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

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

      

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

        They kill us for their sport.

        
          Shakespeare, King Lear
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      The Hunter of the Dark

      We come into the world and we die forgetting. 

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘I know who you are.’ 

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

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

      In the other was the truth. 

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

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

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

      Then the man left, taking his secrets with him. 

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

      The problem was that he himself didn’t know. 

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

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

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

      San Luigi dei Francesi. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘Who am I?’ 

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The revelation shook Marcus to the core. 

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

      Marcus couldn’t believe he had such a talent. 

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

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

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

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

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

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

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      Vatican City is the smallest sovereign state in the world.

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

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

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

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

      The official language is Latin.

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

      That was where the emergency began.

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

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

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

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

       

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      A human torso.

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

      ‘Do we know who she is?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘We know his face.’

      The reply took Marcus by surprise.

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

      ‘Why him?’

      ‘Look for yourself.’

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

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

      ‘Why a hatchet?’

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

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

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

      ‘A gardening implement…’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      ‘Hic est diabolus.’

      The devil is here. 
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      A cold nocturnal Rome lay at Clemente’s feet.

      Nobody would have guessed that the dark-clad man leaning on the stone balustrade of the Pincio terrace was a priest. Before him lay an expanse of palaces and domes dominated by the Basilica of St Peter. A majestic panorama, unchanged for centuries, through which tiny figures swarmed.

      Clemente stood there gazing down at the city, heedless of the sound of steps approaching him from behind. ‘So, what’s the answer?’ he asked before Marcus had even come level with him. They were alone.

      ‘Nothing.’

      Clemente nodded, not at all surprised, then turned to examine his fellow penitenziere. Marcus looked dishevelled, with several days’ growth of beard.

      ‘Today makes a year.’

      Clemente was silent for a moment, looking him straight in the eye. He knew what he was referring to: it was the first anniversary of the finding of the dismembered body of the nun in the Vatican gardens. In all that time, Marcus’s investigations had led nowhere.

      No leads, no clues, no suspect. Nothing.

      ‘Do you intend to give up?’ Clemente asked.

      ‘Why, do you think I could?’ Marcus replied, stung. This case had tried him to the limit. The hunt for the man in that security-camera image – Caucasian, over fifty – had proved fruitless. ‘Nobody knows him, nobody has ever seen him. The thing that makes me particularly angry is that we know his face.’ He paused and looked at his friend. ‘We have to take another look at the lay people who work in the Vatican. And, if nothing comes from that, we’ll have to move on to the ecclesiastics.’

      ‘None of them looks anything like the photograph, so why waste time?’

      ‘Who’s to say the murderer didn’t have help from someone on the inside? Somebody who’s been covering for him? The answers are within the walls: that’s where I should be investigating.’

      ‘You know we can’t. There’s an obligation of confidentiality.’

      Marcus knew that the question of confidentiality was only an excuse. Quite simply, they were afraid that, if he stuck his nose in their affairs, he might discover something else, something unconnected with this case. ‘I’m only interested in catching the killer. You have to persuade the prelature to remove the obligation.’

      Clemente immediately dismissed the idea with a gesture of his hand, as if it was absurd. ‘I don’t even know who has the power to do so.’

      Beneath them, the Piazza del Popolo was filled by parties of tourists on a night tour of the beauties of the city. They probably didn’t know that there had once been a walnut tree down there, beneath which was the burial place of the Emperor Nero, the monster who, according to a rumour invented by his enemies, had ordered the burning of Rome in 64 AD. The Romans had believed the place was overrun with demons. That was why, around the year 1100, Pope Paschal II had ordered the walnut tree to be burnt, together with the Emperor’s exhumed ashes. The church of Santa Maria del Popolo had been built on the site, its high altar still decorated with bas-reliefs showing the Pope about to cut down Nero’s tree.

      That’s Rome, Marcus thought fleetingly. A place where every revealed truth hid another secret, the whole of it wrapped up in myth. That way, nobody could really know what was hidden behind everything. Just so as not to unduly upset the minds of men – those small, insignificant creatures, unaware of the war that was constantly, surreptitiously being fought around them.

      ‘We should start to consider the possibility that we’ll never catch him,’ Clemente said.

      But Marcus couldn’t accept that. ‘Whoever it was knew how to move around inside those walls. He’d studied the place, the control procedures, he got though security.’

      What he had done to the nun was brutal, animalistic. But the way he had planned it all had had a logic, a design.

      ‘I’ve grasped one thing,’ Marcus said, confidently. ‘The choice of the place, the choice of the victim, the means of execution: they’re a message.’

      ‘To whom?’

      Hic est diabolus, Marcus thought. The devil had entered the Vatican. ‘Someone wants us to know that there’s something terrible inside the Vatican. It’s a test, don’t you see? A test. He knew what would happen: he knew the investigation would lead nowhere. And that the higher echelons would prefer to let suspicion fester rather than dig deeper and risk bringing God knows what into the light. Maybe some other buried truth.’

      ‘You know that’s a very serious accusation, don’t you?’

      ‘But don’t you realise that’s exactly what the killer wants?’ Marcus continued, unperturbed.

      ‘How can you be so sure?’

      ‘He would have killed again. The reason he hasn’t done so is because it’s enough for him to know that suspicion has already taken root and that the brutal murder of a poor nun is small beer, because there are far more terrible secrets that need safeguarding.’

      Clemente tried, as ever, to be conciliatory. ‘You have no proof. It’s just a theory. You’ve been thinking too much about this whole thing.’

      But Marcus would not let go. ‘I beg you: you have to let me talk to them, I might be able to convince them.’ He was referring to the ecclesiastical hierarchy from which his friend took his instructions and orders.

      Ever since, three years earlier, he had taken him from a hospital bed in Prague, deprived of memory and full of fears, Clemente had never told him a lie. He would often wait for the right moment to reveal things to him, but he had never lied.

      That was why Marcus trusted him.

      It could even be said that Clemente was his family. In those three years, apart from rare exceptions, he had been his one contact with the human race.

      ‘Nobody must know about you and what you do,’ he always said to him. ‘What’s at stake is the survival of what we represent and the future of the task that has been entrusted to us.’

      He had always told him that the hierarchy knew of his existence but didn’t know his face.

      Only Clemente knew that.

      When Marcus had asked the reason for such secrecy, his friend had replied, ‘That way you can protect them even from themselves. Don’t you understand? If all other measures were to fail, if the barriers turned out to be futile, there would still be someone to keep guard. You are their last defence.’

      Marcus had often wondered: if he represented the lowest rung of the ladder – the man who worked in silence, the devoted servant called upon to get his hands dirty – and Clemente was only a go-between, who occupied the top rung?

      In those three years he had committed himself totally, trying to appear dutiful in the eyes of whoever – and he was sure there was someone – was watching his actions from above. He had hoped that this would eventually lead to his being admitted to a higher knowledge, to finally meeting someone who would explain to him why such a thankless task had been created. And why he had been the one chosen to carry it out. Having lost his memory, he was in no position to say if it had been his own decision, if the Marcus from before Prague had had a role in all this.

      But it hadn’t happened.

      Clemente conveyed orders and assignments to him that seemed to answer only to the prudent and sometimes indecipherable wisdom of the Church. Behind every mission, however, the same shadow could be glimpsed, the shadow of somebody.

      Whenever he tried to find out more, Clemente shut down the discussion with the same words, uttered in a patient tone and accompanied by a kindly expression of the face. He used them again now, on this terrace, looking down on the splendour that concealed a secret city, in order to put an end to Marcus’s demands.

      ‘It is not for us to ask, it is not for us to know. We must simply obey.’
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      Three years earlier, the doctors had told him he had been reborn.

      It wasn’t true.

      He had died and that was it. And the fate of the dead was to vanish forever or to remain imprisoned in their previous lives as ghosts.

      That was how he felt. I don’t exist.

      The fate of a ghost is a sad one. He observes the grey existence of the living, their suffering, as they strive to keep up with time, as they get angry over trifles. He watches them struggle with the problems that fate presents them with on a day-to-day basis. And he envies them.

      A resentful ghost, he told himself. That’s what I am. Because the living would always have an advantage over him. They had a way out: they could still die.

      Marcus was walking through the alleys of the old quarter. People passed without noticing him. He slowed down amid the stream of pedestrians. Usually, it was enough for him to brush against them. That minimal contact was the only thing that made him feel still part of the human race.

      Trastevere had always been the heart of working-class Rome. Far from the noble majesty of the centre, it had its own peculiar charm. The succession of different periods was visible in the architecture: medieval buildings stood side by side with eighteenth-century dwellings, all brought into a harmonious whole by history. The sampietrini – the traditional basalt paving stones used in Rome since the days of Pope Sixtus V – were a mantle of black velvet stretched along narrow, winding streets, and gave the footsteps of those passing along them an incomparable, age-old sound. Anyone walking here had the impression of being projected into the past.

      Marcus slowed down at the corner of the Via della Renella. In front of him, the river of people steaming through the quarter every night continued to flow placidly to the sound of music and chatter in the bars and restaurants that made Trastevere a magnet for young tourists from all over the world. However different they were, these people all seemed the same to Marcus.

      He passed a small group of American girls in their twenties, wearing shorts that were too short and flip-flops, maybe taken in by the idea that in Rome it was always summer. Their legs were purple with cold and they hurried past, hugging themselves in their college sweatshirts, in search of a bar where they could find refuge and alcohol to warm up.

      A couple of lovers in their forties came out of a trattoria. They lingered in the doorway. She was laughing; he had his arm around her. The woman leaned back slightly against her partner’s shoulder. He grasped the invitation and kissed her. A Bengali street vendor with a tray of roses and cigarette lighters spotted them and stood by them waiting for the clinch to come to an end, in the hope that they might want to seal the moment with a flower.

      Three young men were walking along with their hands in their pockets, looking around. Marcus was sure they wanted to buy drugs. They didn’t yet know it, but on the other side of the street a North African was approaching who would soon grant their wish.

      Thanks to his ability to go unnoticed, Marcus had a privileged view of men and their weaknesses. But so could anyone who looked closely enough. His talent – his curse – was rather different.

      He saw what others didn’t see. He saw evil.

      He detected it in the details, in the anomalies. Tiny tears in the fabric of normality. A low-frequency sound hidden in the chaos.

      It happened to him constantly. He might not have wanted that gift, but he had it.

      First he saw the girl. She was walking close to the wall, little more than a dark patch moving against the peeling plaster. Her hands were stuffed into the pockets of her bomber jacket and her back was stooped. She was looking down. A strand of fuchsia hair hid her face. Her boots made her look taller than she really was.

      Marcus noticed the man walking ahead of her only because he kept slowing down and turning to check on her. He was keeping her on a leash with his eyes. He was well over fifty. A light-coloured cashmere overcoat, shiny and expensive brown shoes.

      To an inexpert eye they might have seemed like father and daughter. He might be a manager or a successful professional, she could be a rebellious teenager, and he’d gone to pick her up from a bar to take her home. But it wasn’t as simple as that. Coming to a door, the man stopped and waited for the girl to go in, but then he did something clearly inconsistent with the father/daughter story: before going in after the girl, he looked around to make sure that nobody was watching them.

      Anomaly.

      Evil paraded before him every day, and Marcus knew there was no solution. Nobody would be able to correct all the imperfections of the world. And, even though he didn’t like it, he had learned a new lesson.

      To survive evil, you sometimes have to ignore it.

      A voice distracted him from the door as it closed. ‘Thanks for the ride,’ said the blonde woman getting out of the car to the friend who had given her a lift.

      Marcus withdrew into the corner to be less conspicuous, and she passed him with her eyes fixed on the screen of the mobile phone she was clutching in one hand. In the other, she was carrying a large bag.

      Marcus came here often, just to look at her.

      They had met no more than four times, when, almost three years ago, just two or three months after his own arrival, she had come to Rome from Milan to discover how her husband had died. Marcus could remember every word they had exchanged, every single detail of her face. It was one of the positive effects of amnesia: you had a new memory to fill.

      Sandra Vega was the only woman with whom he had communicated in all that time. And the only stranger to whom he had revealed who he was.

      He remembered Clemente’s words. In his previous life, Marcus had taken an oath: nobody was to know of his existence. For everyone he was invisible. A penitenziere could show himself to others, revealing his true identity, only in the time that elapses between the lightning and the thunder. A fragile interval that could last a moment or a small eternity, nobody could tell. Everything was possible in that juncture when you were aware that the air was filled with energy and expectation. That was the moment, precarious and uncertain, when ghosts once again assumed human form. And appeared to the living.

      That had happened to him, during a heavy storm, on the threshold of a sacristy. Sandra had asked him who he was and he had replied, ‘A priest.’ It had been a risk. He didn’t know exactly why he had run it. Or maybe he did know, but only now was able to admit it to himself.

      He had strange feelings for her. There was something familiar connecting him to her. And he also respected her, because she had managed to put her grief behind her. She had chosen this city to start over again, getting herself transferred to a new police department and taking a small apartment in Trastevere. She had new friends, new interests. She had started to smile again.

      Marcus always felt a certain awe at the idea of change. Perhaps because for him it was impossible.

      He knew Sandra’s movements, her timetable, her little habits. He knew where she did her shopping, where she liked to buy her clothes, the pizzeria where she ate on Sundays after going to the cinema. Sometimes, like tonight, she came home late. But she didn’t seem exhausted, just tired: the acceptable consequence of a life lived intensely, a feeling you could shake off with a hot shower and sleep. The debris of happiness.

      Every now and again, while waiting for her in the evening not far from her building, he thought of how it would be to step out of the shadows and show himself to her. He didn’t even know if she would recognise him.

      But he had never done it.

      Did she still think about him? Or had she left him behind, together with her grief? The very thought of it hurt him. Like the thought that, even if he had summoned up the courage to approach her, it would be pointless, because there could be no follow-up.

      And yet he couldn’t stop seeking her out.

      He saw her enter her building and, through the windows on the landings, walk up a couple of flights of stairs to her apartment. She stopped outside the door and searched for her keys. But the door opened and a man appeared.

      Sandra smiled at him and he leaned forward to give her a kiss.

      Marcus would have liked to look away, but he couldn’t. He saw them go into the apartment and close the door behind them. And, with it, the past, ghosts like him, and all the evil in the world.

       

      Electronic sounds. The man was naked, lying flat on his back on the double bed, in the semi-darkness. As he waited, he played a videogame on his mobile phone. He paused it for a moment and lifted his head to look beyond his prominent stomach.

      ‘Hey, hurry up,’ he yelled to the young girl with the fuchsia hair, who was in the bathroom, injecting heroin into her arm. Then he went back to his game.

      Suddenly, something soft fell on his face. But the pleasant sensation of the cashmere lasted barely a few moments, because then he felt as if he was choking.

      Someone was pressing his own coat down on to his face.

      Instinctively, he flailed about with his arms and legs in search of something to latch on to: he was drowning even though there was no water. He grabbed the forearms of the unknown person pinning him down and tried to loosen his grip, but this other man, whoever he was, was stronger. He tried to scream, but only shrill moans and gurgles emerged from his mouth. Then he heard a whisper in his ear.

      ‘Do you believe in ghosts?’

      He couldn’t answer. And, even if he could, he wouldn’t have known what to say.

      ‘What kind of monster are you: a werewolf, a vampire?’

      He gasped for breath. The coloured dots dancing in front of his eyes had become flashes of light.

      ‘Should I shoot you with a silver bullet or drive an ash stake through your heart? Do you know why ash and not another wood? Because Christ’s cross was made of ash.’

      The strength of despair was the only resource left to him, because the asphyxia was starting to affect his body. He remembered what he had been told by the scuba-diving instructor during his trip to the Maldives with his wife and children two years earlier. All those warnings about the symptoms of hypoxia. They were of no use to him right now, but he remembered them all the same. They’d had a great time there, going underwater to look at the coral reef: the children had loved it. It had been a wonderful holiday.

      ‘I want to help you be reborn,’ the stranger said. ‘But first you have to die.’

      The idea of drowning terrified him. Not now, not here, he told himself. I’m not ready yet. But he was starting to feel weak. His hands lost their grip on the attacker’s forearms and he started to move them about wildly in the air.

      ‘I know what it means to die. It’ll all be over soon, you’ll see.’

      The man let his arms fall to his sides, his breathing as weak now as it was futile. I want to make a phone call, he thought. Just one phone call. To say goodbye.

      ‘You’re losing consciousness. When you wake up again – if you wake up again – you’ll go back to your family, your friends, and whoever likes you even a little in this dirty world. And you’ll be different. They’ll never know, but you will. And if you’re lucky you’ll forget tonight, you’ll forget this girl and all those like her. But you won’t forget me. And I won’t forget you either. So listen carefully… I’m saving your life.’ Then he said emphatically, ‘Make sure you deserve it.’

      The man had stopped moving.

      ‘Is he dead?’

      The girl was looking at him from the foot of the bed. She was naked, unsteady on her feet. Her arms were covered in bruises from too many injections.

      ‘No,’ Marcus said, taking the cashmere coat off the man’s head.

      ‘Who are you?’ Squinting as if trying to bring the scene into focus, she was clearly dazed by the drug.

      Marcus saw a wallet lying on the bedside table. He picked it up and took out all the money. He stood up and approached the girl, who instinctively retreated, almost losing her balance. He grabbed her by one arm and put the money into her hand. ‘Get out of here,’ he said harshly.

      Eyes wandering over Marcus’s face, she took a while to grasp what he was saying. Then she bent down to pick up her clothes and put them on as she headed for the door. She opened it but, before leaving, turned as if she had forgotten something.

      She pointed to her face.

      Marcus instinctively raised his hand to his face and felt something sticky on his fingertips.

      His nose was bleeding.

      He always had a nosebleed whenever he chose not to apply the lesson that sometimes, in order to survive evil, you needed to ignore it.

      ‘Thank you,’ he said, as if she had been the one to save him and not the other way round.

      ‘Don’t mention it.’
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      It was their fifth date.

      They had been going out for nearly three weeks now. They had met at the gym, where they tended to go at the same times. She suspected that he had arranged that deliberately so that he could meet her, which she’d found flattering.

      ‘Hi, I’m Giorgio.’

      ‘Diana.’

      He was twenty-four, three years older than her. He was at university and was about to graduate in economics. Diana was crazy about his curly hair and green eyes. And that smile, those perfect teeth, apart from the left incisor, which was a little too prominent. An unruly detail that she really liked. Because too much perfection could also be tiring.

      Diana knew she was pretty. She wasn’t tall, but she had a good figure, light brown eyes and beautiful black hair. She had stopped studying after high school and was an assistant in a perfume shop. The salary wasn’t great, but she liked advising the customers. And besides, the owner of the shop had taken a shine to her. But what she really wanted was to find a nice boy and get married. She didn’t think that was asking too much of life. And Giorgio might be ‘Mr Right’.

      They had kissed the first time they had gone out, and there had been other things too, but not much. That holding back was nice, it made everything seem more beautiful.

      That morning, though, she had received a text on her mobile phone.

      Can I drop by at nine? I love you.

      The message had given her an unexpected energy. She had often wondered what happiness was. Now she knew it was something secret, impossible to explain to other people. It was as if someone had created this feeling especially for her.

      It was exclusivity.

      Diana’s happiness had shone through in all her smiles, everything she said that day, like a kind of cheerful contagion. She didn’t know if the customers or her colleagues in the shop had noticed. She felt self-confident. She had savoured the wait, her heart occasionally giving her a jolt to remind her that the date was coming closer.

      At nine, as she was descending the stairs of her building to join Giorgio, who was waiting below, that happiness assumed a different form. Diana was grateful for that day. If it weren’t for the secret promise of the future, she would have liked it never to end.

      She thought again about Giorgio’s last text. She had replied only with a yes and a smiley face. She hadn’t returned the I love you, because she was planning on doing it in person tonight.

      Yes, he was ‘Mr Right’ – the one person to whom she could say those words.

       

      They drank a sparkling white wine. The alcohol gave Diana the courage to start sending him unmistakable signals. About eleven, they got back in his car to drive back to Rome.

      She felt cold in her skirt, and Giorgio put the heating on maximum. But she also leaned in towards him and put her head on his shoulder as he drove. She looked up at him. Neither of them spoke.

      A Sigur Rós CD was playing on the car stereo.

      Bracing herself on her heels, she slipped off her shoes. First one, then the other fell with a slight thud on the rug. Now that she was his girl, she could take the liberty of making herself more comfortable.

      Keeping his eyes on the road, he reached out his hand to caress her leg. She rubbed herself against his arm, almost purring. Then she felt his palm glide up her stocking, until it reached the hem of her skirt. She let him, and, when she felt his fingers moving into the middle, she slightly parted her legs. Even through the tights and the knickers, he could feel how strong her desire was.

      She half-closed her eyes and noticed that the car had slowed down and was turning off the main road on to the side streets that led into the big pine wood.

      Diana had hoped this would happen.

      They drove a few hundred yards at reduced speed, along an avenue lined by very tall pines. The fallen needles on the road cracked beneath the tyres. Then Giorgio veered left, entering the trees.

      Even though they were going slowly, the car jolted over the ground. To avoid the jolts, Diana kept very still on the seat.

      After a while, Giorgio stopped the car and switched off the engine. The music stopped too. All that could be heard was the residual ticking of the engine and, over it all, the wind blowing through the trees. They might not even have noticed it before, but now it seemed to Diana as if they had discovered a secret sound.

      He moved the seat back a little, then put his arms around her and kissed her. Diana felt the caress of his tongue between her lips. She returned the kiss. Then he undid the buttons of her twinset. He lifted her T-shirt and sought out her bra. He stopped for a moment, feeling the fabric. He slid his fingers inside, freed one breast and cupped it with his hand.

      What a unique feeling it is, being discovered by someone for the first time, Diana thought. Giving yourself to him, and simultaneously imagining what he’s feeling. Feeling his excitement, his surprise.

      She reached out her hands to remove his belt and unbutton his trousers, while he tried to slip off her skirt together with the nylons. All this without their mouths ever stopping searching each other, as if, without those kisses, they might choke.

      For a moment Diana looked at the time on the dashboard, hoping that it wasn’t too late, briefly afraid that her mother might ring her on her mobile at any moment and break the spell.

      Their gestures became more impatient, the caresses deeper. Soon they were naked, gazing at each other in those few moments when they opened their eyes between kisses. But they didn’t need to look at each other, they were getting to know each other with their other senses.

      Then he placed one hand on her cheek and she realised that the moment had come. She moved away from him, sure that Giorgio would wonder why, maybe imagining that she’d had second thoughts. In fact she was about to say the I love you that she had held back all day. But instead of taking notice of her, Giorgio slowly turned towards the windscreen. Her pride was punctured: did she suddenly not warrant his total attention? She wanted to ask him for an explanation, but she stopped herself. There was a look of surprise in Giorgio’s eyes. So Diana also turned.

      Someone was standing in front of the bonnet. Staring at them.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              4
            

          

        

      

      A phone call had dragged her out of bed.

      Her orders were to get to the pine wood in Ostia as soon as possible. That was all.

      As she hurriedly put on her uniform, as quietly as possible in order not to wake Max, Sandra tried to clear her head. Calls like this happened rarely. But when they came it was like receiving a punch in the stomach, a shot of adrenaline and fear.

      That was why it was best to be prepared for the worst.

      How many crime scenes had she visited with her camera? How many corpses had she found waiting for her? Mutilated, humiliated, or simply frozen in an absurd posture. It was Sandra Vega’s thankless task to capture a final image of them.

      Whose death was going to need a photographic record this time?

      It wasn’t easy to find the exact spot. There was as yet no police cordon keeping at a distance those who had no right to be there. No flashing lights. No deployment of men and resources. When she arrived, most of the troops had still to get there. It was all for show anyway. For the benefit of the media and the authorities, so that people felt safe.

      Right now, there was a single patrol car at the start of the road that led into the wood and, a bit further on, a van and a couple of cars. Still no parade for the newly dead. The time for an elaborate display of strength was still to come.

      But the army would arrive on the battlefield already defeated.

      That was why all the people who were really needed for the investigation were already there, gathered in that meagre group. Before she joined them, Sandra took the bag with her equipment from the boot of her car and put on white overalls with a hood in order to not contaminate the scene. She didn’t yet know what to expect.

      Superintendent Crespi came up to her. He summed up the situation in a terse sentence: ‘You won’t like it.’

      Together, they entered the trees.

      Before Forensics started searching for evidence. Before her police colleagues started trying to figure out what had happened and why. Before the ritual of the investigation officially started, it was all up to her.

      And they were all there, waiting. Sandra felt like a latecomer at a party. They were talking among themselves in low voices, sneaking surreptitious glances at her as she passed them, hoping only that she would do her work quickly enough to let them get on with it. Two officers were questioning the runner who, during his morning training run, had discovered the horror that had brought them there. He was squatting on a dry trunk with his head in his hands.

      Sandra walked behind Crespi. The unreal peace of the pine wood was marred by the sound of their steps on the pine needles but, above all, by the muffled ringing of a mobile phone. She barely paid any attention to it, concentrating instead on the scene she was starting to get a glimpse of.

      Her colleagues had simply marked off the area with red and white tape. In the middle stood a car with all its doors open. In accordance with procedure, the only person to have crossed that border so far was the pathologist.

      ‘Astolfi has just certified the deaths,’ Superintendent Crespi announced.

      Sandra saw him: a thin little man who looked like a bureaucrat. Having finished his task, he had come back across the tape and was now mechanically smoking a cigarette and collecting the ashes in the palm of his hand. But he was still looking at the car, as if hypnotised by some thought or other.

      When Sandra and Crespi came level with him, he spoke without taking his eyes off the scene. ‘I need at least a couple of shots of each wound for my report.’

      It was only now that Sandra realised what it was that had captured the pathologist’s attention.

      The ringing of the mobile phone in the background.

      And she also realised why nobody had the power to make the sound stop. It was coming from the car.

      ‘It’s the girl’s,’ Crespi said, without her asking him. ‘It’s in her handbag on the back seat.’

      Obviously, someone was alarmed because she hadn’t come home last night and was trying to contact her.

      How long had it been ringing? They couldn’t do anything about it. The show had to proceed in a specified order, it was still too early for the final number. And she would have to take her photographs with that heartrending accompaniment.

      ‘Eyes open or closed?’ she asked.

      It was a question that meant something only to those who frequented crime scenes. Sometimes killers, even the most brutal ones, closed their victims’ eyes. It wasn’t a gesture of pity, but of shame.

      ‘Eyes open,’ Astolfi replied.

      This killer had wanted to be seen.

       

      The mobile phone continued ringing, loud and indifferent.

      Sandra’s task was to freeze the scene before time and the search for answers altered it. She used her camera as a screen between herself and the horror, between herself and the pain. But, because of the ringing, those emotions risked overflowing beyond that screen and hurting her.

      She took refuge in the routine of her profession, in the rules she had learned years earlier, during her training. If she followed procedure, everything would soon be over and she might be able to go back home and slip back into bed beside Max, seeking the warmth of his body and pretending that this freezing cold winter’s day hadn’t yet started.

      From the general to the particular. She raised her camera and started shooting.

      The flashes broke like waves on the face of the girl before fading into the cold, pale light of dawn. Sandra had taken up position in front of the bonnet but, after taking a dozen photographs of the car, she lowered her camera.

      The girl was staring at her through the windscreen.

      There was an unwritten rule she had been taught. Like her colleagues, she applied it scrupulously.

      If the corpse has its eyes open, make sure they are never looking straight at the camera. 

      It was to avoid the pathos of an effect – ‘photocall with dead model’. The girl last, she told herself. She decided to begin with the second body.

      It lay on the ground, naked, a few yards from the car, face covered by pine needles, arms thrust forward.

      ‘Man, between twenty and twenty-five approximately,’ Sandra said into the microphone connected to the recorder in the pocket of her overalls. ‘Firearm wound on back of neck.’

      The hair around the entry wound showed evident traces of burning, a sign that the killer had fired at close range.

      Sandra looked with her camera for footprints. She spotted a few in the damp earth. The heel part was as deep as the tip. He wasn’t escaping, he was walking.

      He didn’t run away, Sandra thought. ‘The killer made him get out of the car and took up position behind him. Then he opened fire.’

      It had been an execution.

      She saw more prints, shoeprints this time. ‘Signs of trampling, covering a circular area.’

      They belonged to the killer. She followed the steps with the camera in front of her, diligently continuing to collect images that would be stored in the digital memory. As she approached one of the trees she saw a little patch at the base that had been cleared of pine needles. She dictated the location into the recorder.

      ‘Ten feet southeast: the earth has been moved on the surface, as if someone has been clearing it.’

      It was here that everything began, she thought. It was here that he lay in wait. She lifted the lens, trying to replicate the killer’s point of view. From here, through the trees, it was easy to see without being seen.

      You enjoyed the spectacle, didn’t you? Or did it make you angry? How long did you stay here watching them?

      From there she began moving backwards, shooting as she did so, along a diagonal towards the car, reproducing the trajectory the killer must have taken. Back at the bonnet, Sandra again felt the girl’s eyes on her: they actually seemed to be looking for her.

      She ignored them a second time, concentrating instead on the car.

      She moved round towards the back seat. There, scattered, lay the victims’ clothes. She felt a pang in her heart. An image came into her mind of the two lovers getting ready to go out together, standing by their wardrobes, thinking of what to put on in order to appear more attractive to the other person, an entirely altruistic pleasure.

      Were they already naked when the killer surprised them, or did he force them to undress? Had he watched them while they were making love or had he interrupted them? Sandra dismissed these thoughts: it wasn’t up to her to supply the answers. She made an effort to recover her concentration.

      In the middle of the clothes was the black handbag in which the phone had been ringing. Luckily it had stopped for a while, but it would start up again soon. Sandra stepped up the pace. That phone was a source of pain, and she didn’t want to be too close to it.

      The wide-open door on the passenger side revealed the girl’s body. Sandra crouched beside her.

      ‘Woman, approximate age twenty. The corpse is naked.’

      Her arms were down by her sides, and she was pinned to her seat – which was reclining at an angle of about a hundred and twenty degrees – by a climbing rope that was wound several times around her, the part around the headrest strangling her.

      In the middle of that tangle was a big hunting knife, the handle sticking out of her sternum. It had been driven in with such force that it couldn’t be pulled out, Sandra concluded: the killer had been forced to leave it there.

      Sandra photographed the trail of dried blood that ran down the victim’s belly, soaking the seat and collecting in a little pool on the rug, between her bare feet and a pair of high-heeled shoes. Elegant high-heeled shoes, she corrected herself mentally. It had clearly been meant as a romantic evening.

      Finally, she summoned up the courage to photograph the face in close-up.

      The head was slightly tilted to the left, the black hair dishevelled: Sandra had the impulse to rearrange it, like a sister. She noted that the girl was very pretty, with the delicate features only youth could sculpt. And, where the tears hadn’t blurred it, a touch of make-up could still be detected. It seemed applied with care, as if the girl was used to doing it. Perhaps she worked in the beauty industry, Sandra thought.

      Her mouth, though, was turned down in an unnatural manner, and she wore glossy lipstick.

      It made a strange impression on Sandra. There was something wrong, although for the moment she couldn’t figure out what it was.

      She leaned into the car to get a better view of the face. In accordance with the forensic photographers’ unwritten rule, she looked for angles that allowed her to avoid that direct gaze into the camera. She found it hard looking into those eyes anyway, and she certainly didn’t want them staring back at her.

      The mobile phone started ringing again.

      Violating what she had been taught, she instinctively closed her eyes, letting the camera take the last shots by itself. She was forced to think of those who were present at that scene, even without being there physically. The girl’s mother and father, waiting for a reply that would free them from their anxiety. The young man’s parents, who maybe still hadn’t realised that their son hadn’t come home that night. The architect of so much pain, who was probably miles away by now, enjoying the secret pleasure of killers – a sadistic itch in the heart – and basking in his own invisibility.

      Sandra Vega let the camera finish its task, then pulled herself out of that cramped space that smelt of urine and young blood.

       

      ‘Who?’

      That was the recurring question in the heads of those present. Who could have done something like this? Who could have planned it?

      When you can’t give a monster a face, anyone could be him. People look at each other suspiciously, wondering what is hidden behind appearances, conscious of being observed by others with the same question in their eyes.

      When a man commits a terrible crime, suspicion extends to the whole human race.

      That was why even the cops, that morning, avoided looking at each other too much. Only when the killer was captured would the curse of suspicion be lifted.

      Failing that, there remained the identities of the victims.

      The girl didn’t yet have a name. And that was a good thing from Sandra’s point of view. She didn’t want to know it. The young man’s name, on the other hand, they had managed to discover through the car’s registration number.

      ‘His name was Giorgio Montefiori,’ Crespi said to the pathologist.

      Astolfi made a note of this on one of the forms he carried in a small folder. To write, he leaned on the mortuary van, which had just arrived on the scene to collect the bodies.

      ‘I want to do the post mortem as soon as possible,’ he said.

      Sandra assumed that his haste was due to his wish to contribute to the investigation, but had to think again when he went on, without a shred of pity in his voice, ‘I already have a road accident to deal with today, not to mention an expert opinion I have to write for a trial.’

      Bureaucrat, Sandra thought. She couldn’t bear these two dead young people getting less compassion than they were entitled to.

      In the meantime, the forensics team had taken possession of the scene and were starting to search the area and collect evidence. And now that the girl’s mobile phone could finally be picked up, it had stopped ringing.

      Sandra turned away from the conversation between Astolfi and Crespi and watched as one of the technicians, having recovered the phone from the bag in the car, now walked towards the red and white tape and handed it over to a policewoman. It would be up to her to answer as soon as someone called. Sandra didn’t envy her.

      ‘Can you do it this morning?’

      Sandra was distracted and didn’t catch Crespi’s last words. ‘What?’

      ‘I was asking if you can hand over the material this morning,’ Crespi repeated, indicating the camera, which she had put back in the boot of the car.

      ‘Oh, yes, of course,’ she hastened to assure him.

      ‘Can you do it now?’

      She would have liked to get away and continue once she was back at Headquarters. But, faced with her superior’s insistence, she couldn’t refuse. ‘All right.’

      She started connecting the camera to her laptop so that she could transfer all the images on to it. Then she would email them, and at last she would be free of this nightmare. She was among the first to arrive at crime scenes, but was also the first to leave. Her work finished there. Unlike her colleagues, she could forget.

      As she did this, another officer brought Crespi the dead girl’s handbag. The superintendent opened it to check if there were papers in it. Sandra saw the girl’s face on the identity card.

      ‘Diana Delgaudio,’ Crespi read, in a thin voice. ‘Only twenty, dammit.’

      A brief silence followed this statement.

      Still looking at the card, he made the sign of the cross. He was a religious man. Sandra didn’t know him well; he wasn’t the show-off type. At Headquarters he was respected more for his length of service than for his actual merits. But maybe he was the right man for a crime like this. A person capable of handling a horrible case without trying to make capital out of it with the media to advance his career.

      For the two dead people, a merciful cop was a good thing.

      Crespi turned again to the officer who had brought him the handbag and handed it back. He took a deep breath. ‘OK, let’s go and inform the parents.’

      They walked away, leaving Sandra to her work. In the meantime, the photographs she had taken started to appear on the computer screen as they loaded from the memory card. Observing them, she quickly went over that morning’s work. There were almost four hundred photographs. One after the other, like stills from a silent film.

      She was distracted by the ringing of the mobile phone, which everyone had been waiting for. She turned towards the policewoman, who was checking the name on the display. She passed a hand over her forehead, and finally answered it. ‘Good morning, Signora Delgaudio, this is the police.’

      Sandra had no idea what the mother was saying at the other end, but it was easy to imagine what she had felt, hearing a strange voice and the word ‘police’. What until then had been only a nasty premonition was now taking on the semblance of a massive grief.

      ‘A police car will be coming to your house to explain the situation,’ the officer continued.

      Sandra could not bear to listen. She focused her attention back on the images as they succeeded one another on the computer, hoping the program would hurry up downloading them. She had decided she would never have children, because her greatest fear was that they might end up in photographs like these. Diana’s face. The absent expression. The dishevelled black hair. The make-up blurred by tears. The mouth twisted into a kind of sad smile. The eyes contemplating nothingness.

      The download had almost finished when a close-up appeared fleetingly that was different from the others.

      Instinctively, Sandra pressed a button to stop the process. Her heart pounding, she clicked back to that particular image. Around her, everything disappeared as if sucked into a black hole. There was only that image on the screen. How had she not noticed it?

      In the photograph, the girl’s face was still motionless.

      Sandra turned rapidly in the direction of the crime scene beyond the red and white tape. Then she started running.

      Diana Delgaudio had moved her eyes towards the camera.
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