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			Epigraph

			Tempus volat, valet, velat

			I am all that has been, 

			and is, 

			and shall be, 

			and my robe no mortal has yet uncovered.

			Isis and Osiris, Plutarch

		

	
		
			The End

			Teresa often thinks of death. But she never pictured hers like this, or the cruel irony of being unable to remember the very thing that could save her.

			A fire about to break out, victims waiting to be rescued, yet here she is, motionless.

			Her mind has abandoned her. Her state of confusion is a grotesque addition to the last act of this tragedy. Those eyes are watching her, brimming with terror and despair, as she does the only thing she is capable of in that moment: nothing at all. Teresa is sure she will die with this vacant expression on her face. She will die helpless and inept, her arms hanging at her sides, her armour gone after a lifetime spent as a warrior.

			A warrior? A police officer, just about. A sixty-year-old woman, and a sick one at that, trying to play the hero when she can no longer remember what things are called.

			She could try guessing. It feels like lately that’s all she’s been able to do to survive: guess which road to take, where to look, what words to say and which shadows to be wary of.

			Even the knowledge of her own name has been corroded by doubt, as has the killer’s – the killer who is with her now, or perhaps in a different room, but certainly inside that house, that hell on the verge of exploding in the blackness of the valley. All because Teresa dared to confront the secret that was hidden within its walls, sheltered by the mountains.

			Teresa knows, but her mind still can’t remember.

			Who among the victims about to be sacrificed to the fire is innocent and who has shown the savage force required to tear a man’s beating heart out of his chest?

			Whom do I save?

			Then there’s him, who looks at her like the son Teresa never had. His name is still just the trace of a whisper on her lips, but their connection is visceral. Teresa can feel it in her gut, in the burn of a scar, in the red liquid rippling through her veins.

			It feels like the walls are closing in on her, crackling like the whispers that have been tormenting her for days. The sound of all of her worst fears.

			The name of the killer is . . . The name of the killer is . . .

			She is face to face with death, yet all Teresa can think of is a riddle – heard who knows where and when.

			She hears a scream, an inhuman sound that breaks through the petrified torpor that has imprisoned her and brings her back to the world.

			Then, suddenly, the scream – his scream – stops.

			‘We’ve found it,’ she hears him say, whispering as if to save the words for the two of them alone. His pupils are dilated. ‘We’ve found Evil. It’s here. Waiting for us.’

			The words trickle and drip out of him like the beads of a diabolical rosary. He lifts his arm through the ropes that bind him and points his index finger towards a corner of the room where the darkness seems to be pulsating in time with their fear.

			‘We’ve found it. It’s not human.’

			He screams again, so loud that something inside Teresa shatters.

			She remembers his name now.

			The time has come to find out how far Teresa is willing to go.

			The time has come to find out if Teresa is willing to trade Massimo Marini’s life for that of an innocent, if she is willing to kill the man who looks at her like the son she never had, and who is shaking now as if he has seen the devil himself over in that corner, dancing in the dark.

		

	
		
			The Beginning

			The haematite chalk glides across the paper, shaping arabesques into familiar curves, drawing valleys that blossom into open lips. It traces tender arcs and soft, smudged lines. A delicate profile. Long dark hair. The paper, like her skin, a luminous white.

			The redness overflows and seeps into the fibres of the sheet until colour and paper are one. Fingers press and spread the hue out, soak and colour the paper, desperate to capture the image before its beauty vanishes.

			The fingers tremble, they smooth and caress. The eyes weep and their tears mix with the redness, dilute it, reveal unexpected crimson hues.

			The heart of the world suspends its beat. The fronds and the birdsong fall silent. The pale petals of wild anemones cease to thrum with the breeze and the stars seem too abashed to show themselves in the twilight. The whole mountain is leaning in to watch the miracle unfolding in the valley, on a bend in the gravelly river where the water comes to a quiet rest.

			The Sleeping Nymph takes shape beneath the painter’s hands.

			She is brought into the world, as red as passion and love.
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			The sun cut sideways into Massimo Marini’s face, drawing out a blaze of colour as it filtered through his brown eyelashes. He was walking with nervous steps down a street flanked by hidden gardens, kept out of sight by thick walls. Petals from the taller branches of the trees behind the walls had fallen onto the street. It was like treading on something that was still alive, a carpet of dying creatures.

			It was a drowsy, placid spring afternoon, but the roiling black mass at the edge of his line of sight announced an upheaval. The air crackled with electricity, a contagious force that made the inspector restless.

			The entrance to La Cella art gallery was marked by a brass plaque on the coarse plaster exterior of a building from the 1600s. Reflected on the metal, Massimo’s eyes looked as twisted as his mood. He rolled down his shirtsleeves and put on his jacket before ringing the doorbell. The lock clicked open. He pushed the studded knocker and entered.

			The day’s warmth reached no further than the threshold. The moment he stepped through the door, a wet weight seemed to settle on him. The floor was chequered black and white, and a stairway of veined marble curved upwards towards the second floor. Light filtered through some of the high windows onto a chandelier made of Murano glass, launching emerald shimmers into the semi-darkness of the ground floor. There was a smell of lilies in the air. It reminded Massimo of incense, the inside of a gloomy church, endless litanies and the stern look on his father’s face whenever Massimo – then still a child – dared show any sign of boredom.

			His head began to pound.

			His mobile phone vibrated with an incoming call and in the silence of that solemn place, the sound seemed to belong to another universe.

			He took out his phone from his breast pocket. It writhed in his palm like a cold, flat artificial heart, but Massimo knew that on the other end of the line was a real heart in which love wrestled with rage and disappointment with pain. His phone had been ringing with that number for weeks now, often several times a day, relentless.

			He ignored the call, his mouth pasty with a sickening mixture of remorse and guilt. He let the call ring out and switched his phone off. Circumventing the marble stairway, he descended a set of wrought-iron steps that spiralled ivy-like into the basement. Muffled voices floated through the gloom. A hallway dimly lit by lamps set into the floor, a door made of pebbled glass and beyond, the gallery.

			La Cella, finally. The vaulted ceiling of coarse tiles stood above a smooth slate floor. Along the walls, most of the plaster had been scraped off to reveal the original stonework beneath. Each splash of light fell precisely onto each of the pieces on display, drawing them out like jewels from the shadows. Bronze sculptures, glass vases and dazzlingly colourful abstract paintings were the characters on that spare underground stage.

			The inspector followed the murmur of voices to a cluster of people standing in the most spacious room in the gallery. A pair of uniformed policemen stood guard along the edges. Past them, Marini recognised Parisi and de Carli, both in plain clothes. Olive-skinned, muscular Parisi was talking quietly on the phone, while de Carli – as skinny and ungainly as a teenager – watched and occasionally intervened. They had become Marini’s team ever since he had requested a transfer from the city to this small local precinct. He had thought – or at least hoped – that this change in trajectory might be a way to find solace and perhaps start over. He had ended up finding a whole lot more than he’d expected, but solace remained a fire-breathing chimera that burned him every time he reached out to grasp it.

			He walked up to his team.

			‘What’s going on?’ he asked de Carli.

			De Carli pulled up his jeans, which had slid down his thighs.

			‘God knows. They haven’t told us a thing yet. It’s all a big mystery.’

			‘Then why did you tell me it was urgent?’

			Parisi covered the phone with his hand and tilted his chin towards the opposite side of the room.

			‘Because she needs us. And you.’

			Marini’s eyes searched for the person who had made every minute of his life hell over the past few months, but in doing so, had brought him back to life.

			At first he only saw her feet, glimpsed between the legs of two officers. She was wearing wedge trainers and kept shifting her weight from one leg to the other; every now and then she stood on the balls of her feet to give her legs a rest.

			She’s tired, he thought. And although he had no idea why the team had been dispatched to the Cella, he knew she would be the last person to leave that day.

			Then the two officers moved and he could finally see the rest of her, standing between a bronze sculpture of a half-liquefied heart and an installation of Perspex wings hanging from the ceiling. Heart and soul, just like her.

			And determination, a vitality that sometimes threatened to crush those closest to her, but that always managed, at the very last moment, to pick them up and push them beyond what they thought possible.

			It so happened that she was also a bit of a bitch.

			There was a raggedness in her appearance, which had less to do with her age – sixty – than with some inner torment that Massimo could not yet name and that only seemed to find release in the notebook she kept permanently clasped in her hands, filling it with frenzied notes at every opportunity.

			He walked up to her and noticed the single blink with which she registered his arrival. She didn’t even turn round. She was holding one of the arms of her reading glasses between her lips and chewing nervously on a sweet.

			‘I hope it’s sugar-free,’ he said.

			She finally looked at him, though for barely a second.

			‘And that is your business because . . . ?’

			Her voice was hoarse and dry, and leavened with a note of amusement.

			‘You’re diabetic, Superintendent. And supposedly a lady, too . . .’ he muttered, ignoring the curse that followed.

			It was a familiar game they played, one he almost never won.

			She stopped gnawing at her glasses.

			‘Isn’t this supposed to be your day off, Inspector?’ she asked, boring into him with those terrible eyes of hers, so adept at seeing well below the surface.

			Massimo gave her a half-smile.

			‘And haven’t you just finished your shift?’

			‘All this diligence won’t compensate for your recent lapses, Marini.’

			Massimo decided to avoid the minefield of a possible response. Already, she appeared to have lost interest in him. He watched her closely, this woman whose head didn’t even reach his chest but who could crush his ego in the blink of an eye. She was almost twice his age, but frequently left him behind, exhausted, well before her own energies were spent. Her manner was often brutal and her hair, styled in a bob that framed her face, was dyed such an artificial shade of red that it was almost embarrassing. Or at least it would have been on anyone else but her.

			Teresa Battaglia could bark, and there were some who swore they had seen her bite, too – quite literally.

			‘So? Why are we here? What’s with all the mysteries?’ he asked in a bid to draw her back to the hunt – that territory she could navigate better and faster than anyone else.

			Teresa Battaglia was staring straight ahead as if she were looking at someone, her eyes narrowed, black thoughts lodged in her furrowed brow.

			‘Singular, Inspector, not plural. There’s only ever one mystery.’

			Superintendent Battaglia wiped the lenses of her reading glasses, as she did every time she was thinking. She was putting her thoughts in order.

			‘Why else would we be here, if not to solve the mystery of death?’
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			‘Cold case.’

			That was how Deputy Public Prosecutor Gardini had described it not even an hour ago when he’d summoned her to the Cella. Two words, followed by something Superintendent Teresa Battaglia had heard him say countless times before: ‘I want you and your team on this.’

			Cold case. Teresa had been relieved to hear that; it meant no killer on the loose to hunt down, no potential further victims to save, no immediate threat. Only the echo of something that had happened long ago and somehow resurfaced today.

			She could handle it. She was not going to lose control of this case and even if she did, there would be no harm done – except perhaps to her ego.

			You’re a fool if you think they won’t notice what’s happening to you.

			What was happening to her had a name so powerful it could crush her, but Teresa had not retreated from the word on her medical record, had not stepped aside and let it take over her world. Instead, she had locked it away where all our most terrible fears like to settle: in the depths of her soul – and in the diary she always carried with her. Her paper memory.

			Massimo Marini was another problem in an already complicated situation. He kept looking at her as if he suspected something, as if he had access to her very thoughts. She found it difficult to keep him at arm’s length; in fact, his closeness had started to feel normal, almost welcome, and she had begun to worry that this urge to seek each other out might become a dangerous habit for them both.

			Prosecutor Gardini emerged from a room that had been cordoned off. He looked anxious, as always. A lanky man with permanently dishevelled hair and scruffy tie – as if he’d just been swept over by a gust of wind – Gardini was an accomplished magistrate who worked himself to the bone, his appearance symptomatic of the unrelenting rhythm of his life.

			He was accompanied by a noticeably tanned man of rather eccentric appearance. His brown hair had been lightened by the sun along the sides of his head, leading Teresa to deduce that his tan, too, must be natural, the kind people who practised outdoor sports tended to get. There was a certain elegance about him, a refinement reflected in the clothes he wore, classic cuts in vibrant colours: flamboyant yet entirely tasteful.

			Teresa leafed through the most recent notes in her diary but found no description of the man. Her memory was not failing her: they had never met before. But she did have an idea of who he might be.

			Gardini walked towards her, holding his arm out for a handshake. They had been friends for many years, but work was work and they had to act in accordance with their respective positions.

			‘Thank you for coming, Superintendent. I’m sorry to have troubled you at the end of your shift,’ he said, addressing her in unusually formal fashion. ‘This is Gianmaria Gortan, the owner of this gallery. Mr Gortan, this is Superintendent Battaglia. I intend to put her in charge of the investigation.’

			Teresa smiled briefly.

			‘This is Inspector Marini, my right hand man,’ she said.

			They all shook hands. Teresa noticed that the art dealer’s palm was clammy. A hint of unease that clashed with the polished image he projected.

			‘It was Mr Gortan who called us in,’ Gardini was saying. ‘We have a rather unusual case here.’

			He hadn’t given her any kind of hint, but Teresa had spent the past few minutes watching the forensics team in the art gallery going in and out of the room she hadn’t yet seen. A camera attached to a photodetector was clicking incessantly, its powerful flash piercing the dim light. If this was a cold case, then something wasn’t quite right. The volume of resources and personnel that had been deployed did not square with what she’d expected to find: no one really cared about deaths that happened a long time ago. After the blood dries up, Justice is never in any rush to strike her sword: the scales of her balance remain suspended, and her blindfold falls just loose enough for her to look around and find fresher tragedies to set her hounds on.

			‘Did someone die in there?’ asked Marini.

			‘Not recently.’ Gardini sighed. ‘Come with me; I’ll show you.’

			The sealed room was a laboratory equipped with instruments, most of which Teresa had never seen before. A digital microscope gave off a metallic glint under the flashing cameras and she recognised some colleagues from the public prosecutor’s office – Gardini’s men – who were busy collecting evidence.

			‘We use this equipment to conduct authenticity tests,’ the art dealer explained. ‘For dating and valuation purposes. We have an expert who analyses the artwork brought to us on consignment, or by people who simply wish to establish the market value of a piece they’ve inherited – or found in the attic.’

			Teresa flipped her notebook open and quickly noted down the date, time and situation, with particular emphasis on the names, physical appearance and role of those around her. Her recurring nightmare, her most pressing fear, was that she wouldn’t be able to recognise people she knew. She noticed Marini trying to see what she was doing, so she turned the page and doodled something obscene for his benefit. He blushed furiously and retreated.

			Teresa gave her surroundings a quick once-over. Everything seemed to be obsessively in order. As she’d expected, there weren’t any mummified remains sticking out of some interstice in the wall or a hiding place under the floor.

			‘Are we going to need that microscope to find the body?’ Marini – back to being her shadow – whispered in her ear.

			She batted him away and looked questioningly at Gardini.

			‘Give us a minute, please,’ the deputy prosecutor told the forensics team.

			The activity inside the room died down as everyone except the four of them walked out. Teresa saw a pool of light that had previously been hidden from her view.

			Gardini motioned at Teresa to come closer and she took a few steps forwards. She was taken aback by something in the deputy public prosecutor’s expression, a kind of trepidation mixed with anticipation – the latter somewhat surprising to see, considering the circumstances. She followed his gaze.

			There was a table with an unframed drawing on it, laid out over a glass surface and held flat with small metal weights at each corner. It was the portrait of a woman. It appeared to be roughly fifteen inches in height and perhaps just under that in width. The paper was thick, almost coarse in appearance.

			Teresa walked up to it and when she leant over to examine it, she found she was unable to look away. She stood like that, motionless and wide-eyed with wonder.

			True art needs no explanation, she thought to herself, remembering the words of an old high-school teacher. And right here was the proof. She put on her reading glasses, attached to a thin chain dangling over her chest, and looked closer.

			The portrait seemed to spring up from the paper. There was a fullness, a three-dimensionality to it that was astonishing. It depicted the face of a young woman, a face of such singular grace that it caught you off guard. Her eyes were closed, her long eyelashes lowered onto her cheeks, her lips just slightly parted. She had an air of the exotic about her, but it would have been difficult to describe how. Her moonlike complexion was framed by her dark hair, falling down to her chest and fading out into the edges of the paper.

			It was a magnetic, sublime beauty.

			Teresa finally tore her eyes away from the face in search of other details.

			On the lower right corner of the paper was a date scrawled in shaky handwriting: 20 April 1945. But there was no signature.

			More than seventy years stood between that day and this moment now, when Teresa’s eyes basked in the result. Almost a century – yet time was not a measure that applied to this image in any way. In fact, it seemed to have transcended time, eliminated it altogether.

			Over her shoulder, Marini was barely breathing. He, too, had been ensnared by the spell the painting had cast over them all.

			‘Who is it?’ she heard him ask. She herself had been on the verge of asking the same thing. Marini had clearly had the same feeling that had already lodged itself in Teresa’s chest: the sensation of having come face to face with a living creature.

			‘It’s the Sleeping Nymph,’ replied the dealer, surveying the painting. ‘It was believed to have been lost, but it turned up in an attic among some old paperwork. At least that’s how the artist’s nephew tells it. He brought it to the gallery to have it authenticated, as there’s no signature. But of course it’s purely a formality; there’s no doubt that the artist is his great-uncle Alessio Andrian.’

			Teresa had never heard that name before. She couldn’t figure out why Gardini wanted her help with the preliminary investigation. What was she even meant to investigate?

			‘Are you thinking it might be a forgery?’ she asked him.

			Gardini let slip a smile. Teresa knew it didn’t denote amusement but tension, which he released with a twitch of his facial muscles.

			‘I’m afraid it’s rather more complicated than that, Superintendent. The analysis of the drawing has thrown up unexpected and somewhat . . . disturbing results. Mr Gortan will be able to explain it better than I can.’

			Teresa straightened her back. The inner scaffolding of her weary body creaked with the effort.

			‘Disturbing?’ she echoed.

			‘The valuation expert was analysing the paper and the colour in order to date the work,’ the dealer began to explain, ‘and to determine whether or not the date marked on the painting itself conforms with the parameters of the period in which it’s believed to have been created. The painting was executed with charcoal and haematite chalks. The red hue comes from haematite, a ferrous substance that produces this alluring colouring.’

			‘Yes, I know of it.’

			‘Until a few decades ago, painters used pure haematite in their work, but nowadays it’s mixed with natural or synthetic waxes. By testing for the presence of these waxes, it’s possible to determine whether a particular piece is recent, or older. The problem is that our expert found something else. He couldn’t identify what it was, so he sent some samples to a lab for further testing.’

			‘And what did they find?’

			It was Gardini who answered, his eyes fixed on hers, the halogen lamp throwing deep, dramatic shadows on his gaunt face.

			‘They found blood, Superintendent.’

			It took Teresa a few moments to understand what he was getting at. She had always thought him to be a practical, sensible man, but it sounded like he’d let himself get carried away a little. She caught Marini’s eye: he looked as baffled as she felt.

			Teresa turned her gaze back on the deputy public prosecutor. She tried to think of a tactful combination of words for what she wanted to say, but ultimately knew she’d end up with the most straightforward one, as was in her nature.

			‘Prosecutor Gardini,’ she began, ‘there are a thousand ways in which blood might have ended up on this drawing. Perhaps the artist cut himself by accident and his blood mixed with the colour. Perhaps someone had a nosebleed. Usually, the simplest explanation is also the one that’s closest to the truth.’

			Gardini stayed silent, but the way he looked at her was already an answer of sorts. Teresa removed her reading glasses.

			‘Do you suspect someone was killed in order to make this painting?’ she asked him, unable to conceal the note of incredulity in her voice.

			Gardini remained impassive.

			‘It’s not a suspicion. I am sure of it.’

			Teresa looked at the portrait again, at that pale face caught in a seemingly endless exhalation. A last breath: perhaps the nymph’s sleep was the eternal slumber of death.

			‘Why?’

			Gardini leant sideways into the table and crossed his arms over his chest.

			‘It’s not just “a few” drops of blood we’re talking about,’ he told her.

			Teresa felt a numbness spreading across her face, as she did every time she knew she was about to hear a piece of bad news.

			‘How much?’ she asked.

			He picked up a file from the table and handed it to her, giving her a minute to leaf through it.

			‘The Sleeping Nymph is made out of blood, Superintendent,’ he told her. ‘The tests revealed traces of human cardiac tissue on the paper.’

			Teresa finally understood, but it was Gardini who voiced what she was thinking.

			‘Alessio Andrian painted it by dipping his fingers in someone’s heart.’

			Cardiac tissue. Human cardiac tissue. Hands entering a ribcage and fingers dipping into a heart. The scene forming in Teresa’s mind was a cameo of folly.

			‘Mr Gortan,’ she said, turning to the art dealer. ‘Are you reasonably certain that the author of the painting is Alessio Andrian?’

			‘I conducted further tests myself to verify the findings and I can confirm, without a shadow of a doubt, that it’s authentic.’

			‘And how have you arrived at this conclusion?’

			Gortan’s lips stretched into the kind of smile reserved to the uninitiated of an art so noble that ignorance of its rules was inadmissible, to be tolerated purely out of politeness. This man, Teresa realised, considered himself nothing less than the high priest of an elite cult, and conducted himself as such. She had been wrong to think of him as a merchant.

			‘What makes me so sure of the attribution of the work?’ Gortan retorted. ‘Every single detail. The choice of paper, the colour, the handwriting for the date, but most of all the quality of the line: the pressure, the angles,’ he explained, gesturing gracefully with his hands and spreading wafts of delicate perfume in the process. ‘It’s the overall quality of the composition, what I would call “the artist’s hand”. That is his true signature. It’s unmistakable. This painting is Alessio Andrian’s Sleeping Nymph.’

			He certainly had no doubts. His face was flushed with genuine enthusiasm.

			‘I must admit I don’t know the artist, nor had I ever heard of the Sleeping Nymph until today,’ Teresa conceded.

			The art dealer’s clean-shaven face quivered with the passing shadow of a grimace so fleeting that Teresa wondered if she’d imagined it.

			‘That doesn’t surprise me,’ said Gortan. ‘Andrian isn’t a painter for the masses but for a small and, if you’ll forgive me for saying it, rather select circle of connoisseurs. But all those who’ve had the rare privilege of seeing his work have remarked on its extraordinary artistic essence.’

			Teresa was intrigued. Who exactly was this man? Who was Alessio Andrian?

			‘What do you mean by “rare privilege”?’ she asked.

			There was a gleam in Gortan’s eyes now, something seductive in his manner – the manner of a man who knows he is the custodian of a remarkable story.

			‘Andrian stopped painting in 1945, Superintendent. He was only twenty-three. His works are numbered one to ten,’ he explained. ‘The portrait of the Sleeping Nymph is believed to be his last, number eleven.’

			Teresa noticed that he referred to the woman in the painting as if she had really existed.

			‘Did he use a model to paint her?’ she asked.

			Gortan shook his head.

			‘Nobody knows.’

			‘Maybe he stopped painting because of what happened when he finished it,’ Gardini suggested.

			‘I suppose you’ll find that out for us, won’t you?’ the dealer replied.

			Teresa opened her notebook.

			‘What’s it worth?’ she asked.

			‘Before the blood was detected, I would have said three hundred to three hundred and fifty thousand euros. But now . . . who knows? Maybe even twice as much.’

			‘Are you saying that this kind of morbid detail can cause an exponential increase in the value of a painting?’ Marini inquired.

			Gortan gave him a look of disdain, which irritated Teresa.

			‘No, Inspector. What I am saying is that the value of a painting, and indeed of any work of art, is linked inextricably with its history, the human element that comes with it. Alessio Andrian’s story is undeniably unique and this latest piece of the puzzle can only add to the fascination.’

			Teresa stopped writing.

			‘What story?’ she asked.

			‘Andrian’s nephew is currently abroad on a business trip but will return tonight,’ Gardini interrupted. ‘We’re meeting him tomorrow for an informal interview. There’s no one better placed than him to tell us the story.’

			‘Given the circumstances, I’d rather find out now,’ Teresa persisted.

			‘Andrian was a partigiano, a freedom fighter during the war,’ Gortan interceded. ‘He made his paintings while hiding in the mountains, in between German raids. When the war ended, his comrades couldn’t find him. They thought he was dead.’

			‘But?’ Teresa prompted.

			‘But he’d actually ended up in Yugoslavia. A family from Bovec sent word out to the Italians across the border that they’d found another Italian in the woods behind their home. The man was in such terrible shape that at first Tito’s militias thought he was dead. It was Andrian. It had been two weeks since he’d disappeared. No one ever found out what he did during that time.’

			‘They didn’t ask him?’

			‘Andrian never came to his senses to tell the story.’

			‘So he died?’

			‘No, but he went mad. And he never painted again. He never spoke again. Ever.’

			Gortan fell silent.

			‘He took the secret to his grave,’ Marini mused.

			‘Not quite,’ said the prosecutor, catching Teresa’s eye. ‘Andrian is still alive, but he’s been living in a vegetative state for almost seventy years now.’

			He paused for a moment as if to give them time to prepare for what was to come.

			‘He isn’t ill, he never has been. But he’s chosen not to walk. He’s chosen not to speak. For seventy years. Whatever happened to him after he painted the Sleeping Nymph, he chose to die a living death. He’s a breathing corpse.’
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			The child hid in the woods, his chest heaving with every breath. He could still see past the edge of the forest from where he was, all the way to the meadow dotted with daisies and dandelions. Every now and then their colours were veiled by a swift-moving shadow, but the frothy clouds were always quick to disperse.

			He turned his back on the light and ventured further into the scented forest. The shouting grew more distant behind him.

			The forest was silent in its welcome, a silence that slowed his steps. It was like walking into a church: the same chilly gloom, the towering vaults, the pungent smell of the resins leaking from the tree barks like wax from votive candles.

			He shivered, the T-shirt under his sweatshirt soaked with perspiration. He found a recess among the roots and branches, a safe hiding place where he could shelter, and crawled inside. He rested his chin on his knees and prepared himself for a long wait.

			He could hear them calling his name. His instincts urged him to respond to their calls and put an end to the cruel joke he was playing on them, but something else kept him firmly ensconced in his den: a furious sort of love.

			His parents’ cries echoed each other like the verses of a fearful song, interleaved with moments when the stranger’s voice rose above the others. He listened more closely whenever that happened and tried to interpret her tone: would he hear the indifference she’d recently reserved for him, or had his sudden disappearance reawakened her affection?

			The stranger: his sister. When she’d started to change, to grow up, something between them had snapped and now she was the target of his resentment. He wanted to make her afraid of losing him. He wanted her to love him again as she used to do.

			So he had decided to vanish.

			He drew back deeper into his hiding place. He tore out a fern and began picking at it compulsively. He realised when he sniffed that he’d been crying again.

			A churning in the fronds above his head startled him. He dried his eyes. Something was moving up there, in the depths of the emerald dome of the forest, twitching and then falling still again.

			He let out a whimper when he remembered what he’d told his sister that same morning.

			It’s not true that vipers have their babies up in trees, he said to himself. That was a lie you made up to scare her.

			He sat completely still.

			But was he really sure of it? Vipers have their babies up on tree branches so they can drop them into the world without being bitten.

			He felt something slither into his collar and scrambled to his feet with a yelp, tearing his sweatshirt off and breaking into a run.

			He wanted to go back home now, back to safety. He didn’t care any more about his wounded pride, his betrayed affections. He wanted his mum’s kisses and his father’s laugh. Even the stranger no longer seemed so hostile, so unpleasant.

			But the shoots and brambles kept snatching at him and no matter how he struggled, he couldn’t cut through them. They gripped his arms and curled around his legs. The forest wanted to imprison him in the wet breath of its darkness. He could feel that breath on him now.

			His eyes sought out the light of the meadow, but all he could see was blackness. The trees seemed more crooked and imposing, the undergrowth more tangled.

			He knew he was lost. The cold enveloped him. He realised he was only wearing a T-shirt now. His arms were ravaged with scratches, gashes on his skin from the thorns. His face was also smarting, as it would do after a day spent in the summer sun.

			‘Mummy,’ he called out as softly as he could, so as not to wake the living creature around him.

			The forest responded with a soft scrabbling sound that he hadn’t noticed before.

			It was moving all around him. He couldn’t see it. But he could sense it.

			The forest was breathing, throbbing like a single, powerful black heart, a resonant subterranean beat, to which his own heart responded by beating faster and faster.

			He clenched his fists and felt pain flare up like a flame. He lifted a hand and saw a deep cut across his palm. He watched, mesmerised, as his blood dripped into the black earth.

			A butterfly the same colour as the wolf’s bane his mother had picked that morning came to perch on his wound. Resting on his warm flesh, it flapped its wings lazily. When he reached out to touch it, it evaded him but stayed nearby, dancing in the air. The boy decided to follow it. He hoped it would lead him to the light.

			He got to where the trees started to thin out, where the sun filtered through to the undergrowth in blinding shards of light, and he was reminded of the illustrations in a book of fairy tales he used to read: Hansel and Gretel and the witch who wanted to eat them.

			The butterfly came to rest on flakes of wood that time had torn away from their barks. The boy knelt and stretched a finger out to pick the butterfly up, then suddenly drew back. Those weren’t flakes of wood. They were bones. Bones sticking out of the earth. Half of a skeletal hand reaching out of the soil, through moss and wild flowers.

			The boy screamed and began to run, unable to shake off the image of the flailing butterfly trapped in the web of what had once been human fingers.

			He was sure that he would be stuck in the forest for ever, enmeshed in its malevolent web like that butterfly, when he heard a voice calling for him. He looked up. There was a slope in the distance where the light shone a little brighter and there, he saw the gradually emerging silhouette of a familiar figure.

			He responded with a desperate cry. His sister rushed to his side, her hair dishevelled, her jeans stained with mud up to her knees. She’d been crying. She fell to the ground in front of him and hugged him tighter than she had in a long time, like she used to do before they began to grow apart. The boy burst into sobs. He opened his mouth as if to rid himself of the terror he felt, but no sound came out. He turned to look back at where he’d come from, but now every part of the forest looked the same again, as if it had folded itself up.

			He would never be able to find the ghost hand again. He pressed his lips shut: nobody would believe him. He let himself be picked up and led towards the light.

			He cried one final tear, for the butterfly.

			Had he known that he was being watched, he would have cried for his own sake, for the silent death he had barely escaped.

			For the Tikô Wariö can feel no pity, not even for the helpless. It must keep guard.
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			Massimo decided he wouldn’t go straight back home. He wanted to go for a walk first, let himself be numbed, for once, by the city’s vitality. The streets were all lit up, the chatter from the bars an enticement to stop for a glass of something cheering. The arcades around Piazza delle Erbe were swarming with the kinds of people Massimo himself had so recently belonged with. Young men in their thirties; he watched them teasing, flirting, holding in one hand a half-empty glass and in the other a cigarette – or perhaps a woman’s hand. Their world was light years away from his.

			He walked around aimlessly, looking at glittering shop windows without really seeing what was on display. He searched for a reflection of his own image: he saw that he had changed and he wasn’t pleased with the result. He wasn’t himself: he was walking when he would have liked to run; he was silent when he would have liked to scream; he was there yet far away at the same time. He kept running away and yet he ended up back where he’d started every time.

			You’re a coward, he thought, though he’d forgiven himself long ago for that particular flaw. He certainly had worse ones to worry about.

			He fished his mobile phone out of his pocket and switched it back on, a sinking feeling in his stomach as he waited for the notifications that flashed up on his screen in quick succession.

			She’d called him again. Elena never sent him any messages; she wasn’t content to consign her scorn to a few lines of text on a screen. She wanted to shove her words through the phone until they exploded in his ears. She wanted the sound of her voice to strike at his heart again and again.

			He was briefly tempted to linger amid the crowds and feign happiness, but then decided to veer into the silence of the quieter side streets. He turned a corner and almost crashed into a couple kissing beneath a street lamp. The woman laughed while the man pulled her closer.

			Massimo felt a pang of bitterness and looked away. He used to be like that with Elena, back in a time he could no longer even remember – even though he knew on a rational level that it had only been a year, not a decade.

			They had been just like that, unable to keep their hands off each other.

			And then he’d left her without even offering an explanation, because that would have meant having to explain it to himself, too, when all he’d wanted was silence. She had told him she loved him and he had left her. He hadn’t seen her or spoken to her again until a few weeks ago: a few hours during which he’d made love to her again, then left.

			He found himself standing outside his building without quite knowing how he’d got there. He ignored the lift and made for the stairs. He didn’t even have a case to work on to distract him from thoughts of her; he couldn’t help but feel that it was perhaps too optimistic to think the mystery of the Sleeping Nymph could be solved seventy years after the fact.

			He climbed up to the landing outside his flat, but stopped at the last step.

			There was a woman waiting for him, sitting on a suitcase with her eyes closed and her back leaning against the door. She looked exhausted, but also like she was steeling herself for a fight. She was thinner than he remembered, even though it had only been a few weeks since the last time he’d seen her, a short span of time that seemed nevertheless to have consumed her, as if the very act of breathing had torn her slowly apart.

			It has nothing to do with time.

			‘Elena . . . ?’ he called out.

			His voice came out choked, little more than a stutter, but her eyes snapped open, quick as a trap. They looked at each other without saying a word, their bodies taut and weighed down with awkwardness. Elena rose to her feet with a sigh that could have meant anything: tiredness, irritation, relief. Regret.

			Massimo swallowed painfully. There were no words that could rescue him now.

			‘I don’t know what to say,’ he murmured. ‘I . . . ’

			Elena walked up to him. Massimo thought she was going to slap him, but she just sank her face into the crook of his neck. It was like an electric shock to the senses, a wave of feeling crashing into his skin.

			Massimo opened his mouth, but she covered it with her cold, trembling fingers.

			‘I don’t know how to tell you, either, so I’m just going to say it,’ she whispered. ‘I’m pregnant.’
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			20 April 1945

			Whatever happened that day, the mystery has been left undisturbed for more than seventy years.

			Reminder: check newspapers from that era.

			Tomorrow, 8.30 a.m.: meeting at the district attorney’s office with Raffaello Andrian, the painter’s great-nephew.

			Girl with dog standing at the corner of the gallery and the square. Blue hair. Strange feeling. Have I seen her before?

			Marini: he’s got a secret eating away at him.

			Teresa closed her diary, her head resting against the window of the office she shared with Marini. She had watched him walk away until she’d lost sight of him in the darkness.

			He’s running away from something. The kid had settled into a new life, but something was stalking him. Even his body had changed over the past few weeks: it was leaner, more strained, more alert. Restless. They had something in common, Marini and her: they both had secrets to keep.

			She pushed the arms of her glasses between her lips and stared out into the night, pierced here and there by street lamps and headlights. She couldn’t tear her eyes away from the darkness.

			She rubbed at her cheek absent-mindedly and the bangle on her wrist tinkled. It was a simple silver band with an inscription: Your name is Teresa Battaglia.

			Her doctor’s mobile phone number followed – not a husband’s, nor a son’s, nor a relative’s. It was a message she had left for herself, she who had never needed anyone to rescue her.

			She drew the curtains over the darkness outside and it was like shaking off a torpor that had weighed on her body and her mind.

			Her work desk consisted of a polished surface with a computer screen and a keyboard. Over the past few months, it had changed with her, adapting itself to a world in which Teresa had had no choice but to reshape herself into a more methodical, more reflective, perhaps even a more disciplined form.

			She sat down and placed her diary on the desk. She retrieved the key to the filing cabinet from under her keyboard, opened one of the drawers and looked inside.

			It was like setting a box of fireflies free, dozens of numbered Post-it notes like colourful wings that fluttered to the touch and carried useful information. Yellow for work-related notes: what her job was, how to switch a computer on, how to turn it off, how to use the telephone, how to call a taxi, the name of the person she shared an office with . . . Green for her personal life and the necessary rituals of diabetes. The message on note number one was a troubling reminder: check your bracelet.

			These were her clues through a daily path that might at any moment turn unfamiliar and impenetrable.

			The last few lights on the floors above were being switched off. She could hear her colleagues making their way down the stairs, their voices a distant hum moving further and further out of reach, like her dreams. She was going to miss this place.

			She took a deep breath and tried to concentrate on the Alessio Andrian case and the portrait painted in blood. She was going to meet the artist’s great-nephew the next day and perhaps she’d find out a few more details about the story that had brought the Sleeping Nymph all the way to her.

			A new case was waiting to be solved, and more lies were waiting to be told. Hiding her condition meant deceiving everyone: her team, who believed in her infallibility as an article of faith; Gardini and the district attorney, who insisted on assigning all the most complex cases to her. The victims. The families of the victims.

			She had to put an end to this farce before it was too late, before the illness eating away at her memory drove a wedge between her and all that she loved. Teresa had made her mind up weeks ago, but something kept holding her back. Even earlier that day she’d hesitated at the district attorney’s door, until he had flung it open as if he’d expected to find her there.

			‘I have a case for you,’ he’d said.

			And so the enigma of the Sleeping Nymph had arrived to put off the inevitable, the only clue to a crime no one even knew where to place. As for when it had happened, the hypothesis was fairly simple: 20 April 1945, just a few days before the end of the war.

			All Teresa had to work from was a beautiful and morbid portrait, some unidentified blood that was bound to lead nowhere, and an old man of unsound mind who had once been a partisan and had perhaps killed someone during the war. Maybe the victim was an enemy combatant whose corpse Andrian had torn apart in the throes of madness.

			He dipped his hands into the dead man’s heart to draw the girl, she thought to herself. Blood is a powerful symbol. It is life that flows through us, warm, healing, transformative.

			Despite the violence inherent in the act, Teresa couldn’t see any kind of homicidal fury in it. Instead, she thought she glimpsed a more visceral urge, a passion pushed over the edge and into the arms of insanity.

			She knew why Gardini had tasked her with leading the initial investigation: he trusted her instincts.

			‘You have an elective affinity with the dead,’ he’d told her one day.

			The dead always had a lot to say about the final moments of their lives, but this time there were no glassy eyes in which Teresa could search for the shadow of the killer. There were no hands that had tried to resist, to mount a last-ditch defence, tearing pieces off their aggressor in the process. The blood-soaked nymph rested in a slumber no one could ever wake her from, and her secret slept with her.

			Teresa opened her diary again and leafed through it in what had now become an essential evening ritual. She scanned her own mind to work out if and when she’d lost her way.

			She came across the riddle she’d been working on, though she hadn’t had much time to think about it yet. Solving riddles had become a way to get through her spells of confusion. She’d found that the exercise could bring her back to the world whenever she felt something inside her slipping away. It had started as a necessity and had since become an enjoyable habit.

			The police are preparing to break into a house to arrest a criminal. The only clue they have is his name: Adamo.

			When they enter the house, they find a mechanic, a firefighter, a doctor and a plumber all playing cards.

			Without a moment’s hesitation, they arrest the mechanic.

			Why?

			The notebook slipped through her fingers and rustled to the floor. Teresa crouched down and stretched her hand out to retrieve it from beneath her chair.

			As she straightened up, grabbing the edge of the desk for support, the notebook fell open on a page she’d filled in a few days ago. The note on the page, written in her wispy handwriting, rooted her to her chair.

			Girl with blue hair and an ugly dog standing at the bus stop outside the district attorney’s office. I have a feeling I’ve seen her before, but she left very quickly. She looked nervous.

			Teresa didn’t remember seeing her, nor making a note of it, but for once it wasn’t this little black hole of forgetfulness that bothered her.

			It was the girl with the blue hair again. Teresa had run into her at least three times now, and always in a different place.

			Just a coincidence, she told herself. Or maybe someone out there had begun to follow her.
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			The forest was finally at peace. The family had left, taking that overly curious boy with them. The child was a troubled creature with a heart full of anger who had laid eyes on something he should never have seen. And yet, surprisingly, he had kept quiet about it.

			It had been a long wait. The strangers had lingered until sunset, too close, too reckless. They hadn’t noticed that someone was watching them.

			The sun had sunk behind the purplish ring of the mountain peaks and twilight unfurled into the darkness like a nocturnal flower. Already, the light from Venus shone in the west: its name was both Lucifer – the morning star – and Vesper – the star of the evening. It appeared at this time of year in a delta of cobalt blue between two peaks.

			The villages in the valley lay sleepily under its diaphanous light. The church tower with its roof of larch shingles and a weathervane instead of a cross reached towards the sky above the tapered trees.

			Past the meadows, past the edge of the forest, footsteps rustled softly in the undergrowth, accompanied by the singing of a little owl. The footsteps followed a path invisible to the untrained eye, winding through white-flowered shrubs and clumps of wild mint. As the path began to slope, the steps turned into a light trot, all the way to the grave.

			The night was fragrant and fell like a soft shroud over that scene of death. The bones, now exposed, gleamed with lunar whiteness against the black earth. Flowers with their petals folded against the night adorned the remains that had emerged from the recesses of the valley. A series of torrential spring showers had eroded the earth and brought to light the secret the forest had been keeping.

			‘Skrit kej,’ a sweet voice whispered.

			To keep a secret.

			The watchful figure of the Tikô Wariö had returned to the forests of the valley, just like in the stories the elders used to tell around the hearth. ‘He who keeps guard’ had neither face nor body of its own; according to the legend, the great custodian, the fierce protector would take over the body of whoever invoked his help: a human in the shape of a boy, a woman, an old man.

			And now, someone had called for him.

			‘Tikô Wariö. Tikô Bronô. Te k skriwa kej,’ a singsong voice called out.

			A pair of patient hands started digging, covering those other buried hands with darkness and quiet.
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			Teresa was standing at the window looking out at the world with the feeling that she wasn’t really there – that she was actually at a different window, her eyes scanning a different courtyard, and that the light belonged to a day already gone by.

			All night she’d wondered whether her suspicion that she was being followed might actually be a new side effect of the illness. Phobias, paranoia, manias: was this what the future held for her until Alzheimer’s disease erased every last emotion and memory she had?

			The district attorney’s offices were still deserted. The corridors of the courthouse had just been mopped. The silence was punctuated by the dry ticking of a clock.

			Teresa kept her eyes firmly on the courtyard within the walls of the late nineteenth-century complex. Marini was late and his phone was off; she had the feeling he wasn’t going to turn up. She’d developed a sixth sense concerning anything to do with him, a protective instinct that was perhaps the prelude to a more obvious emotion. But she knew that it would do her no good to think of him that way: this was not a good time to get attached to anyone – she should be preparing instead to give everything up, say her goodbyes and disappear.

			She closed her eyes for a moment, then opened them again: she was Superintendent Battaglia once more.

			She had come to meet Alessio Andrian’s great-nephew – perhaps the only person who could help her to unravel the ancient mystery concealed in the lines of that painting.

			The day before, the deputy public prosecutor had described this as an informal interview, but Teresa knew that they were about to subject Raffaello Andrian to nothing less than a full interrogation – albeit one that the young man had no obligation to attend and in which he was in any case to be treated for the time being as a person of interest, not a suspect.

			Raffaello had found a painting doused in human blood. Perhaps he had already known the gruesome truth about it and had hoped the results of Gortan’s tests would allow him to sell it at a tidy profit. He might also have been eager to get rid of the evidence of a murder that had taken place seventy years ago. And probably he hadn’t expected Gortan to do his job so thoroughly.

			Teresa knew full well that hers were just the musings of a mind that was more accustomed to darkness than light: she hadn’t even met Raffaello Andrian yet, but already she’d begun sketching out his possible characteristics, psychological profile and behavioural traits – all those things that would eventually help to make sense of the full picture. The more ineffable the detail, the more interested she was in it, for she knew that all crimes, no matter what kind, were always committed in the mind first.

			She heard someone greet her and turned round in surprise. She hadn’t noticed the deputy prosecutor enter.

			‘Good morning, Prosecutor Gardini,’ she replied. She looked behind him, searching for the district attorney. ‘Are you alone?’

			The prosecutor nodded.

			‘Paolo isn’t well. I just spoke to him. We’ll have to manage without him.’

			Teresa thought back to the email Ambrosini had sent her the night before – a few strained lines in which he had requested a ‘consultation’. She had almost convinced herself that she would be capable of admitting the truth to him, but once again it seemed that life had decided to buy her a little more time.

			They made their way to Gardini’s office, where Raffaello Andrian had agreed to meet them.

			‘Worried about the case?’ the deputy prosecutor asked Teresa.

			‘Of course I am. We both know we’ll never solve it.’

			Gardini stopped in his tracks, his arms cradling a jumbled pile of paperwork.

			‘You think it’s a waste of time?’ he asked.

			Teresa decided not to hold anything back.

			‘I think it’s beyond our capabilities. It’s been seven decades – and I use that word deliberately. There’s quite literally an epic dimension to this investigation. Any witnesses are probably dead by now. We don’t even know where the murder took place . . .’

			The courthouse had started to come to life and Gardini lowered his voice to a whisper.

			‘This is off the record, but just so you know, Judge Crespi has no intention of closing the case. He’s worried the press will get a hold of it and should that happen, as is likely, the public will demand answers. He’ll want to have at least an idea of what happened before he considers bringing the statute of limitations into play.’

			‘I’ve no doubt about that.’

			The deputy prosecutor’s expression relaxed.

			‘Let’s take it one step at a time then, shall we?’ he suggested. ‘We can start with Andrian’s nephew. Who knows, he might have something interesting to tell us.’

			Teresa pulled her notebook out of her shoulder bag.

			‘And the painter?’ she asked.

			‘Never mind about him. He’s not a viable witness. I told you, he’s basically in a vegetative state. I’d like you to deal with the nephew. Ask him any questions you deem necessary.’

			A bemused-looking young man was sitting on a chair outside Gardini’s office. He leapt to his feet when Gardini called his name.

			Raffaello Andrian wasn’t like Teresa had pictured him. He looked more like a schoolboy than a man; he was twenty-seven, but he looked not a day older than twenty. Teresa had been steeling herself for an encounter with a canny, pushy relative, but there was something faintly cherubic about him, blue eyes widened in a permanently bewildered expression and messy brown curls falling over his forehead.

			They settled into the office, Gardini at his desk – more like a repository for old case files than an actual workspace – and Teresa next to the young man. She knew she intimidated him and that she had a home advantage; she sensed immediately the authority he had already ascribed her: she could see it every time Raffaello averted his timorous gaze from hers and glanced at the deputy prosecutor’s benevolent face for reassurance. Teresa didn’t think she was that fearsome. She hid a smile behind a grimace and put on her reading glasses, ready to take notes.

			‘As I explained on the phone, this is not an interrogation, Mr Andrian,’ said Gardini. ‘There are no suspects, nor is anyone currently being investigated. We just want to find out if you have any information that could help us to understand what happened.’

			‘I’d be glad to help, if I can,’ he replied, but even the tone of his voice suggested that he doubted himself more than anything else in the world.

			‘At this stage of the investigation, and given that this is not an interrogation, there’s no need for a lawyer to be present, but if you’ve changed your mind and would like to . . .’

			‘No, I’ve not changed my mind.’

			‘Are you his next of kin?’ Teresa asked.

			‘Yes, my parents passed away and I’m an only child. I went back to live with my uncle four years ago.’

			‘You look after him?’

			‘Me and a carer who lives with us. My uncle needs round-the-clock care.’

			Teresa looked at him over the top of her glasses.

			‘You refer to him as your uncle, but he’s actually your great-uncle, isn’t he? Your grandfather’s brother,’ she remarked.

			‘Yes . . . I’m sorry.’

			‘That’s fine, I just wanted to clarify how exactly you are related.’ Teresa scribbled a few notes before posing her next question. ‘Have you been advised that anything you say may be used against you in a court of law and that you have the right to remain silent?’

			‘Yes, they’ve told me.’

			‘I must also warn you that should you make any statement concerning the actions of a third party, you shall be considered a witness in relation to said actions.’

			‘I understand,’ said Raffaello Andrian, just about breathing the words out.

			Teresa looked into his eyes and repeated the point to make sure he was clear on the possible consequences.

			‘What that means is that whatever you say could also be used to incriminate your great-uncle. Do you understand?’

			Raffaello Andrian nodded and Gardini handed him a piece of paper with the standard declaration he was supposed to make. Raffaello read out the oath, tripping over the words.

			‘Right, let’s get started,’ said Teresa. ‘Just to be clear, Mr Andrian – please be honest. I can tell you from personal experience that lying about things or omitting the truth – even details that might seem inconsequential to you – never yields the desired outcome. Usually, things get complicated and they certainly never end well.’

			Andrian looked at Gardini.

			‘I understand.’

			‘First question: did you know that the portrait had been painted in blood?’

			‘No.’

			‘Now that you do know, do you have any idea whom that blood might belong to?’

			‘No.’

			‘Has your great-uncle ever told you anything that would lead you to suspect him of having committed a crime, or broken the law in any way?’

			At this, Raffaello Andrian finally looked at her directly. There was something akin to disbelief in his eyes as if Teresa had asked the wrong question, but his expression was also burdened with something that she interpreted as pity.

			‘I . . .’ he began, reaching for the right words. ‘I haven’t once heard him speak, not once in twenty-seven years. No one has.’

			‘Never?’

			‘Never.’

			A young man who makes the decision to confine his own body in wilful immobility, who vows to keep his lips from uttering a single word – and to do this for ever, no matter what. Until that moment, Teresa hadn’t thought it could actually be possible.

			A breathing corpse – that was how Gardini had described him.

			‘What’s the name of his condition?’ she asked.

			‘There isn’t one. Our family has consulted a number of specialists over the years, but none of them has ever been able to make a diagnosis.’

			‘As far as you’re aware, for how long has Alessio Andrian been like this?’

			‘Ever since 9 May 1945, when he was found in a forest just across the border. It was Yugoslavia back then, now it’s Slovenia. That’s what my father told me.’

			‘That’s almost twenty days after he painted the Sleeping Nymph,’ Teresa mused, ‘and no one has any idea what he did in that interval. Tell me everything you know.’

			‘I know the story well. My father used to tell it to me like a fairy tale. He started the moment I learnt how to listen to stories and did it right up until just before he died. But I wouldn’t know where to begin.’

			‘You can begin wherever you want. From the title of the painting, for example.’

			‘My father gave it that name. He swore he saw it in his uncle’s room once, when he was little. It was during a rare spell when Uncle Alessio seemed to be aware of his surroundings. He was looking at the painting and my father thought he saw his lips moving, though no sound was coming out.

			‘After that, for as long as he lived, my father would tell people that he’d felt the name forming in his own mind in that moment. The memory of the Sleeping Nymph stayed with my father for ever. He used to say it had bewitched him. But the painting itself disappeared somewhere in the house and no one knew where to.’

			‘Where was it when you found it?’

			‘In an alcove up in the attic. I discovered it while shifting some old junk I wanted to get rid of.’

			‘So, Alessio Andrian must have left his room on at least one occasion, in order to store the drawing up there.’

			‘No one saw him do it.’

			‘Why do you think he hid it?’

			‘I don’t know, but when he noticed that my father had been watching him, Uncle Alessio had some kind of terrible fit, howling and huffing like a wild animal. He clawed at anything he could get his hands on and flung it against the wall. He ransacked his own room and broke all the windows. My father was so upset that he never set foot inside that room again, or spent another moment alone with his uncle.

			‘The Sleeping Nymph has always hovered over our family history like a ghost. Yes, my father had caught a glimpse of it, but no one was actually sure it existed. Eventually, collectors became obsessed with it.’

			‘You weren’t lying when you said you knew the story well,’ Teresa pointed out.

			Raffaello’s face fell.

			‘Some families have epic stories of love and adventure to tell their children or to remember when they get together at Christmas. I guess the Andrian family has the Nymph and my uncle’s madness,’ he said.

			Teresa decided to move on to a different topic.

			‘Alessio Andrian was a partisan,’ she said.

			‘Yes, he was in the Garibaldi brigade.’

			‘Where was he deployed?’

			‘First, in the northernmost valleys of the Karst region and then, towards the end of the war, in the Canal del Ferro valley. His unit used to move around all the time – that’s what his comrades told my grandfather and my father. They camped in the woods, came down to the villages to recover and then set off again.’

			Teresa and Gardini exchanged a glance: perhaps they had an answer now to the question of where this had happened; though, admittedly, the area Raffaello had described was vast.

			The Canal del Ferro – the ‘iron canal’ – was a rugged river valley flanked by steep mountain slopes that were covered in tangled scrubland or boulders and scree, and dropped to the valley floor like giant stage curtains. It was a millennial formation that owed its name to the trade in iron and other metals between the Roman Empire and the mines in Styria and Carinthia. The area was sparsely populated, just a few towns perched on the regional road that ran parallel to the motorway all the way to the border with Austria.

			It was a start, Teresa thought. They could rule out the northern end of the valley and concentrate for the time being on where it began. Beyond those mountains was Slovenia and the little town of Bovec, where Alessio Andrian had been found. There were plenty of paths and mountain passes that could lead a man across, even on foot.

			All the information they had gathered so far seemed to cohere, but at this point it was highly improbable that they would ever find a living witness who would still remember a partisan who was also a painter. They would have to rely on indirect testimony.

			‘What can you tell me about the day your great-uncle was found?’ Teresa asked.

			Raffaello swallowed audibly.

			‘A family in Bovec found him in the woods near their home,’ he began. ‘He was severely malnourished and burning up with fever. Tito’s militias had recently patrolled the area, but when they saw him, they had assumed he was dead. This lumberjack and his wife took him in and looked after him. For days he hovered between life and death, and eventually his fellow fighters came to retrieve him.’

			Teresa felt the stirring of the instinct that had so often allowed her to home in on the singularities that could solve a case. It had responded like a physical sense, both to the way the young man’s expression had suddenly darkened and to the heightened pitch of his voice. The air in the room had become saturated with the markers of reticence: Raffaello Andrian was telling them things he would have preferred not to share. Whatever they were, he was ashamed of them, though he had looked right into Teresa’s eyes. That was his body’s way of trying to conceal his embarrassment.

			‘Why did Tito’s men think he was dead?’ Teresa asked him.

			She was watching the boy so closely that she would have noticed the slightest variation in the rhythm of his breathing. Gardini stood beside them like a statue.

			‘Because of the state he was in when they found him, I suppose. It was . . . bad.’

			‘So bad that he looked like he was dead, you said?’

			‘That’s what the family was told.’

			There it was again, that tremor in his voice. Like a crack.

			‘Like he’d been killed?’ Teresa demanded.

			Before the response, there was a pause.

			Teresa was aware that memory was not a process of reproduction but of reconstruction. She knew that in order to remember, the mind reconstructs what it has been through, and in doing so, it sometimes unknowingly inserts elements that have nothing to do with reality. This can be a response not only to stress, but also to suggestion and to any preconceived notions a person may have formed about a given situation – all factors that can impair the recall process by causing the brain to step in and fill the gaps with false memories.

			A memory is nothing more than a single clear moment recorded fortuitously by the mind and surrounded by many others, all out of focus.

			It was a phenomenon that fascinated her now more than ever before in her life.

			‘So? Did he look like he’d been killed?’ Teresa insisted.

			The boy responded in a whisper.

			‘Yes. Yes, like he’d been killed.’

			Teresa leant towards him.

			‘Let me ask you one more time: what condition was your great-uncle in when he was found?’

			The boy lowered his eyes.

			‘I can’t describe what I never saw,’ he murmured, ‘but I can tell you what his comrades told the family.’

			‘I’m listening.’

			‘The people of Bovec were scared of him.’

			Teresa took her glasses off.

			‘Something about him disturbed them,’ she deduced.

			The boy looked up again. His eyes were wet.

			‘They were afraid of him. They called him “child of the devil”. Naked and red all over, he appeared to them like a newborn demon.’

			‘He looked like he’d been fatally wounded, but he wasn’t,’ Teresa muttered. ‘He was covered in blood, but it wasn’t his own.’

			‘No, it wasn’t.’

			In the ensuing silence, Gardini let out a sigh that denoted a loosening of tension. They’d learnt more than they’d hoped for.

			‘My uncle is a good man,’ Raffaello Andrian quickly added as if to make up for the truth he had just revealed.

			Teresa would have wanted to reassure him but couldn’t bring herself to lie. Even good people could make mistakes. Even good people could kill.

			‘One last question,’ she said. ‘Can you remember the names of any of your uncle’s fellow fighters?’

			The young man shook his head, but Teresa was satisfied.

			‘I think I’m done,’ she told Gardini.

			The deputy prosecutor nodded and turned to Andrian.

			‘If you were planning on selling the Sleeping Nymph, I’m afraid you’re going to have to put it off. We’ll have to confiscate it for a while.’

			The young man’s eyes flashed with sudden emotion.

			‘I’d never sell it!’

			Teresa was surprised by his vehemence. Until that moment, he had been completely docile, a frightened child.

			‘Forgive me for asking,’ she said, ‘but why?’

			Raffaello Andrian shot her a look that was like a challenge. It was as if he’d been injected with a fresh dose of courage.

			‘My uncle was holding it when he was found. For days he wouldn’t let go of it, even though he was unconscious. I don’t know what the significance of that drawing is for him, I don’t know what it means, but one thing I’m sure of: I won’t let go of it, either.’

			You don’t know it, but you have a feeling about what it might be, Teresa thought. And she had a feeling, too.

			That drawing was the legacy of an enigma, a call from the past inviting them to remember. The Sleeping Nymph was the key to solving this mystery.
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			May 1945

			The forest was weeping tears of ice, the occasional bloated raindrop filtering through the canopy and falling onto the foliage below in a succession of wet thuds. Down there, night dawned on night: for days there had been nothing but shadow.

			Or perhaps, the man thought as he staggered onwards, the darkness had come from elsewhere, dawning inside of him like a bleak sunrise.

			He had been dragging himself forwards for so long that he’d lost track of time, one foot bare and the other wrapped in a boot, sinking into the undergrowth with every step he took. He was feverish, the shivers rising from his gut and through his body, making his teeth chatter to the tempo of a funeral march.

			The dark resonated with rustles and anxious calls heralding the trespasser’s arrival: the cries of fear told the story of an invasion – and he was the invader. The creatures of the forest huddled close to their young and watched him apprehensively from their hiding places. They could smell the blood of the innocent on him.

			Blood, all over his hands. Blood, all over his face and clothes.

			Water didn’t cleanse it but only soaked it deeper into his body. He could picture the crimson drops infiltrating his pores and burrowing into his flesh.

			His weary feet slowed until he came to a standstill. He had arrived at a bank of brambles that had threaded themselves into the cracks in the rock and clung onto its crow-black peak. He turned his face up to that living wall and closed his eyes. This was a good place to die. He slumped to the ground. His knees sank into the moss and he fell sideways onto the soil. Rolling onto his back, the man waited for his own last breath with a hand placed over his heart, its vigorous beat thundering against the night. For days he hadn’t eaten and now he could feel his own bones under his skin. And yet that muscle inside his chest still wouldn’t give up.

			In his other hand he held a painting rolled up in a leather pouch, its fire burning his fingers. The Sleeping Nymph had come to the world on a last breath of life: a curse, or perhaps an anointment.

			His breathing grew lighter, his tears mixed with the blood on his body. His weary bones would finally rest.

			Then, when everything in the world seemed forever lost, when perfect silence had found its way inside him, the forest responded.

			He could hear it, just as she had once described it to him.

			A crackle echoed from branch to branch, scuttling up and through the tree barks. The trees creaked – the silence was broken.

			It was an invisible energy, primordial sap glistening among the leaves. It pattered across the ground and slid under his body like a million tiny insects. It climbed over his fatigued limbs, entered him with an army of minuscule legs and claws that lifted him up, swept away at his exhaustion with the beating of powerful wings above his head. It pushed the end further and further away.

			‘No, no, no,’ he wailed in defeat. ‘Please let me die.’

			The forest thrummed like a gust of wind, expanding and contracting like a dark womb.

			He wasn’t alone in there. He never had been. Something immense and unknown was breathing with him. He had been infected with its force and it wouldn’t allow him to fade away.

			Even as he yearned for death, the forest delivered his rebirth.

			It sent him back into the world, but stripped him of his soul, and he was born again into that darkness with a scream that plunged every living thing into silence.
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			‘How are you feeling?’

			It was Elena who asked first. She was the stronger one. She always had been.

			Just like when Massimo had left her. Twice. Just like when she’d reached out to him and got no answer, not even the slightest acknowledgement. Just like when she consciously decided that she would not forget him, that she wanted him back in her life.

			How am I feeling? Massimo asked himself.

			He knew the answer: I feel distant. I feel alone.

			He knew the answer: I can’t do this. Whatever it is that you expect of me, I can’t give it to you.

			‘I’m fine,’ he said instead. ‘And you? Better?’

			She nodded, cradling a cup of herbal tea. She’d done little more than moisten her lips with it, but nevertheless she held it pressed to her face, a buffer between them.

			‘The cramps are gone,’ she said, bringing her hand to rest on her abdomen.

			She was curled up on the sofa, barefoot, her hair dishevelled.

			The night had passed, the sun had risen, but they had yet to exchange all but a handful of words. Instead, they had sat there in silence, stealing probing glances whenever they thought the other wasn’t looking. They had lowered their eyes, then looked up again. They had opened their mouths, but no sound had come out. Occasionally, they had both stared at the wall. They hadn’t managed to tell each other much and whatever they had been able to say had been grounded firmly in facts, not emotions.

			Fatigue had eventually got the better of Elena and she’d begun to feel unwell. Massimo didn’t know what to do, didn’t even know if he was allowed to touch her.

			‘I just need a little bit of peace,’ she told him.

			That was the one thing Massimo couldn’t promise her. Finally, he reached out and pulled her into an embrace, buried his face in her neck because he was too afraid to look into her eyes – and too afraid of what she might see in his. He was running away without moving a muscle.

			He felt her relax into his arms and in that moment, he pitied her. She had given in so easily to him, to his brand of tyranny.

			The sun edged past the closed shutters now, illuminating Elena. She looked different, though Massimo knew the change was not in her outer appearance, but inside. She was already living in the future, all of her attention focused on the child forming in her womb. While he still floundered, she accelerated forwards, ready to leap.

			A burning itch coursed through his body. He tore his gaze away from Elena’s head and his eyes fell on his mobile phone perched on the armrest of the sofa.

			He had forgotten all about his phone – which would have been unthinkable only the night before. A new day had begun and he hadn’t shown up at work.

			He picked up his phone and switched it on. A flurry of buzzing announced the arrival of dozens of notifications. They were all messages from his colleagues. The last one was from de Carli.

			‘Are you dead? You’d better be. At this rate she’ll have your head on a spike anyway.’
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