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HE MOVED DOWN THE LONG hallway, trying to reach the light shining at the far end. It was an old building, walls shedding their plaster, the wooden floor groaning with every step, making the walk toward that bright light even more agonizing and terrifying.

The only thing running through his mind was the urge to discover who was behind all those crimes. A kind of anxiety he had never felt in all his years as an investigator. The light drew closer, and when he crossed the entire corridor, he passed through the doorway and found himself in a wide room with old, peeling paint, bricks showing through in spots where the plaster had failed to withstand time. Careless as he had never been before, consumed by anxiety and desperation, he didn’t even bother to scan the room to see if anyone else was there, or if anything posed a threat to his life. He only spotted, at the far end, an old wooden dresser—the kind you don’t find in stores anymore—no drawers, no doors, nothing. Just a lamp in the center and a book resting on top of it.

He entered the room without glancing to either side, his eyes fixed on the dresser and the book sitting on it. Everything pointed to him finally discovering who had been murdering people in his city. He approached, the only distraction the creak of the wooden floor. He stopped in front of the dresser, looked at the book—homemade, amateurish, with no concern for aesthetics. It was a thin booklet, typed and printed on A4 paper, with a cover drawn in red marker, a title and an amateur sketch. He read the title on the cover, which only made him more anxious; he picked it up in his hands, took a deep breath, and began to read. With every page, surprise was plain on the investigator’s face.

When he finished reading the book, he reflected, and when he finally remembered to take in the whole room, he looked to his left and was stunned by what he saw. He approached, stared at the image, and after a long stretch of sleepless nights, of anguish, dread, hatred, and every emotion a person can feel, he was finally standing before the one responsible for all the murders.

In his eyes, a mix of surprise and dread. He had found the killer, but it still wasn’t enough to stop the deaths.
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FROM THE SMALL WINDOW of the main room in the police station, Detective Max Palupa watched the city come and go. Through the window he could see the town’s main church, which sat directly across from the station, perhaps in some strategic position, forging a link between error and repentance. That was how the detective thought whenever he asked himself why they had placed a police station—where criminals were punished—right across from the church, a place of regret and redemption.

On the cobblestone streets, he saw a few cars moving at low speed, people crossing the road without any difficulty, and others walking along the sidewalk. There wasn’t much to do that day, so he allowed himself the luxury of stopping at the window to watch the street. In truth, there wasn’t much to do most days. It was a quiet town, without any real troubles.

The detective’s family had a history in the police force. His grandfather and his father had been renowned officers, highly respected within the department. The name Palupa carried a certain prestige in the police, with a legacy of courage and great achievements. But fate seemed to have reserved a different future for Max. He went through the police academy, checked every requirement until he graduated. He specialized in investigative work and worked in a big city as an assistant to Mr. Roger, a famous and experienced detective who was training young Palupa to take his place when he retired.

Max Palupa was ambitious, worked hard, and was considered a promising detective. But one morning, without any plausible reason, he was called into his boss’s office and given the news that he would be transferred to the small, quiet, and unknown Cidadela—a city whose name he had never heard of and which, being so insignificant, hadn’t even earned a proper name. Because it had no name, it came to be known as Cidadela, the way people had referred to it in the past: “that citadel.”

When he announced the transfer, Max’s boss made it sound like a big promotion, since the town had no police chief and Max would be responsible for the station and for keeping order in the city. Max knew it wasn’t a promotion and that this transfer meant a roadblock in his promising career. How could you build a career in a place completely cut off from everything? Forgotten by the world, a place that didn’t even have a name.

But even frustrated, Max Palupa accepted the order, packed his belongings, said goodbye to his friends, and set off for his new challenge in a distant, forgotten town.

The moment he reached the entrance to the city, Max felt the difference—he had left a big city for a place that was typically rural. After leaving the main road, there was a dirt road about two kilometers long, with pasture on both sides, some cattle grazing, eucalyptus trees in the distance, and a narrow river running behind the eucalyptus on the right side of the road for anyone entering.

Only after two kilometers did you reach the concrete arch with the words: “Welcome to Cidadela.” It felt like a nightmare for Max to enter that city, which represented the end of his police career. He knew that every moment there would be time wasted in his career. He was twenty-eight years old and knew he couldn’t stay there long if he wanted a brilliant record like his grandfather’s and father’s. He would not be the one to end the beautiful history of the Palupa family in the department.

With that thought, he passed through the arch and saw the first buildings of the city. On the left, some old houses, and on the right, another very old, abandoned building, which he later learned had once been the city hall, moved to a more modern building after many years.

Max drove on and saw the little square—the kind typical of small towns—with some wooden benches, a few concrete tables with fixed checkerboards, trees all around, and a small fountain in the center. The little square also functioned as a kind of traffic circle, where cars could either continue into the city or turn around to head back down the dirt road. That was the first image of the city Max saw.

He drove his car past the square, and a few meters later he arrived at the station where he would be the new chief. As he looked at it from the outside, Max made a promise to himself: not a single day would go by without him fighting with all his strength to get out of there and return to the big city, where he could truly advance his career and raise his family’s name.

Ten years after his arrival and his daily struggle to be transferred to another city, Max stood there at the station window, looking at that quiet street. He turned his gaze back inside and saw his subordinates sitting in front of old computers. One was playing Solitaire, the other doing a crossword puzzle. There really was nothing to do. The room they were in was a small reception area for citizens. Behind the service counter, there was a door that led to Max’s office, which had only a ceiling fan, a refrigerator, a coffee maker, his desk, and an old computer.

Max’s life was limited to solving minor conflicts—husband-and-wife fights, family squabbles in general, or drunken brawls. Everything was resolved with a good talk or a few days in the holding cell at the station. All very quiet. All very peaceful, and far from his dreams.

Only one thing had changed. Four years after his arrival, Max met Luma, a girl who was born and raised in the town. Max fell in love and married her. A year later, they had their first and only child, Lineu Palupa Neto, named in honor of his grandfather. That had really given Max a new lease on life. If on one hand he hated the city because it represented a setback in his professional life, on the other hand, he knew there was no safer place to raise his son, far from all the danger and violence that plagued the big cities.

That was the only reason he stopped calling Mr. Jaime Ventosa every week—a family friend, a police officer since his grandfather’s time, now retired but still holding great prestige and influence in the department.

Before being transferred, Max had appealed to his father, another highly respected retired officer, who, although unable to prevent his son’s transfer to Cidadela, tried in vain to get him out of that small town and back to the big city. He tried for two straight years, until he fell ill and died of cancer. Before he died, his father gave him Jaime Ventosa’s phone number and told him to ask for help.

Max asked Jaime for help for years, and he always said he was trying, but that he didn’t know why Max had been transferred and was still there for so long. When his son turned three, he stopped calling. Even frustrated with his professional career, the love for his son and the safety of little Lineu spoke louder in his heart.

That was how Max learned to accept his fate, and there was not a single night when he didn’t beg forgiveness from his grandfather and father in his prayers for the depressing end he was giving to the family name in the department.
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HE WOKE UP EVEN BEFORE the alarm went off at six in the morning. He looked to the side, saw his wife sleeping, glanced at the clock, and realized he could still sleep a little longer, but a strange restlessness pushed him out of bed, like a premonition, a sign that something wasn’t right.

He made coffee, and after the first sip, the doorbell rang. Surprised by the hour, he grabbed his gun and went to the door to see who it was. In all his years in this town, there had never been an attempt on his life, his family’s, or anyone else’s, but some habits die hard—carrying a gun was one of them.

Peering through the peephole, he saw the figure of Orlando, one of his assistants, which made Max even more uneasy. He opened the door and asked why he was showing up at his house so early. Hearing the answer, he understood the reason for his own restlessness:

“Sorry, Dr. Max, but something strange is going on. Dona Matilde showed up at my house a little while ago. Scared and desperate, she could barely speak. I got her a glass of water, told her to take a deep breath, calm down, and tell me what all the panic was about.”

Max stared at Orlando in disbelief. He couldn’t believe Orlando was there so early and still couldn’t get straight to the point and tell him what the problem was. But his investigator’s training had taught him not to miss a single word from the person he was talking to and to be patient, though the unusual situation made him push forward.

“Okay. Go on, Orlando. What did Dona Matilde tell you?”

“Her husband, old Ary, is missing. He left around six in the evening to go drink at Afrânio’s bar and never came home.”

“But it’s not even six in the morning. What’s all the panic for? The old man probably drank himself under the table and is passed out somewhere in town,” Palupa said.

“Doctor, they’ve been married for forty years, and the old man has never slept outside the house. He’s been drinking since he was a kid; he’s one of the toughest drinkers around. No one has ever seen him passed out; he wobbles side to side, but he never falls. Dona Matilde is desperate; she’s sure something bad has happened to him.”

The situation itself wasn’t enough to cause panic, but Max knew nothing abnormal ever happened in that town. Everything followed a script, almost daily. Old Ary’s absence from home wasn’t part of the town’s routine, and for that reason alone, he went inside, drank the rest of his cold coffee, and left to find out what had happened.

Max and his assistant Orlando walked to the station; it was a ten-minute walk at a brisk pace. Along the way, Max made a point of looking everywhere, hoping to spot old Ary and solve the problem quickly, putting poor Dona Matilde’s mind at ease. They reached the station and had seen nothing along the way.

“Good morning, Dona Matilde!” Max greeted her.

“Good morning, my son!” Dona Matilde replied, in tears.

“Dona Matilde, tell me what happened. Did you two argue before he left the house?”

“No, my son. He left as usual to drink at Afrânio’s bar. He left around six in the evening. He always leaves at that time to drink. He usually gets home at eight. Only on Saturdays does he come home later. He left, eight o’clock came, and he didn’t show up. I got worried, but I thought he’d lost track of time with the drinking and the card games. I fell asleep on the sofa waiting for him. I woke up at five o’clock and he wasn’t home. I panicked. He must be dead!” she exclaimed, sobbing.

Faced with Dona Matilde’s desperation, Max told her to go home and wait for news, ordered Orlando to search the town for the old man, while he went to Afrânio’s bar to see if anything had happened. Since Sergio, the other assistant, was off duty, they both closed the station to look for old Ary.

Afrânio’s bar was at the entrance to the town, just past the square, on the right-hand side as you come in. As Max walked to the bar, he wondered where the old man could be. At no point did he think of anything serious. He was probably passed out in some corner of the street, or with some mistress, or he’d gotten tired of his wife, anything, but nothing grave crossed his mind. He reached the bar and found Afrânio behind the counter, wiping down the shelves where he kept the cachaça.

“Afrânio.”

Afrânio turned and greeted the chief: “Yes, Doctor?”

“Afrânio, was old Ary here last night?”

“Yes, Doctor, like almost every night of the week. That old man would have to be really sick to miss his daily cachaça and card game.”

“Can you tell me what time he left?”

Afrânio frowned with a worried look at the chief’s serious, direct question.

“Has something happened to the old man?”

“I don’t know yet, Afrânio. The old man didn’t come home last night, and so far we don’t know where he is. It seems everything went as usual, including when he left here. What time did he leave?”

“My God! Do you think the old man lost his way home? I’m worried,” Afrânio said.

“Afrânio, I really have other things to do, and I need direct, objective answers. What time did the old man leave here?”

“Sorry, Doctor, but nothing strange has happened in this town for decades, that’s why I’m worried. But the old man left here around nine o’clock at night. He’s a disciplined guy. His whole life has been working, taking care of his wife, and drinking his daily cachaça. He never stayed late, always left at the same time. Last night he stayed a little longer.”

“Did he leave with anyone?”

“No. He left alone.”

Max’s phone rang. It was Orlando saying he’d found the old man.

“Where?” Max asked.

“On the riverbank, about three kilometers past the station, upstream, near the bamboo grove.”

“Thank God. I told you the old man drank until he passed out. Dona Matilde will be relieved,” Max said.

“Doctor,” Orlando said, his voice trembling, “the old man is lying on the bank, with a rope around his neck, signs of strangulation. He’s dead.”

Max went cold and froze for a few seconds. It had been so long since he’d known what a murder was that his reaction was that of a novice in shock. After those brief seconds, he walked out of the bar without saying a word.

“Did they find the old man?” Afrânio asked as he watched Max leave.

Max left without giving any answer.

He ran down the street, not knowing what to think. He never imagined a murder would happen in this quiet town. Then he thought: “It might not have been a murder.” He called Orlando, asking if there were any signs of suicide. Orlando replied that he didn’t have the knowledge to answer; he was just an assistant. Max didn’t have a team of police officers, just two civilians who helped him with administrative matters and assisted in minor conflicts.

He arrived at the scene and saw the old man lying by the riverbank.

“Shit! How did this old man end up here, and who had a reason to do this?” Max said.

“The old man had no enemies. Strange that this happened,” Orlando replied.

“Orlando, the way the rope is and the injuries, it definitely wasn’t suicide. They killed the old man.”

“My God! I... I... Doctor, what are we going to do?”

“Orlando, stay calm, the last thing we need right now is panic. We have to keep our heads. Go to Dona Matilde’s house and give her the news. Be careful how you tell her. Don’t talk to anyone on the street, don’t call anyone. Go straight to Dona Matilde’s house. Can you do that?”

“Of course, Doctor. I’ve known them since I was a kid. It will be hard, but I’ll be careful.”

“Okay. Orlando, on second thought, before you go to Dona Matilde’s house, go to the clinic and ask someone to come collect the body. I’ll stay here analyzing the scene and waiting for the ambulance. Now, go.”

As scared as he was by what had happened, Palupa couldn’t hide a certain satisfaction at being able to investigate a murder case again. From the size of the rope around old Ary’s neck and the injuries, there was no doubt it was murder. He photographed the scene and the old man in every detail to analyze later.

Almost an hour after Orlando left, the old ambulance, a 1990 Caravan that looked more like a hearse, arrived. Max asked them to take the body to the clinic so that Dr. Magellan (the town doctor) could examine it. He hitched a ride with the ambulance, which dropped him off at Afrânio’s bar. Max wanted to know everyone who had been there and what had happened.

He arrived at Afrânio’s bar and found him standing with a bottle of cachaça in his hand, talking to a few customers who, despite the hour, were already drinking some pretty unadvisable doses.

Afrânio was talking precisely about old Ary’s disappearance, and as a precaution, Max stopped, hidden behind one of the pillars, trying to overhear something that might help the investigation.

“...that’s what I’m saying, old Ary didn’t come home last night. Where the hell did that old man go?” Afrânio said.

“You think after all this time the old man found himself a whore?” another one said.

“No way. That old man couldn’t handle another woman; he barely handles his own. Not to mention he’s scared to death of Dona Matilde,” a third chimed in.

Max saw that none of them were going to say anything useful and decided to step into the conversation:

“Good afternoon, gentlemen,” Max greeted.

“Good afternoon,” they answered in unison.

“Well, you already know about Ary’s disappearance. Were you all here with Ary last night?”

“Yes, Chief,” Afrânio replied.

“I’d like to know if old Ary had any enemies, or if he’d been in any fights recently.”

“There wasn’t any fight, except for the usual arguments during the card game. Old Ary didn’t harm anyone. He was a quiet guy who worked all day. I never saw him in any kind of fight,” one of the men there replied.

Suspicious of the questions and seeing the chief’s expression, Afrânio asked if they still hadn’t found the old man. Knowing the news would spread soon anyway, Palupa told the truth:

“Yes. We’ve found him. He was near the bamboo grove, lying there—or rather, dead!”

There was a deafening silence, and everyone’s face showed disbelief at the chief’s words. They all looked at each other, shook their heads negatively, and struggled to believe it. When the questions started, Palupa cut the topic short by asking where the old man worked.

“He worked his whole life at Mr. Sobral’s farm,” Afrânio replied.

“Of course, Mr. Sobral. Half the town works for him,” Max remarked as he walked out of the bar.
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CHAPTER 4
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HE ARRIVED AT FAZENDA Sobral and was greeted by the employee who stayed right by the gate, controlling who could come and go from the property.

Mr. Sobral was an old man respected in town, the owner of the city’s only major farm and responsible for employing a great many people. He was a recluse, never venturing beyond the boundaries of his land. In fact, he rarely left the confines of his own house. He didn’t like receiving visitors. He was a widower, no children. He had a trusted employee named Sanches, who handled all of Mr. Sobral’s affairs, from the day-to-day operations of the farm to the old man’s finances.

Mr. Sobral trusted this employee with his life, and anyone who wanted to speak with him had to go through Sanches first. Rarely did anyone manage to get past Sanches, who turned everyone away to keep Mr. Sobral undisturbed.

“I’d like to speak with Mr. Sobral, please. Tell him it’s the chief of police from town.”

“I’ll announce you to Sanches. He handles everything for the boss. Come in, wait on the porch,” the employee said.

Max stepped onto Mr. Sobral’s land and took in just how well-kept the farm was. Right at the entrance there was a wooden gate and a bamboo archway, decorated with flowers and a sign reading “Fazenda Sobral.” Inside, a stone path led up to the house, lined with carefully tended flowers—roses and sunflowers—and neatly trimmed grass. Further on, past the house, Palupa could see crops he couldn’t identify, but it was a massive farm, and this was just the entrance. Palupa, because of his disappointment at living in that town and burying all his dreams, had always done the bare bureaucratic minimum at the station. He’d never bothered to get to know the town, its residents, its customs. He knew a few names and only learned what happened to cross his desk. As he walked onto the farm, he regretted never taking an active part in the town’s life. He had never set foot on the farm that employed a good portion of Cidadela’s citizens, and he had never met Mr. Sobral, the most important figure in town.

As they walked, the employee noticed Max looking around and struck up a conversation.

“This farm is enormous. I’ve worked here since I was a kid. If you want, and if Sanches allows it, I can show you the whole place. I know it like the back of my hand, but we’d need horses. On foot, it’d take a whole day to see everything. We’ve got sugarcane, coffee, orange, and banana plantations. But the real business is cattle and dairy production—milk, cheese, butter, and cream cheese.”

Palupa listened in silence, surprised. He wondered to himself, “Is this the farm that produces Sobral dairy products?”

“Maybe another time. I can’t today. I just need to speak with Mr. Sobral and get back to the station.”

“No problem. Today would’ve been tough anyway. Old Ary called in sick, and I’m swamped.”

“You know Old Ary?” the chief asked eagerly.

“Of course! I’ve worked with him since I was a kid. He taught me everything. That old man must be really sick. He’s never missed a day. This is the first time.”

“What did Old Ary do around here?”

“Well, Ary is one of the trusted employees. He’s worked with Mr. Sobral since before this place was what it is today. He was Mr. Sobral’s first employee. He worked this farm all by himself back then.”

Still walking toward Mr. Sobral’s residence, Max thought about his son. That distant, isolated, forgotten place only made sense as a haven for Lineu Neto, and with what had just happened, Max couldn’t hide a certain restlessness, directly tied to Lineu’s safety. They reached the porch, and the employee asked Max to wait there.

Max was still admiring the farm, looking around and taking in the structure of that porch. Spacious, with wooden columns, a colonial-style roof, comfortable chairs—nothing that matched the town’s simplicity. It was clear Mr. Sobral had plenty of money.

Sanches arrived on the porch and greeted Max.

“Good morning, Chief Palupa. Please, come in.”

Max was led inside, entering a spacious living room with flawless hardwood floors, a central rug with a coffee table, two large, comfortable sofas, a television; to the left, a bar stocked with wine, whiskey, cognac, and cachaça, plus a fridge with chilled drinks; to the right, a counter and a large, well-equipped kitchen. Everything in excellent taste. He went down a hallway and was invited into the first door. It was Sanches’s office. Sanches asked Palupa to sit, offered him a drink, which the chief declined, sat down in his chair, and asked how he could help the chief.

“Actually, I’d like to speak with Mr. Sobral.”

“Chief, with all due respect, I handle all of Mr. Sobral’s affairs. Everything you’ve seen out there—I make it happen. I decide what gets produced, negotiate with buyers, give orders, pay, hire, and fire employees. I can help you more than Mr. Sobral can.”

“I believe you, and congratulations on everything you do here. It’s all very beautiful and organized. But I insist on speaking with Mr. Sobral. Nothing prevents you from sitting in on the conversation, but I need to see Mr. Sobral.”

“Chief, Sobral is an elderly man. Is it really necessary?”

“Sanches, how many times have you seen me out here? Do you really think I’d insist if it weren’t necessary? Please, take me to Mr. Sobral.”

“I have to talk to him first. See if he can receive you.”

“I’m not here asking for permission. I am a police authority, and I demand to see Mr. Sobral. Look, Mr. Sanches, do you honestly think I’d waste my time coming out here for no reason? I’m going to speak with Mr. Sobral today, right now. When you announce me, tell him I want to discuss Old Ary’s death.”

“Ary? Dead? How?” Sanches interrogated, his face perplexed.

“Take me to Mr. Sobral. I’ll tell the story once.”

Sanches left Max in the room and retreated, stunned, to fetch Mr. Sobral. Fifteen minutes later, they both arrived. Mr. Sobral, in a wheelchair being pushed by Sanches, entered the room grumbling.
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