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The call to the police was recorded on 23 February at 7.47 p.m. A woman’s distressed voice, from a mobile phone, asking that a patrol car be sent to an isolated farm some fifteen kilometres from the city.


A violent thunderstorm was raging over the area.


When the operator asked the nature of the emergency, the woman replied that a man had trespassed into the farm and was standing outside, in the rain and the dark. Her husband had gone out to persuade him to leave but the intruder was refusing. He was just standing there, silent, staring at the house.


The woman was unable to describe the stranger because her position and the torrential rain meant that she could only see him clearly during flashes of lightning. She said he’d arrived in an old green station wagon and that her two little girls were scared.


The operator took the address, assured the woman that someone would be sent to check it out but also told her that, owing to the adverse weather conditions, they were currently swamped with calls for help because of road accidents and flooding. She would therefore have to be patient.


The first available patrol car wasn’t free until five the following morning, over nine hours later. The police officers took a long time to reach the farm, partly because a stream had burst its banks, flooding the road in several places.


Shortly after dawn, the scene that awaited the two officers was one of calm. A traditional timber farmhouse, painted white, with a silo for storing apples alongside. A giant sycamore cast its shadow over the farmyard. A rocking chair stood on the porch and there were two identical pink bicycles next to the tool shed. The letter box, painted scarlet, bore the inscription ANDERSON FAMILY. Nothing to suggest anything untoward. Except perhaps the silence, disturbed only by the constant barking of a mongrel tied with a long lead to a kennel.


The officers called out to the residents but there was no response. They assumed that as there was no one at home, perhaps they were no longer needed. Just to be sure, before turning back, one of the officers climbed the two steps to the porch, knocked on the door and noticed that it was only partly closed. He peeked inside and saw chaos.


After radioing headquarters for authorisation, the police officers went into the house to investigate.


They found tables and chairs knocked over, torn furnishings and shards of glass on the floor. The situation upstairs was even worse.


There was blood everywhere. In the bedrooms, pillows and sheets had been drenched in it, now dried. The family’s belongings – a slipper, a hairbrush and the faces of the dolls in the girls’ bedroom – were covered in blood spatter. There were trails on the floor and handprints smeared on the walls, signs of a desperate attempt to escape. The officers were looking at the scene of a bloodbath. But what troubled them most was what they could not find. The bodies were missing.


All that was left of the family members – a father, a mother and eight-year-old twins – were their photos, either standing in frames or hanging on the walls. From these smiling pictures, the Andersons had witnessed their own slaughter.


By eight o’clock, the police were swarming over this remote location in full force. While teams of investigators, aided by cadaver dogs, combed the surrounding countryside for any trace of human remains, a forensics team were analysing the crime scene in an attempt to reconstruct what had occurred. At the same time, an full-scale manhunt was launched, focusing on the stranger Mrs Anderson had described so vaguely. All that was known about him was his sex. There wasn’t even a broad description or any detail that could lead to an identification. The only useful piece of information was the green station wagon the woman had mentioned, but without a licence plate or a model, this couldn’t be considered a proper lead.


By midday, rumours of what had happened and what was about to happen had reached the media. It immediately hit the headlines. By dinner time, Karl, Frida and young Eugenia and Carla had gone from being an anonymous little family to the protagonists of a sensational crime that was keeping millions of people in suspense.


The mystery of the vanished family.


What made the story even more compelling was the fact that the Andersons had moved to the country and renounced technology. They had no electricity, no internet and not even a phone. The one exception was a mobile phone, strictly for emergencies, which had been used only once to call for help. The macabre details of the case – in addition to the certainty that there was a monster still at large – led to widespread panic. Everyone was terrified the killer would strike again. Pressure was mounting for a rapid conclusion to the investigation and the arrest of the person responsible.


However, the police had little to go on. Despite the resources and manpower deployed, the only thing the investigators could be certain of was that the murderer had taken the bodies away in his station wagon, though they hadn’t a clue what he had done with them. There wasn’t much hope of a swift resolution.


Although the investigators thought it probable that by now the intruder would have disposed of the vehicle, they combed through all available security footage recorded during the hours just before and after Mrs Anderson’s call. Given that it was an old-fashioned model, it ought to stand out. Moreover, a special helpline was set up so that people could report sightings of old green estate cars. Predictably, this resulted in countless – and for the most part baseless – calls from local residents.


With one exception.


In the late afternoon, an anonymous caller reported seeing a 1997 green Volkswagen Passat parked in a disused warehouse near the old abattoir. When a team of officers, along with the dog squad, showed up to check the vehicle, they saw through the windows that the upholstery was saturated in blood. Expecting a gruesome discovery, they opened the spacious boot but, once again, there was no sign of the bodies.


As officers set about cordoning off the area to allow Forensics to work on this new crime scene, the dogs suddenly started to bark. They had sensed a presence in the abattoir.


Within thirty minutes, the entire area was off limits and, shortly afterwards, Special Forces raided the complex. It was a no-expense-spared operation with dozens of men equipped with state-of-the-art gear. The teams separated and combed through every room and every possible hiding place. The abandoned building echoed with the tramp of boots, the barking of dogs and the shouts of the raiders, until one of the officers radioed that there was ‘something on the third floor’.


The units assembled at the indicated spot. In a dark room, amid the carcasses of old computers and other obsolete electronic equipment, there was a man.


He was standing, strangely motionless, facing a wall of blank monitors. He wasn’t wearing any clothes. He raised his arms in surrender and slowly turned towards the officers, who were aiming their assault weapons at him and blinding him with their flashlights. Besides the peculiarity of his hideout, the police were immediately struck by two things. It was difficult to make out how old he was and his entire body, including his face and bald head, was covered in tattoos.


Numbers.


The man put up no resistance and let himself be handcuffed without a word. There was a small, bloodstained sickle next to him. The murder weapon, presumably.


The capture of the principal suspect took place just over forty-eight hours after Mrs Anderson’s call for help. Though initially confounded, investigators had achieved a rapid and unexpected solution to the case – albeit brought about by a tip-off.


The chief of police publicly thanked the nameless informer for aiding the law and stood before a forest of microphones to declare that another victory in the fight against evil had been claimed. The Andersons’ gruesome deaths were by now taken for granted, despite the absence of bodies. With the tattooed man in custody, law and order had been restored, and the public could breathe a sigh of relief. Their focus shifted from the perpetrator to the victims, with an outpouring of compassion and prayers for the Anderson family, wherever they might be.


Little did they know that the time for fear had only just begun.
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The letter arrived punctually, as it did every February.


Its contents were more or less the same every time. She was informed that the clinical situation was unaltered and that for the time being there were no significant signs to indicate how it would evolve. Whoever it was who wrote the letter always concluded with the same words:


‘The patient’s general condition remains incurable.’


A sentence that was a subtle request to decide whether or not to prolong assisted breathing and artificial feeding for another year or else put an end to this vegetating life once and for all.


Mila put the letter in the drawer and looked up at the view outside the kitchen window. The setting sun had strange grey tones in its reflection on the lake and, in the wooded field a few metres from the pier, Alice was chasing after leaves in the wind. Winter had stripped the two lime trees dominating the house some time ago and she wondered where those dried leaves came from – perhaps from the dense forest that surrounded the clear mirror of green water.


Alice was wearing a thick jumper and a scarf that fluttered along with her red hair. Her breath condensed in the cold air but she looked happy. Meanwhile, Mila was enjoying the warmth inside the house. She was preparing vegetable stew for dinner and there was an apple cake in the oven, which filled the room with a sweet aroma of sugar and cinnamon. She had discovered an unexpected habit over the past few months. She, who had considered meals as energy fuel for the body, was now actually deriving taste from food. No doubt it had come as even more of a surprise to Alice, since cooking was something the other mothers did – not hers.


There had been many changes over the past year. It hadn’t just been a matter of taking up new habits but starting a new life.


Mila had been in great danger during her last investigation. Until then, the prospect of dying on the job had never fazed her. It was a risk every police officer had to factor in. But after a brush with death she had reconsidered the issue and suddenly been forced to ask herself a simple question that had never occurred to her before.


If she died, what would become of Alice? It was hard enough for her daughter as it was, growing up without a father. So Mila Vasquez had decided to quit the force and abandon the mission she had devoted herself to for what felt like a century: finding missing people.


She had never thought of herself as an ordinary police officer. Moreover, she had never been an ordinary person, else she would never have chosen to hunt shadows. Mila had been sixteen when she realised that she was different. Unlike everyone she knew, she was incapable of empathy. It was something she was ashamed of for a long time, something that prevented her from having normal relationships and made her feel like an outsider. When, at twenty-five, she finally mustered the courage to tell a psychiatrist about it, he had given her condition a name: alexithymia – a kind of emotional illiteracy. Mila was unable to relate to others in an emotional way, and wasn’t capable of identifying or describing her own feelings either. It was as if she was emotionally bereft. Some called it ‘a frigid soul’.


In time, Mila understood the reason for this obscure gift and realised she was a portal, endowed with access to a dimension of shadows and evil. Once opened, though, this door could never again be shut.


I come from the darkness. And to the darkness I must sometimes return . . .


As a policewoman, she’d considered her condition a precious ally because it allowed her to handle her cases with clear-headed detachment. And this was useful particularly when dealing with the disappearance of minors, where a high degree of emotional involvement was liable to impair the objectivity of an investigator. Her colleagues were often tempted to give up rather than face the terrible reality almost always lurking at the tail end of an investigation.


Mila knew it: searching for a missing child was like chasing a black rainbow. It wasn’t a crock of gold that awaited you at the end, but just a silent monster, greedy for blood and innocence.


Alexithymia was both her curse and her armour. But there was a price to pay.


The lack of empathy gave her a dangerous affinity to the monsters who fed on the suffering of their victims, unable to feel sorry for them. In order to be different from them, Mila had often resorted to the secret help of a razor blade. Small acts of self-harm she used in order to trigger inside her a sense of someone else’s pain. The scars marking her body were a testimony of her constant effort to identify with the missing people she was investigating and create an empathic contact with them. The physical pain stood in for that of the soul and made her feel less guilty about her indifference.


Aside from those acts of self-harm, the only time she had felt something – something human – was when she was pregnant with Alice. An emotional experience which, sadly for them both, had ended with the birth. After that, Mila had never been able to be either a good mother or a bad one. She simply didn’t possess the right tools for that. Her care for Alice had been no different to what one could give a plant. And yet she had looked after her daughter as well as possible – possible for her, naturally.


All that was now in the past, however. A year earlier, Mila had decided that the moment had come to break the deadlock of her heart and soul. So she had rented this house by the lake and escaped from the world with Alice.


It hadn’t been easy. They still had to get used to each other. But, little by little, they discovered that they weren’t total strangers, even though Mila often had to fight the temptation to hide in the bathroom, unwrap one of the razor blades concealed in a packet in the cabinet behind the mirror, and inflict a wound on a part of her body that was already marked. A way of letting not only blood gush out but also a jolt of pain to make her feel she was human after all – because sometimes she had doubts about it.


Now, on a cold late-February evening, Mila was watching her daughter having fun on her own in the field, and couldn’t help wondering how much there was of her in Alice. The girl was ten years old. Soon, hormones would be turning her life upside down. Her innocent games would be cast aside without regrets, with deliberate ruthlessness. She, like everyone else, would suddenly forget what it means to be a child. However, as adults know well, she would nevertheless miss these days for the rest of her life.


But that wasn’t what worried Mila. What she feared was that, along with adolescence, frigidity of the soul might also arrive. There was no scientific evidence that alexithymia was hereditary, but case studies seemed to suggest it. The alternative was that Alice should take after her father, but Mila could not accept that either.


Not that man. Not him, she thought, remembering the letter from the hospital.


She never uttered his name. That name didn’t even deserve to be thought. Alice never said it either.


As though summoned by her mother’s gaze, the girl turned towards her. From behind the windowpane, Mila gestured at her to come indoors.


‘There’s a squirrel’s den in the tree,’ Alice announced as she stepped in, chilled.


Mila put a blanket over her shoulders because the dampness in the wintry air had clung to her. Another mother would have welcomed her daughter into a warm hug, but Alice didn’t have another mother; she had her.


‘Any sign of Finz?’ she asked.


Alice shrugged her shoulders.


Mila worried about her indifference to the recent disappearance of their cat. Was it a sign of alexithymia?


‘What’s for dinner?’ the girl asked, changing the subject.


‘Vegetable stew and apple cake.’


Alice looked at her, puzzled. ‘If I eat the stew, may I take the cake into the shelter?’


It was what she called the hut made of blankets she’d built herself at the top of the stairs. She spent a lot of time there, reading by torchlight or listening to music on an old iPod – recently, she’d become obsessed with Elvis Presley.


‘We’ll see,’ Mila replied. She never wavered when it came to granting exceptions to house rules.


‘Do you think he’ll come this weekend?’


She was taken aback. In the past, Alice would seldom ask but it was already the third time she’d done it this month. She wondered why the girl had got it into her head that her father would come and visit them. Mila had explained that this wouldn’t happen, that he’d been in a coma for years and would never wake up again. At least not in this life. Perhaps only in hell. Yet Alice had created this fantasy that sooner or later he would appear and they’d spend time together, like a real family.


‘It won’t happen,’ Mila said for the umpteenth time, and saw the light go out of her daughter’s eyes.


Alice huddled in the blanket and sat in an old armchair by the fireplace. She never insisted. Mila knew things she wished she didn’t, things nobody should know. Unspeakable things about human beings. Things about the harm some people do to their fellow creatures. And Alice must not discover that her father was one of those sadists – it was too soon. She’d made up her mind that her daughter would discover the crime behind her birth – and the evil in the world – as late as possible. She had to protect her.


Since she couldn’t close the portal to the dark dimension, she had severed all links with the past. Even though she always kept her pistol in the drawer by her bed, she was no longer a hunter of evildoers. She’d convinced herself that if she no longer sought the dark, the dark would no longer come after her.


Just as she was formulating these thoughts, however, she noticed a slight change in the landscape outside the window. The sun had almost set but Mila saw its faint reflection in the windscreen of an anonymous dark saloon driving along the lakeside road.


She felt a familiar tickling at the base of her neck – as well as an inkling that this unexpected visit would bring something unpleasant.


The saloon car with tinted windows pulled up in front of the house, next to her Hyundai, and stayed there with the engine running.


Mila watched through the French window but nothing happened for a few seconds. Then she saw the back door open and Joanna Shutton got out, motioned the driver to stay in the car and rearranged the long blonde hair that cascaded softly on the shoulders of her camel-coloured coat. Then she headed to the front door, wobbling as her stilettos sank into the damp soil of the lawn.


If the Judge had taken the trouble to come here personally, Mila thought, it must be a really important matter. She was carrying a small folder.


The wind carried a waft of perfume towards Mila as she opened the door. For a moment, she felt uneasy, greeting the Judge in a tracksuit and slipper socks.


Shutton gave her a reproachful look and a forced smile. ‘I didn’t wish to intrude,’ she said, the attempt at justification unconvincing. ‘I would have warned you I was coming but we couldn’t find your new phone number.’


‘We don’t have a phone.’


The Judge looked at her as if Mila had just uttered a blasphemy but refrained from commenting. For her part, Mila maintained her position in the doorway. She wanted to make it immediately clear that there was a boundary between her old life and this one, and she wasn’t about to step aside and allow that line to be crossed.


Shutton held her stony gaze. The Chief of the Federal Police Department was a determined woman who did not allow anyone to get the better of her, but she was clever enough to know when she needed to negotiate. After all, that was one of the reasons they’d nicknamed her ‘the Judge’.


‘I’ve come a long way, Vasquez. So before you send me away, could I at least ask you for a cup of tea?’


Mila stared at her, decided to hear what Shutton had to say but solemnly promised herself that she wouldn’t let herself get involved. After tea, she would send her back where she’d come from.


She turned off the gas ring under the vegetable stew and, since dinner was to be delayed, covered the pan with a lid. Then she took the apple cake out of the oven and put it to cool on the windowsill. She also sent Alice upstairs.


‘Why can’t I stay?’ the girl protested. They never had visitors, so the presence of a stranger was a tempting novelty.


‘Because I want you to run yourself a hot bath,’ Mila replied. ‘You have to go to school tomorrow.’


‘May I listen to some Elvis in the shelter first?’


‘All right,’ she conceded, chiefly because she wanted to make sure Alice wouldn’t hear whatever Shutton had come to tell her.


Mila then set about making the tea, poured a single cup and carried it through to the living room where the Judge was sitting. Shutton took a small sip of the scalding tea and immediately put it down on the coffee table in front of the sofa. The mysterious folder was lying next to her, closed.


‘It’s lovely here,’ she said, looking around. The fire was crackling and gave the rustic room a cosy, amber hue. ‘My father loved fishing. He had a hut by the lake and when we were children, he’d make my sister and me spend endless weekends in the woods.’


Mila couldn’t picture Shutton in trousers and walking boots. Maybe her overt femininity was the Judge’s response to a father who’d wanted a son.


‘We don’t go fishing. My daughter and I are vegetarians.’


The Judge offered no response to this, maintaining her stoic expression as Mila stared at her in silence, wishing she would stop stalling and ask the favour she’d come all this way for.


‘You know, I was very surprised when you decided to quit,’ the Judge said. ‘I didn’t think cops like you could just walk away from the job.’


‘Did you miss me?’ Mila replied provokingly. Now she was a civilian, she was free to be impudent.


‘Many people were sorry to see you go.’


‘But not you.’


‘True,’ Shutton freely admitted.


Still no mention of the folder, Mila observed. This continued stalling suggested the Judge couldn’t afford to leave with a refusal. She was curious to find out what her guest was after.


‘I don’t see a television,’ the Judge said, indicating the furniture.


Mila shook her head.


‘No internet connection either?’ Shutton asked, astounded.


‘We have books. And a radio.’


‘In that case you will have heard the news over the past couple of days.’ And before Mila could reply, she jumped in with a name: ‘Anderson . . . does that ring any bells?’


‘You’ve got the tattooed man; I thought it was over.’


The Judge gave a faint smile, uncrossed her legs and recrossed them the other way. ‘There’s enough blood at the crime scene and in the car to assume it was a massacre,’ she said, trying to appear confident. ‘The fact that the subject was in possession of the murder weapon made the prosecutor’s job much easier, so he charged him with multiple homicide without hesitation.’


‘At this stage, I don’t think any lawyer could get your guy out of the mess he’s got himself into,’ Mila said to settle the matter. ‘So what are you worried about?’


‘It’s not that simple,’ Shutton replied. ‘The place where we arrested him had a camping bed, a few clothes, a camping stove and tinned food. He lived like a tramp surrounded by the carcasses of old computers. It’s because of that and the numbers that the media started calling him “Enigma”.’


‘Where did he get them?’


Shutton frowned. ‘What?’


‘The computers.’


‘Who cares? He must have picked them up somewhere, either from rubbish bins or the abandoned offices near the old abattoir: the place looks like an electrical appliances dump.’ Shutton sipped her tea again but only to steady her nerves. ‘The media want to build a story around him, but I won’t allow them to make a celebrity out of some madman who probably goes around in a tinfoil hat to prevent extraterrestrials from reading his thoughts.’


Mila immediately realised that Shutton was evading the real issue. Something else was worrying her. ‘You still don’t know who he is, do you?’


The Judge confirmed it: ‘There’s no match in the database, no record of his fingerprints or DNA. But the real mystery is, despite media reports describing his tattoos, nobody has come forward to identify him. Actually – would you believe it? – it appears no one has ever set eyes on him.’ Shutton shook her head in disbelief. ‘How can someone covered in numbers from head to toe – including the soles of his feet and the palms of his hands – go unnoticed?’ She started a list, counting each item off on her fingers. ‘No one has ever seen him or taken a picture of him, even unintentionally. There are security cameras in every corner of the city, but not one of them has ever captured him. There’s no trace of him anywhere except in the warehouse where we arrested him after the anonymous tip-off. Where did he suddenly appear from? Why was he sheltering there? Where did he get the things he needed? How the hell did he get his food? And how did he make himself invisible all this time?’


‘And, naturally, he’s not saying anything,’ Mila concluded.


‘Not a word since we discovered him.’


‘And so there’s a chance that the Andersons’ bodies may never be found . . . ’


Shutton fell silent for a few seconds. A silence intended to convey that Mila had hit the nail on the head.


‘The numbers are the only lead we have,’ she admitted. And with that, she finally picked up the folder, opened it and began setting out on the coffee table in front of Mila a series of detailed photos of the man’s body.


‘We know that he tattooed himself. From the condition of the ink, we also know that he did it over an extended period . . . At the moment, we’re trying to work out if there’s some meaning concealed in these sequences or if it’s just the fruit of some absurd obsession.’


Mila sensed that although Shutton was trying to cast him as a madman, she was afraid of what the man might really be.


‘Is someone trying to put together a psychological profile?’ Mila was surprised at hearing her own voice uttering the question. She had sworn to herself that she wouldn’t get involved, but for a moment her hunting instinct had got the better of her.


Shutton took this small concession as a point in her favour and rushed to answer. ‘The number of traces he left behind – which incriminate him without the shadow of a doubt – suggest a disorganised perpetrator who acted impulsively . . . And yet he’s so cold, impassive and self-controlled. He’s so docile and calm, you’d almost think he’d planned it this way from the beginning and is laughing at us while we’re getting all worked up trying to understand.’


Mila began to study the pictures on the coffee table without picking them up. The numbers, all of one or two digits at most, covered practically every millimetre of the man’s skin. They were different sizes. Some were smaller, others larger or bolder. There was method in this process carried out over the years, a meticulousness that troubled her deeply. A shudder went up her back.


‘Why have you come to me?’ she asked, looking away from the photos on the table as though trying to rid herself of the images. ‘I don’t see how I can help you.’


‘Vasquez, listen—’


‘No, I won’t listen,’ Mila said abruptly, nipping the negotiation in the bud. ‘I know what you’re after: you need someone to help you find the Andersons’ bodies. Perhaps a missing-persons seeker who left the police some time ago, so in the event she fails it won’t reflect badly on the force.’ And who better to divert the attention of the media than a policewoman who miraculously survived the last investigation of her career. Mila was disgusted. ‘In case you haven’t yet realised, Mrs Shutton, I’m not going to help you. Because I’m done with this kind of shit for ever.’


‘I’m not here to ask you to find the Andersons,’ the Judge stated calmly.


Mila was lost for words.


‘Vasquez, I’ve come here because you’re probably the only one who can find out who Enigma is.’


While Mila stood gaping at her, Shutton began rummaging through the photographs.


‘Among the tattooed numbers we found a single word. On the left arm, mixed up with the sequences of digits and well hidden in the crook of the elbow, this was tattooed . . . ’


As soon as the Judge unearthed the picture, she handed it to her. After a brief hesitation, Mila took it and felt the blood drain from her face.


Four letters. One name. Hers.
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Knowing she wouldn’t be able to sleep, Mila spent the night curled up on the sofa on which, a few hours earlier, Joanna Shutton had thrust in her face a truth she wished she didn’t know.


‘You’re probably the only one who can find out who Enigma is.’ The Judge’s words still echoed in the room. ‘You won’t have to meet him,’ she’d hurriedly assured her. ‘Just listen to the account of everything we know about him and tell us if it reminds you of anything, then you’re free to forget all about it.’


‘How can you be sure that it’s my name?’ she’d protested. ‘ “Mila” can stand for a thousand other things, just like the numbers – you still don’t know what they symbolise.’


‘We may well be wrong, but we have an obligation to try.’ By appealing to her sense of duty, Shutton had played her biggest bargaining chip.


Mila watched the fire slowly burn out then go out completely, leaving her alone in an all too familiar cold. The muffled sounds of the forest filtered into the silent house: the wind pushing its way through the tree branches and, in the distance, the lazy sound of the waves lapping the shore.


Alice had sensed that something was wrong and had seemed agitated. Mila felt guilty, so had allowed her to sleep in the shelter, with her torch, her favourite books, and the iPod loaded with Elvis, surrounded by the comforting smiles of her soft toys.


The darkness had come to find Mila, and she had to make a decision that would also involve her daughter. A decision from which she could not potentially turn back. Everything had been going so well until now; why had she opened the door to the Judge? By allowing her in she had also let in a nameless presence that fed on the anger and screams of innocent victims and that, predictably, now refused to leave. Mila could see it lurking there, like a shadow amid the shadows in the room. And she didn’t know how to drive it away.


The stranger who had slaughtered the Andersons had tattooed her name on himself. The thought of this tormented her. It wasn’t so much the meaning of this act that troubled her as the actual practice of marking one’s skin with a sign. How many times had Mila gouged her own flesh in an attempt to release a human response, a pain that could imitate the pity and compassion she was unable to feel? She was terrified by the resemblance, or worse, the affinity between her and the murderer. It couldn’t be a coincidence.


He knows. Is that why he’s trying to involve me?


Questions and doubts crowded her mind. A voice within her told her to leave it alone, to forget Shutton’s words and this case, to re-immerse herself in the total isolation she had chosen for her and her daughter and carry on with her new life. After all, nobody could force her to go and see what was hiding behind the Enigma riddle. And the tattoo was an invitation: of that Mila was certain.


I won’t allow myself to be sucked in, she told herself. The prospect of dealing with that man, even if she didn’t have to meet him, troubled her. There was a part of her, however, deep down and irrational, that was pushing her in the opposite direction and yearned to expose the deception.


I want to see what’s behind the screen, look into the magician’s eyes and expose the trick.


It was a dark call, she could clearly sense it, but no matter how hard she tried, she could not ignore it, because even though Mila was able to keep her second nature at bay, she hadn’t yet succeeded in taming it.


When dawn came it dissolved both the shadows and what was left of her resistance. Despite the long night, Mila was alert and aware that, if she tried to ignore Enigma’s message, this business would still find a way of flushing her out of the safe haven she had so painstakingly built by the lake, a refuge as shielded and comfortable as Alice’s blanket shelter. Therefore, she might as well face the problem.


She told herself that she was also doing it for the sake of the Andersons, to help find their bodies so they might be given a decent burial. But, deep down, she knew that wasn’t true. It was the thought of solving the mystery that attracted her. Not a desire for glory, but the absurd certainty that if she were to win the challenge against the darkness it would make the world a safer place for her daughter.


She went to wake Alice up with the aroma of freshly made pancakes.


The blanket shelter was a hut built with ropes and clothes pegs on the small landing at the top of the stairs, right outside the door to the loft. Mila moved aside the green-and-red tartan that served as an entrance and a beam of light penetrated the small, warm cave. The little girl raised her dishevelled head from the carpet of cushions laid out on the oak floor. Once again, she’d slept with the iPod earphones in her ears. She rubbed her eyes and stared, puzzled, at the tray her mother was holding. ‘It’s not Saturday,’ she said, sensing that a change to their routine implied something.


Mila immediately changed the subject. ‘You’re going to Jane’s house after school today. I’ll tell her mother.’


‘Why?’


‘I’m going into the city, but I’ll be back by evening. Is that all right with you?’


Alice looked at the pancakes again and said nothing. Mila realised that her daughter suspected she’d made her favourite breakfast by way of an apology. And she was right, because Mila was about to go back on her decision to leave her past life behind.


‘Are you going to see him?’


Mila sighed. ‘No, I’m not going to see your father.’


‘Okay.’ As usual, Alice was quite happy with the answer but, Mila thought, if this obsession didn’t stop she’d have to take her daughter to a psychologist.


‘In any case, I’ll be back home in time for dinner.’


‘All right, Mummy.’


The word caught her off guard. Alice almost never called her that and, whenever she did, Mila felt a shudder because she was sure that her daughter was trying to communicate something important, and she didn’t know whether she was able to grasp the meaning of her message.


She left her the tray with the pancakes, maple syrup and a glass of milk. ‘Finz didn’t come back last night either,’ she said. ‘Maybe we should go and look for her in the forest.’


Alice bit into a pancake and simply registered the information.


‘After you’ve finished eating,’ Mila said, ‘get ready. The school bus will be here in half an hour.’


Mila then went to get herself ready, too.


She had put a large box in a corner of the wall cupboard. She dragged it out and opened it. It contained combat boots, black jeans, a roll-neck jumper and a leather jacket: clothes she had once worn to be invisible. A dark patch that blended in with a thousand other patches, immersed in the incessant teeming of colours on the planet.


At the bottom of the box there was also an item she hadn’t used for a while. She took out her mobile – an antiquated model and certainly not a smartphone – and plugged it into a socket since the battery had been out of charge for a long time. She had to make a few calls. Her first was to Shutton. ‘Twelve hours,’ Mila said as soon as she’d answered. ‘After that, this business will no longer concern me.’


She drove her old Hyundai to the station, boarded the seven-thirty train and arrived in the city half an hour later. No sooner did she step down on the platform than the metropolis greeted her with its usual din, except that Mila had grown unused to it. The lake had made her forget what it meant to live without silence. She suddenly felt under attack.


In the outer square, she recognised an old friend who was waiting for her next to the newsagent’s kiosk, as arranged. Simon Berish hadn’t changed: he still dressed like the perfect gentleman. He caught her eye from afar and raised his arm.


‘I didn’t think I’d be seeing you again,’ he said, sounding disappointed.


‘Neither did I,’ Mila admitted, although she wasn’t sorry.


They’d said goodbye when she’d decided to leave the police. She could still remember their last conversation, when she’d told him about her plans. Even though Mila hadn’t said it in so many words, her intention to draw a line through the past included him, and Berish had accepted that. In the end, they’d parted believing they would never see each other again.


‘Have you got time for a coffee?’ he asked.


‘I don’t think so: the Judge has called a meeting in my honour twenty minutes from now.’


Simon nodded and showed her the way. They walked towards the parking area.


Grey clouds were gathering in the sky above the city. It had already rained and the asphalt was studded with small muddy puddles. He walked a couple of steps ahead of her, deliberately avoiding her gaze. Mila knew him well enough to wonder how long he’d hold out before the inevitable outburst came. She didn’t have to wait long.


‘I still can’t believe Shutton managed to persuade you to return,’ Berish muttered.


‘I haven’t returned,’ Mila replied. ‘I’m only staying a few hours.’


‘I’d even deleted your number from my contacts. When the phone rang this morning, I had no idea it was you, otherwise I wouldn’t have answered.’


He was trying to be surly, but Mila knew that, deep down, he was doing it for her own good. A year earlier, to make things easier for her, Berish had taken her place in Limbo – the nickname the Bureau of Missing Persons was known by. It certainly wasn’t the most sought-after position in the department, but he’d wanted to send her a reassuring signal: that the work they’d done up till then wouldn’t be wasted and that the people in the photos on the walls of the Waiting Room would not be forgotten.


They reached an economy car with its windows slightly lowered to let the air circulate. Berish searched the pockets of his jacket for the keys. Hitch’s muzzle popped out through the gap in the rear window.


‘Hey, boy,’ Mila said.


The Hovawart had grown old but recognised her immediately. He, at least, was happy to see her again.


‘How’s life by the lake?’ Simon asked shortly afterwards, while driving through the Friday-morning traffic on their way to the Federal Police Department.


‘Different – and that’s all I need.’


A sickly-sweet perfume – jasmine and lily-of-the-valley – lingered in the car. It didn’t smell like the typical air freshener. Perhaps there had been changes in Berish’s life, too.


‘And how’s Alice? Don’t you two feel lonely?’


‘Alice is growing and we’re not alone: we have a cat called Finz.’


Hitch grumbled at the word ‘cat’.


‘You’re right to keep well away,’ Berish said. ‘This place has got worse. Don’t believe the stories you’ll hear about how there’s been a drastic reduction in crime, a new peace between gangs and all that rubbish.’


They called it the ‘Shutton Method’ and it had yielded unhoped-for results ever since the Judge had been in charge. Mila knew that life in the city had been much better in recent years, but that hadn’t made her change her mind about moving away.


Berish didn’t have much faith in this sudden improvement either. ‘You can now go out in the city centre in the evening, whereas until a couple of years ago it was like a desert. But is it real?’


Mila could recall a time when, if you poked your nose outside your home after dark, you risked being robbed, at best.


‘Where are the criminals, the thieves, the rapists and the dealers? Sure, now we can go to the cinema or have an ice-cream without worrying about not getting back to our loved ones safe and sound. But nobody wonders what happened to all the hatred that was around before . . . ’


‘Do you have any idea?’ Mila asked while looking through the windscreen at the tall buildings that seemed to be competing to see which would touch the sky first.


‘Everything seems normal on the surface,’ Berish replied. ‘All spick and span . . . But a quick surf of the internet will show you it’s anything but normal. They’re all full of anger, even if it’s not clear why. And every now and then this crap finds a way to emerge from the depths, but we downplay it as a random event . . . The day before yesterday, a guy beat an eleven-year-old boy until he bled, just because he’d accidentally walked in front of his smartphone camera while he was taking a picture to put on social media.’


Berish wasn’t just some disillusioned copper, Mila thought. He knew what he was talking about. For years, he’d been the best interrogation expert in the department. ‘Everybody wants to talk to Simon Berish,’ his colleagues claimed. ‘Even the most diehard criminals.’ Simon knew the city’s residents better than anyone else.


‘This Enigma business is all we needed,’ he said, glancing at her. ‘I know you’re here because of him.’


Mila hadn’t told him the reason for her visit to the city. She’d just mentioned that the department wanted her advice on a case, but hadn’t gone into detail. ‘What do you think?’ she asked, keeping her tone neutral.


‘I don’t like it at all,’ he replied, worried. ‘There’s too much agitation in the department; I get the feeling they haven’t told us everything, that they’re hiding something . . . ’


Mila didn’t respond.


‘After the fake astonishment at the Andersons’ deaths, all hell broke loose on the internet. The more civilised ones are indignant at the police for not sending the patrol car to the farmhouse until many hours later. But there are those who’ve already started picking on the Andersons for having shunned technological civilisation, for living in the country with two small children and no electricity . . . The worst ones, however, are those who are singing the praises of the tattooed psychopath.’ Berish’s tone grew darker. ‘They celebrate his actions as if they’re possessed. Hearing that kind of talk, you realise the violence didn’t stop the other night, in that remote house – it’s still echoing like a seismic wave that’s going to lead to more destruction. You tell yourself that these fanatics are only a small minority, but then you notice that among them there’s an office worker, a student, a father . . . And what’s worse, they post their comments openly, with their own faces and names displayed.’


‘What’s your explanation?’


Simon Berish scratched his white-haired temple. ‘I’ve questioned dozens of murderers and got them to confess. There would always come a moment when even the toughest would be ashamed of what they’d done. That would usually happen when I said the name of the victim. It was only an instant, but you could clearly see it in their eyes . . . Maybe the police have got better, and crime may well have diminished, as Shutton says, but ordinary people no longer have a sense of decency.’


As she listened to Berish, Mila couldn’t help thinking that she’d made the right decision in severing all links with him. Friendship can’t work between two police officers if one of them leaves the force: it’s the rule. After all, the only thing her former colleague could talk about was crime, murder victims and all sorts of suffering. He could do it because he knew she was here on department business. But if she’d invited him to the lake for the weekend, they wouldn’t have known what to say to each other.


Berish pulled up twenty metres or so outside the main entrance of police headquarters. Mila gave old Hitch a pat and got out.


‘What time’s your train this evening?’ Berish asked.


‘Seven.’


‘Good. I’ll come and pick you up at six thirty and drive you back to the station.’
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The briefing room was a small auditorium on the fourth floor of the department, furnished with blue plastic chairs, a speaker platform and a screen. The windows overlooked the inner yard and the vertical blinds were always drawn for the sake of privacy. There was a lingering smell of dust and nicotine even though smoking in public buildings had been forbidden for over thirty years.


Mila recognised the stale odour as soon as she came in. She’d forgotten it, but one breath was enough to transport her back in time to her old life.


The eyes of all those present immediately shifted towards her. Besides Shutton, who was wearing a perfect pin-striped suit, there were Bauer and Delacroix, the officers appointed to the case. The former was blonde and stout, with a thick moustache and a permanently pissed-off expression. The latter was black and looked like the brighter of the two. There was also a middle-aged man in a spotless white coat – Mila gathered he was the pathologist assigned to the case – and a young woman in a forensics uniform who had the sharp, stern face of those who think that the police are superior to the rest of the human race. Finally, there was Corradini, the Judge’s adviser as well as spokesman, complete with his dark suit that made him look more like a manager than a cop. Mila had never met him but had seen him on television whenever the department claimed the credit for solving a case. He was the strategist behind the ‘Shutton Method’.


None of those present said hello to her; only the Judge offered a greeting. ‘Welcome, Officer Vasquez,’ she said, smiling.


Mila felt embarrassed, since she was no longer an officer and was wearing a visitor’s badge around her neck. Looking around the room, she could easily imagine what was going through her former colleagues’ minds. In their eyes, the tattoo of her name on his body made her Enigma’s accomplice. It mattered little whether or not it was true; what mattered was that she was involved in some way. Moreover, the fact that she’d abandoned the uniform made their judgement of her even worse, because coppers usually don’t leave: they either retire or die on the job.


Shutton was aware of the tension in the room but chose to pretend that everything was under control. ‘Let’s start,’ she said, sitting in the middle of the front row and insisting that Mila sit next to her. Mila didn’t like to be in full view like this but couldn’t avoid it this time.


While the others were taking their seats, Corradini dimmed the lights and stepped onto the platform. He then addressed Mila. ‘We’ve had you sign a non-disclosure form whereby you pledge not to divulge the contents of this meeting, on pain of being charged with aiding and abetting and obstruction of justice.’


This bothered her. There was no need to reiterate the warning, but now she was a ‘civilian’ she had to put up with it.


‘Let me explain how we’re going to proceed, Miss Vasquez. Officers Bauer and Delacroix will first summarise the Anderson case and then you’ll give us your impressions.’


Mila wasn’t sure she could help and realised she risked disappointing them.


‘During the presentation of the facts you’re free to ask questions you think relevant,’ Shutton went on. ‘The aim is to understand the reason the tattooed man decided to involve you.’


The Judge had forbidden her men to refer to the murderer by the name chosen by the media, but Mila was no longer in the police, so she would continue to call him Enigma.


Bauer began: ‘So, let’s go over everything that happened at the Anderson farm the other night.’


Even though the summary was only for Mila’s benefit, he was addressing the entire room. This made his hostility towards a former colleague obvious to all present. He took a small remote control and activated the ceiling projector. Photographs taken at the scene of the crime began to fill the screen.


‘Based on Mrs Anderson’s phone call, we can state that the murderer arrived at the farm at around eight p.m.’


They noticed him in the lightning storm, Mila thought. The nightmare had appeared like a mirage. Who had seen him first? Frida, Karl or one of the girls?


‘He had all night to carry out the massacre but we think he needed only a few hours.’ Bauer clicked on the remote. ‘Exhibit one: the sickle.’


There was a detailed image of the murder weapon.


‘We don’t think the murderer brought it with him. He probably took it from the farm’s tool shed: perhaps his initial intention wasn’t to kill but simply to steal something.’


The sickle blade and handle were stained with dark red patches.


‘It’s been impossible for us to find fingerprints on the weapon,’ the officer from Forensics said emphatically. ‘Too much blood.’


‘Exhibit two: the mobile phone.’


Another picture: the mobile that had been used to make the emergency call, lying on a kitchen cabinet. Through the window next to this cabinet you could see the farmhouse porch and the yard outside it.


‘This is where Mrs Anderson was standing when she called the police. Although she wasn’t able to describe the intruder because of the rain, she said her husband was talking to the man while standing outside the house.’


Mila pictured the head of the family plucking up courage to go and assess the stranger’s intentions. Surely, Karl Anderson must have sensed in his heart what could happen. But he had to protect his wife and daughters, that’s why he hadn’t cowered indoors.


‘We assume that, after noticing the stranger on his property, Karl Anderson went to tell him to leave.’
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