele II Quay existed in a state of emergency. No identifications could be leaked to the public until the next of kin had been informed.


‘I thought you would want to see this,’ the forensic pathologist continued. ‘We’ve cross-referenced lists of missing persons from our Interior Ministry, the Red Cross and Interpol in Lyons. Lucia Forlani is listed as missing. As is her son, Salvatore. They were last seen entering a lift in Galleria Vittorio Emanuele II in Milan on 5 September 2007.’


‘Who was the last person to see her?’


‘No idea.’


‘Education, relatives, addresses? What are you saying, Raimondo? What else have you got for me?’ she demanded to know.


‘Nothing! That’s the problem.’


He pointed at the screen over his shoulder. It displayed the Interior Ministry’s authoritative and confidential list of missing persons, which was updated daily. The cursor blinked next to ‘Forlani, Lucia / Maletta, Lucia [35 – Castellarano] & Forlani, Salvatore [12 – Milan]’. Their names were followed by the acronym ‘MIPTP’, an address in Milan and the name of the case officer to whom all queries should be directed: Nestore Raspallo.


‘Grazie,’ she said and closed her eyes. The smell, the undulating tent walls overwhelmed her. The fifth of September 2007 – three days before her father was killed.


It had become a habit to date everything from the death of her father. A rather unhealthy habit, according to her therapist. Sabrina had smiled without saying anything, but had visualized the therapist in freefall from his office window to the pavement five floors below. The problem wasn’t her father’s death. It was the haunting, restless thirst for revenge that lived on.


MIPTP.


‘What does that mean, Sabrina?’ Dr Sapienza said. ‘How the hell do you expect me to do my job when all information is classified?’


‘I’ll take care of it, Raimondo. Forget about it.’


‘Forget about it, forget about it – I’m paid not to forget, Sabrina, but to remember. All victims are entitled to someone who does that.’


She blushed. ‘Of course they are, Dr Sapienza,’ she said quietly. ‘MIPTP – Ministero Interno Protezione Testimoni e Pentiti – is a programme for the protection of witnesses or their relatives. People who have helped the police solve organized crime. Do you understand?’


‘So she’s a witness?’


‘Or she’s related to a witness. Dear Raimondo, few things in this country are hermetically sealed. The Vatican’s antique porn collection perhaps, but even they aren’t as impenetrable as witness protection programmes. That’s why we have the odd breakthrough every now and again, despite everything. You can’t blame the programme just because some remorseful Mafiosi, i pentiti, choose to compromise their new identities and resume their old, sinful ways.’


‘A couple of bottles of vodka and I’ll be prepared to overlook these intolerable restrictions,’ the giant said amicably. ‘But someone ought to know, Sabrina. Some-one needs to know that they’ve been found.’


Sabrina, who knew that Dr Sapienza never touched alcohol, smiled and squeezed his shoulder.


‘Of course. Someone will be told. I’ll make sure of it. Personally. Subito. Grazie.’ She walked up to the whiteboard, found a sponge and erased the names. ‘I don’t want to see those names here again, Raimondo,’ she said. ‘And call me the moment you know how they died.’


She turned on her heel and headed for the exit.


Raimondo Sapienza looked after the straight-backed prosecutor with melancholic eyes and shrugged. He liked her, and was saddened by the permanent twilight in which she seemed to exist.


The man with the mobile turned and looked after her as well, but without much interest. A few minutes later he stepped out into the sunshine, lit a cigarette and walked behind the nearest stack of containers, which the Carabinieri were using as part of their cordon. He stopped, unzipped his coveralls and started to relieve himself. Making sure there were no curious onlookers nearby, he took the mobile he had used to photograph the names of the victims, put it inside a polystyrene box, sealed it with tape and threw it over the containers.





CHAPTER 3



Like everyone else, Sabrina D’Avalos had to wait her turn in the queue outside the office of Federico Renda, the Public Prosecutor of Naples. Roughly every fifteen minutes, she moved one seat further to the right on the marble bench, and the next person in the queue behind her moved from the wall to a seat on the far left of the bench. The tall, carved mahogany doors at the end of the archway were guarded by two Carabinieri in combat uniform armed with machine guns. In Naples the Palace of Justice was always a potential war zone. To her right was a young civil servant she vaguely knew. The young man had loosened his tie and was alternately typing furiously on a laptop balanced on his knees and leafing through some papers. It was well-known that Federico Renda gave short shrift to anyone who was ill prepared.


The young man was eventually swallowed up by the tall doors and emerged ten minutes later, visibly downcast. Sabrina smiled at him and got up, summoned by a curled index finger. The finger belonged to one of the matrons in Renda’s anteroom.


‘Would you like to go straight in,’ said the woman in the floral dress.


It wasn’t a request.


She walked through the dappled green light that filtered through the inch-thick bulletproof glass in the windows. The walls were lined with polished mahogany panels, the path to Renda’s desk as long as a penitential walk. The thick Persian carpets silenced her footsteps, but Renda had heard her anyway. The public prosecutor’s salt-and-pepper hair was combed straight back from his forehead and his brown eyes were even darker than she remembered. As always, Renda was wearing a well-pressed, dark suit with a waistcoat, a white shirt and a discreet tie. A pair of reading glasses was lying on his desk and his hands rested on the arms of the wheelchair. The same bomb which had bestowed on Sabrina her scars and an occasional and irritating tinnitus had paralysed the public prosecutor from the waist down.


Renda shied away from media attention, and gossip about his private life was unthinkable. Quite simply, the man had sacrificed too much, and was regarded almost as a saint. Sabrina knew that he was unmarried and had no children. This ascetic way of life was something he shared with many other senior lawyers committed to a lifetime of fighting the Mafia.


Sabrina regarded Federico Renda as a good boss. He had no favourites and was equally blunt and impatient with everybody. He nodded in the direction of a low chair and Sabrina sat down, crossed her legs and folded her hands in her lap. Her shoulder holster bumped against her ribs and she nudged it aside with her elbow.


‘Buongiorno, dottoressa. How is it going?’


‘We’ve nearly finished my area of investigation,’ she said. ‘We’ve identified a journalist and two young trade union members. There is a North African man in his thirties whose identity we haven’t been able to discover.’


She shifted in her chair.


‘In addition, an unexpected discovery was made among the other body parts. Quite remarkable, in fact. I’ve just come from speaking to Dr Sapienza.’


She fell silent and was annoyed with herself: unexpected and remarkable. Great …


Federico Renda smiled graciously, though his eyes showed no desire to join in. He gestured for her to continue. Most visitors were aware that the public prosecutor would prefer it if they would manage to come somewhere close to speaking faster than he could think.


‘A thirty-five-year-old woman and a twelve-year-old boy. Mother and son. The woman was eight months pregnant,’ Sabrina went on.


Renda leaned forwards.


‘Lucia and Salvatore Forlani. They’ve been missing for three years,’ she said. ‘The woman is from Castellarano, and the boy was born in Milan.’


‘Do you know the town?’ he asked.


‘No.’


‘Reggio Emilia in the Apennine Mountains,’ Renda informed her. ‘It has a well-preserved city wall and a convent school for the daughters of wealthy families. Napoleon camped near the town in …’


‘1801,’ she said. ‘Yes, so everyone tells me.’


The public prosecutor smiled faintly.


‘The Forlani tragedy,’ he said, leaning back and hooking his thumbs into his waistcoat. ‘You can be forgiven for not knowing the details, signorina. Circumstances forced us to play down the affair as far as the media was concerned. Defence of the Realm Act, for one. Whatever that means.’


‘I understand.’


She looked directly behind Renda, at the only photograph in the office: his obsession, L’Artista, the woman whose car bomb had put him in a wheelchair. The image was poor, the woman a blurred figure in an underground car park. The prosecutor had picked out the image from a CCTV camera, had it enlarged and mounted in an aluminium frame. A permanent reminder of the need for constant vigilance, Sabrina presumed. The woman had been caught mid stride: dark clothes, sunglasses, a dark baseball cap pulled down over her eyes. The figure had stayed on the borderline between light and shade; the most difficult conditions for the CCTV cameras.


Sabrina had seen the legendary assassin out of the corner of her eye – but far too late. The woman was unrecognizable behind her sunglasses and crash helmet, dressed in the uniform of the Italian highway patrol, the Polizia Stradale, riding one of their Moto Guzzi California motorbikes.


Every day Sabrina had wondered if she had seen any hint of emotion in the woman’s face.


The motorbike had pulled up alongside Federico Renda’s motorcade before the slip road to the motorway. Renda’s driver had swerved to avoid a pothole and this tiny manoeuvre had saved the public prosecutor’s life, but the driver and a male bodyguard were killed instantly.


L’Artista was standing upright on the motorbike’s foot-rests. She raised her hand with the magnetic car bomb and held it over the roof of the car, but rather than attach itself right above the back seat where it would undoubtedly have killed Renda, the explosive charge had ended up on the side of the car.


In order to avoid the crash barrier, L’Artista had tilted the motorbike over until sparks flew from the footrest screeching against the tarmac and escaped through a via-duct under the motorway. It had been an awesome sight. The last thing Sabrina remembered before the eviscerating white explosion were the bright red brake lights of the Moto Guzzi.


She looked at the green windows.


‘It was a tragedy not just for the family but also for all of Italy,’ she said. ‘Giulio Forlani and his business partner, Fabiano Batista, were eminent scientists with a powerful new invention. They were developing a device that would make it impossible to fake products made by the fashion industry. The technology could also have been used to proof passports, share certificates, bonds, software distribution discs, banknotes against forgery. Their company, Nanometric, had two employees, a German chemist by the name of Hanna Schmidt and a young computer expert, Paolo Iacovelli. Nanometric researched advanced nanotechnology and had worked out how to manipulate nano-crystals. The basic science was well-known, but their methods of embedding crystals in a stable micro-environment were new. They had two investors: the EU through an ongoing research grant, and the Italian fashion industry – the Camera Nazionale della Moda Italiana – through its director, Massimiliano Di Luca. The Camera obviously had a vested interest in the success of the technology – and the Camorra the opposite. Bootleg and fake branded products are their most important sources of income.’


‘I’m impressed,’ Federico Renda said quietly. ‘You’ve done your homework.’


‘Thank you.’


Sabrina had spent two frantic hours researching various databases.


‘Coffee?’ the prosecutor asked her.


She muttered another thank you.


Renda filled two delicate bone china cups.


‘I would like to have had access to the original case files. Officially the case is closed, but it ought to be reopened,’ she declared with greater conviction than she felt.


‘Ought it indeed?’


‘After today, yes. That’s my opinion.’


‘For whose sake?’ Renda asked.


‘I’ve only had a couple of hours to familiarize myself with the story, dottore,’ she said. ‘But a couple of days before Nanometric could file the completed patent applications, on 5 September 2007, there was an attack on the company, and Batista, Hanna Schmidt and Iacovelli were murdered.’


‘And Forlani?’


‘Killed during a staged collision on a motorway south of Milan,’ Sabrina said. ‘His wife and son disappeared the same morning from a lift in Galleria Vittorio Emanuele II in Milan. The attack on the company and the related operations were brilliantly coordinated and executed. If you look at it as a technical achievement.’


Renda’s eyes were anything but unemotional.


‘And now Lucia and Salvatore Forlani have been found,’ she said. ‘Perhaps it’s the story that refuses to go away.’


A pained expression crossed Renda’s sleepless face. ‘Refuses to go away? Lucia Forlani was an orphan, as far as I recall,’ he said. ‘And her husband is dead. I can’t see who would benefit from your efforts.’


Sweat broke out between her shoulder blades.


The public prosecutor drained his cup and leaned back slowly. If he was in pain, he didn’t show it.


‘We’re talking about an unsolved crime. A very serious crime,’ Sabrina said.


‘I’m aware of it, dottoressa, but the case falls within the jurisdiction of the Public Prosecutor of Milan. Their best people investigated it and got nowhere.’


Renda placed his hands flat on his desk and Sabrina knew that her audience was at an end.


‘It has been gathering dust in Milan for three years, that much is true,’ she said, making no effort to get up. ‘No progress whatsoever. The killers are from Naples. Everything else is a formality – in my opinion. Besides, the attacks on Nanometric, and the murders of Batista, Schmidt and Iacovelli, were investigated by the Office for Organized Crime at Milan’s Palace of Justice, the abduction of Lucia and Salvatore Forlani by Milan’s central police force, while the car crash on the A7 was handled by local officers from the police station in Città Studi. No one ever tried to pull all the threads together.’


She looked at her folded hands.


‘I would really like to have a go,’ she declared.


‘You said the killers were from Naples?’


‘Urs Savelli and the woman up there –’ She pointed to the photo of L’Artista. ‘Hanna Schmidt was killed by a straight, double-edged blade. The cut matches those on Savelli’s other victims perfectly,’ she said. ‘His famous Basque walking stick. Furthermore, a witness reported seeing a young woman wearing a FedEx uniform enter the company’s premises around ten o’clock in the morning. The witness, a retired army officer who lived nearby, had gone out for a walk with his old Alsatian. When he came back past the building ten minutes later, the same woman was just leaving in a FedEx car. He’s certain. It was her.’


‘Or so you think. You’re still a public prosecutor, even though you’re now a member of the NAC,’ Renda said. ‘We work only with evidence here – if you’re familiar with that concept – not hunches.’


‘As far as I understand, the Camorra use L’Artista very sparingly and only for the most important assassinations, such as the attack on your own life,’ Sabrina persisted. ‘She reports directly to Don Francesco Terrasino and no one else ever instructs her to carry out a hit. As far as I know the Terrasino family or Savelli never employ any other female freelancers.’


‘But the link between Don Francesco and L’Artista has never been proven. I do so hate to repeat myself,’ the public prosecutor sighed.


‘No, but we both know that it exists,’ Sabrina insisted.


She looked calmly at her boss. Renda looked back at her. Then he rubbed his neck and turned towards the windows. In any other man his expression would have been interpreted as indecision.


‘Urs Savelli and L’Artista,’ Federico Renda said, slowly and clearly addressing the shadows.


A ringing began in Sabrina’s left ear.


‘I would like to review the case,’ she repeated. ‘I really would.’


‘I understand that,’ he said. ‘What do you know about Savelli?’


‘He’s Albanian. He’s high up in the Terrasino family and responsible for liaising between the fashion houses in northern Italy and the bootleg factories in Naples and the Far East. The Terrasino family will never trust him completely because he is and always will be a straniero, an outsider, but he is good.’


Sabrina began as the teacher’s pet she always had been, but her words soon ebbed out.


‘He is enigmatic … and … and …’


She looked at the public prosecutor, dreading his thin, private smile, but Renda’s face was devoid of expression.


‘I don’t know anything, do I?’ she conceded.


‘No, but I don’t know very much more and I’ve been looking for him for twenty years,’ Renda said. ‘All we have are rumours that have been repeated so often that they have become legend. I dislike myth makers, Dottoressa D’Avalos, I prefer committed rationalists. Are you a rationalist?’


‘I would certainly like to think so.’


‘Excellent. Savelli isn’t, as you say, Italian, but Albanian. He comes from a small village in East Albania, Dunice, not far from Lake Ohrid. When he was very young, he made his living as a bear dancer. Hence his nickname Ursus – Urs – which means bear. At least that’s what many of his biographers are guessing. God knows what his family name was, but he took the name Savelli.


‘Bear dancer?’ she asked with incredulity.


‘Yes. He owned a tame black bear. The boy and the bear walked from market to market to perform. It’s a good story; the best of all the stories about Savelli’s origins. Urs or Ursus played the flute and the bear danced. A meagre living at best. One day a gypsy stole his blankets, his money and food. A few days later Urs tracked down the thief in a forest and knocked him unconscious. When the man woke up he found himself tied to the trunk of a tree with a noose of barbed wire around his neck. The gypsy had eaten Urs’s food, sold his blankets and spent his money in a travelling brothel. Urs made it clear to him that he had put him, Urs – and not least the bear – in an awkward situation. The bear had to be fed. Urs slit open the gypsy’s abdomen with the man’s own knife and let the bear help himself. Bears are like pigs, signorina, they’ll eat anything.’


Sabrina gulped. ‘And then?’


‘I’m sure you can imagine that even the most backward country policeman could interpret that crime scene without too much difficulty. Urs was duly arrested in a nearby forest. The bear was shot and the gypsy’s hands and face found in its stomach, among other things. It’s very hard to argue against that level of evidence. And I can’t imagine that a single state-appointed defence counsel would even have tried. The boy was thrown into one of Enver Hoxar’s notorious prisons. Most people with that kind of story would have disappeared without trace.’


‘But not Savelli?’


‘No. Legend has it that the boy was taken under the wing of the prison librarian, a kind of self-appointed Christian missionary, who performed prohibited religious services, claimed to grant the absolution of the Church and undertook baptisms and gave communion. He got access to Urs’s body and Urs in return got access to the protection of the congregation and the prison library. An excellent arrangement – if you’re not of an overly sensitive nature. One day, however, a new prison governor arrived, an ideologically scrubbed-clean apparatchik who couldn’t accept any other cosmology than the historical materialism right under his own nose. There wasn’t a single country behind the Iron Curtain where religion was persecuted and suppressed as fiercely as it was in Albania, signorina. In order not to waste a bullet on a shot to the back of his head, the missionary was garrotted in the prison yard, and Urs and other members of the congregation were thrown into solitary confinement. For two or maybe three years, Urs saw nothing but the hand that pushed a bowl of food through the shutter in the door to his cell, he heard nothing but the sound of his own voice, the slamming of the shutter and the footsteps of the guards. But, he was allowed to read and learned English, German, French and Italian – and he taught himself to whisper to stay sane. He also developed a kind of sixth, seventh, perhaps even an eighth sense: no photos exist of Savelli. We don’t have one and neither does the FBI. From a long distance and with absolute certainty he can sense if anyone is aiming a camera lens or a telescopic sight at him, and he moves the instant a photo is about to be taken or the trigger pulled, so they say. He has numerous identities and secret residences around Europe.’


‘He got out? Did he escape?’


‘Not at all. Hoxha died in 1985 and he was succeeded as president of Albania by the moderate Ramiz Alia. In 1989 Mother Teresa, who was herself Albanian, visited Tirana and met with Alia and Hoxha’s widow. In 1990 the ban on religious institutions was lifted and anyone who had been imprisoned for reasons of faith or political affiliation was granted amnesty. Urs Savelli walked out of the prison gate in Pogradec in June 1990. Out into the sunshine and a glorious future.’


‘But he was in prison for murder,’ Sabrina objected.


‘Technically the bear was the murderer,’ Renda said.


‘Why are you telling me this?’


‘For your own sake. Savelli is the most dangerous person you can imagine. Anything else?’


‘No – yes, thank you. Are you telling me that I can—’


‘Just a moment. Savelli stole a boat and went ashore in Corfu. Like the magician Prospero and his deformed slave, Caliban, in one and the same person.’


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘The Tempest. Shakespeare’s swansong,’ the public prosecutor said. ‘Following a mighty tempest the King of Naples is shipwrecked with his followers on Sycorax’s island, almost an anagram of the old name for Corfu, Corcyra. Do you remember your Shakespeare?’


‘No.’


‘Pity. After Corfu things get somewhat vague. Somehow Savelli reaches Brindisi. After Brindisi he takes control of his identity, his persona and his name. Sources and informants dry up or are killed. Savelli understands that when people view him only through his legend, much of his work is already done. The myth is far more terrifying than the reality. It allows him to concentrate on the job in hand. He must have been spotted early on by one of the Camorra’s talent scouts, probably here in the port of Naples, and earned his advancement up the ranks very quickly.’ Federico Renda swallowed a mouthful of coffee and cleared his throat. ‘He was the ivy which had hid my princely trunk, And sucked my verdure out on’t,’ he quoted.


Sabrina felt dizzy. The vast room, the dark panels, the green underwater light. The quotation. Her feelings were heightened by the fact that the usually very reserved man behind the desk was smiling broadly.


‘Are you fond of Shakespeare, dottoressa?’ he asked.


‘Absolutely,’ she said, and thought that the public prosecutor was as lonely as a goldfish in a bowl.


‘But there’s a time for everything?’


‘Definitely.’


‘I’m saying that you should devote your time to tracking down any living relatives that the victims may have,’ Renda said, leaning forwards. ‘The container investigation has overloaded our resources and I desperately need all the good people I can lay my hands on.’


‘I understand,’ she said.


Federico Renda held up his hand. He hadn’t finished.


‘I’m restating my opinion that there is no point to your current assignment. But perhaps the Forlani case needs a fresh pair of eyes, as you say. You might find family members or other relatives of Lucia Forlani who need to be told what happened to her and the boy.’


‘Boys. The foetus was male.’


Renda nodded.


‘The boys. You have a week. I’ll make sure you’re granted access to the files.’


‘But they’re in Milan.’


‘Milan is remote in more ways than one,’ Renda conceded. ‘However, it’s not the dark side of the moon. They will be brought to your apartment. Today if possible.’


She had almost reached the door, but she turned around when he spoke again.


Federico Renda repeated his warning.


‘The walking stick. Savelli’s Basque stick. The makila. If you hear that stick – like a chisel against a gravestone – you must run as fast as you can without ever looking back. Will you promise me that?’


‘Absolutely.’


‘Arrivederci.’ He held up his index finger. ‘One week.’


‘Thank you.’


The prosecutor was about to say something, but changed his mind.


Sabrina smiled politely. ‘Was there something else?’ she asked.


Again he flashed her a smile that transformed his entire appearance.


‘L’Artista. My brothers refer to her as my obsession. I’m perfectly aware of it and if I’m boring you, please say so. She’s probably Don Francesco Terrasino’s private executioner, as you said. They use her for complicated assassinations. For years I’ve been trying to find out how the two of them communicate. Don Francesco would never dream of confiding a word to a mobile telephone, a landline or an e-mail. So how does he do it? He’s a simple man.’


‘Radio?’


Renda nodded. ‘A good suggestion. In our days radio is an overlooked means of communication. However, our best experts from the Army and the Navy have listened in on all frequencies around his residence for years. Nothing.’


‘A courier. A grandchild making the calls?’


‘We’ve bugged the mobiles of all family members and employees. But if you have a flash of inspiration, please let me know.’


‘I’m sorry I can’t come up with anything now.’


‘No, no, it’s very frustrating,’ he said amicably.


She headed for the door. But Renda still hadn’t finished with her.


‘Dottoressa D’Avalos.’


She stopped.


‘Please don’t think that I have overlooked the obvious,’ he said.


‘Oh … ?’


‘MIPTP. If everyone is dead, who is being protected by the witness protection programme? And why?’


Her shirt stuck to her back under her jacket.


‘Probably an administrative error made when entering Giulio Forlani’s details into the system,’ he said almost to himself. ‘Such things happen frequently. Especially in Milan.’
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