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      Room 13 of the State Morgue was where the sleepers were kept.

      It was on the fourth and lowest level of the basement, like one of the circles of hell, but this was a hell of cold and refrigeration, an area reserved for unidentified corpses. It was rare for anyone to pay it a visit.

      Tonight, though, a visitor was on his way down.

      The attendant was waiting for him by the lift, looking up at the numbers on the luminous panel that marked the cabin’s descent. As he waited, he wondered who the unexpected visitor could be. And, more intriguing, why anyone would come all the way to this distant outpost so alien to anything living.

      The last number lit up. There was a moment’s pause before the lift door slid open to reveal a man in his forties in a dark blue suit. Then, as happened whenever a stranger set foot down here for the first time, the attendant saw the look of surprise on the man’s face as he realised this wasn’t a place of white tiles and sterile fluorescent tubes, but of green walls and orange lights.

      ‘The colours prevent panic attacks,’ the attendant said in answer to the man’s silent question, and handed him a blue gown.

      The visitor said nothing. He put on the gown and the two men set off.

      ‘The corpses on this floor are mainly homeless people and illegal immigrants,’ the attendant said. ‘No ID, no family, so when they kick the bucket they end up down here. They’re all in Rooms one to nine. Rooms ten and eleven are for people who pay their taxes and watch football matches on TV, just like you and me, but suddenly drop dead of a heart attack on the metro one morning. One of the other passengers pretends to help them, instead of which they grab their wallet, and voilà, the trick has worked: the man or woman vanishes for ever. Sometimes, though, it’s just a question of bureaucracy: a member of staff messes up the paperwork, and the relatives who come in to identify the body are shown another body entirely. It’s as if you aren’t dead and they’re still looking for you.’ He was trying to impress his guest, but the man didn’t react. ‘Then there are the suicide or accident cases: Room twelve. Sometimes the corpse is in such a bad state, you can’t believe it was ever a person.’ He was not squeamish himself, but was putting the visitor’s stomach to the test. ‘Anyway, the law requires the same treatment for all of them: they have to stay in the cold chamber for at least eighteen months. Then, if nobody claims or identifies the body, and the police have no intention of reopening the investigation, authorisation is given to dispose of it by cremation.’ He had quoted the rules from memory.

      At this point, his tone changed, becoming slightly nervous. He was about to touch on the purpose of this nocturnal visit.

      ‘And then there are those in Room thirteen.’

      The nameless victims of unsolved murders.

      ‘In cases of murder, the law states that the body constitutes evidence until such time as the identity of the victim has been confirmed. You can’t sentence a murderer if you can’t prove that the person he murdered actually existed. In the absence of a name, the body is the only proof of that existence. That’s why there’s no time limit to how long it can be kept. It’s one of those odd legal technicalities that lawyers like so much.’

      The law stipulated that until such time as the criminal act that had caused the death was defined, the body could neither be destroyed nor be allowed to decompose naturally.

      ‘We call them the sleepers.’

      Unknown men, women and children whose killers had not yet been identified. They had been waiting for years for someone to turn up and deliver them from the curse of resembling the living. And, just as in some kind of macabre fairy tale, for that to happen all you needed to do was say the magic word.

      Their name.

      The room that housed them – Room 13 – was the last one at the far end of the corridor.

      They came to a metal door and the attendant fussed with his keys until he found the right one. He opened it, then stood back to let his visitor enter the dark room. As soon as he did so, a row of yellow ceiling lights came on, triggered by sensors. In the middle of the room stood an autopsy table, and the high walls were lined with dozens of drawers.

      A steel beehive.

      ‘You have to sign in, it’s the rule,’ the attendant said, holding out a register. He was starting to grow restless. ‘Which one are you interested in?’

      At last, the visitor opened his mouth. ‘The one that’s been here the longest.’

      AHF-93-K999.

      The attendant knew the number by heart. He savoured in advance the solution to an old mystery. He went immediately to the drawer with the label attached to the handle. It was on the left-hand wall, third from the bottom. He pointed it out to the visitor. ‘Of all the bodies down here, that one doesn’t even have the most original story. One Saturday afternoon, some kids were playing football in the park. The ball went into the bushes, and that’s where they found him. He’d been shot in the head. There was no ID on him, and no keys. His face was still perfectly recognisable, but nobody called the emergency numbers to ask about him, nobody filed a missing persons report. Until they find his killer, which may never happen, the only evidence of the crime is the actual body. That’s why the court ruled that it should be kept until the case was solved and justice was done.’ He paused for a moment. ‘It’s been years now, but he’s still here.’

      The attendant had long wondered what the point was in keeping the evidence for a crime that nobody even remembered. He had always assumed that the world had forgotten the anonymous occupant of Room 13 a long time ago. But the request the visitor now made told him that the secret preserved behind those few inches of steel went way beyond mere identity.

      ‘Open it up. I want to see him.’

      AHF-93-K999. That had been his name for years, but maybe things were about to change. The attendant activated the air valve to open the drawer.

      The sleeper was about to wake.
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      It was a few minutes to six when the street began coming to life.

      The refuse lorries collected the rubbish from the bins that stood in line like toy soldiers outside the houses. Then it was the turn of the street-sweeping vehicle that cleaned the asphalt with revolving brushes. The gardeners’ mini-vans soon followed. The lawns and drives were cleared of leaves and weeds, and the hedges pruned to their ideal height. Their task accomplished, they went away, leaving behind a neat, silent, motionless world.

      This happy place was ready to greet its happy inhabitants, Mila thought.

      It had been a quiet night. Every night was quiet here. At about seven a.m., the houses began languidly to awaken. Behind the windows, fathers, mothers and children could be seen cheerfully preparing for the new day ahead of them.

      Another day in a happy life.

      Mila sat watching them in her Hyundai at the end of the block. She felt no envy. She knew that if you scratched the gilded surface, something else always emerged. Sometimes the true picture, made up of light and shade, as was only to be expected. At other times, though, there was a black hole. You were overcome by the foul breath of a hungry abyss and, from its depths, you thought you heard someone whispering your name.

      Mila Vasquez knew the appeal of darkness only too well. She had been dancing with shadows since the day she was born.

      She clicked her fingers, putting pressure on her left index. The fleeting pain gave her the kick she needed to keep concentrating. Soon afterwards, the front doors of the houses started opening, and the occupants began leaving home to face the challenges of the world – which would always be too easy for them, Mila thought.

      She saw the Conners leave their house. The father, an attorney, was a slim man of about forty, with slightly greying hair that emphasised his tanned face. He was dressed in an impeccable grey suit. The mother was blonde, and still had the body and face of a young woman. Time would never have any effect on her, Mila was sure of that. Then came the girls. The elder one was already in middle school, the younger one – a cascade of curls – still in kindergarten. They were the image of their parents. If anyone still doubted the theory of evolution, Mila could have dispelled those doubts by showing them the Conners. They were beautiful and perfect and obviously could only live in a happy place like this.

      After kissing his wife and daughters goodbye, Attorney Conner got into a blue Audi A6 and drove off to pursue his brilliant career. The woman set off in a green Nissan SUV to drop the girls off at their schools. Once they were gone, Mila got out of her old car, ready to enter the Conners’ villa – and their lives. In spite of the heat, she had chosen a tracksuit as a disguise. It was only the first day of autumn, but if she had worn a T-shirt and shorts, her scars would have attracted far more attention. According to the calculations she had made since beginning this surveillance a few days earlier, she only had about forty minutes before Mrs Conner returned home.

      Forty minutes to discover if this happy place was hiding a ghost.

       

      The Conners had been her object of study for a few weeks now. It had all started by chance.

      Police officers working on missing persons cases can’t just sit at their desks and wait for reports to come in. Sometimes those who disappear have no family to report anything at all. Either because they are foreigners, or because they have cut off all their ties, or simply because they don’t have anyone in the world.

      Mila called them ‘the predestined’. People who had a void around them and never imagined they would one day be swallowed up by it. That meant she first had to look for the opportunity, and only then the missing person. She would walk the streets, combing through places of hopelessness, where the shadows dog your every step and never leave you alone. But people could also disappear from a healthy, protected emotional environment.

      For example, a child.

      Sometimes – in fact, far too often – parents, distracted by their well-tried routine, failed to notice a small but vital change. Someone outside the home might approach their children and they would never know about it. Children tended to feel guilty when they were the object of an adult’s attention, because they were torn between two pieces of advice most parents gave their offspring and which were hard to reconcile: to be polite to grown-ups and not to talk to strangers. Whichever they chose, there was always going to be something to hide. But Mila had discovered an excellent way to find out what was going on in a child’s life.

      Every month she paid a visit to a different school.

      She would ask permission to walk around the classrooms when the pupils were not there, and would linger over the drawings on the walls. Their imaginary worlds often concealed elements of real life. They condensed the secret and often unconscious emotions which the child absorbed like a sponge and then poured out again. Mila liked visiting schools. She particularly liked the smell – wax crayons, paper paste, new books, chewing gum. It gave her an odd sense of calm, and made her feel as if nothing could happen to her.

      Because for an adult, the safest places are where there are children.

      It was during one of these visits that, among dozens of drawings displayed on a wall, Mila had discovered one by the Conners’ younger daughter. She had chosen that kindergarten at random at the beginning of the school year, and had gone there during playtime, while the children were all outside. She had lingered in their tiny world, enjoying the sound of their joyous cries in the background.

      What had struck her about the Conner girl’s drawing was the happy family it depicted. Her mummy, her daddy, her sister and the girl herself on the front lawn of their house on a beautiful sunny day. The four of them were holding hands. Standing apart from the main group, though, was an incongruous element. A fifth character. It immediately gave her an odd pang of anxiety. It seemed to float and had no face.

      A ghost, was Mila’s first thought.

      She was about to let it go, but then searched the wall for more drawings by the girl, and in every one of them there was the same shadowy presence.

      It was too specific to be mere chance. Her instinct told her to dig deeper.

      She asked the little girl’s teacher, who was very helpful and confirmed that this thing with the ghosts had been going on for a while now. In her experience, she said, there was nothing to worry about – that kind of thing was common after a relative or acquaintance had died, it was the youngster’s way of coming to terms with their grief. Just to be on the safe side, the teacher had asked Mrs Conner. Although there had been no deaths in the family recently, the little girl had had a nightmare not so long ago, which might have been the cause of everything.

      But Mila had learnt from child psychologists that children often depict real people as imaginary characters, and not always negative ones. So although a stranger could become a vampire, he could just as easily be a friendly clown or even Spiderman. Nevertheless, there was always a detail that revealed the figure as human. She recalled the case of Samantha Hernandez, who had drawn the white-bearded man who approached her every day in the park as Father Christmas. Except that in the drawing, as in real life, he had a tattoo on his forearm. But nobody had noticed. And so all that the pervert who would abduct and kill her had needed to do was promise her a present.

      In the case of the Conners’ little girl, the tell-tale element was repetition.

      Mila was convinced that the little girl was scared of something. She had to find out if a real person was involved and, above all, if he or she was harmless.

      Following her usual procedure, she hadn’t informed the parents. There was no point in scaring them unnecessarily just because of a vague suspicion. She had begun to watch the little Conner girl, to see who she was in contact with outside the house or during the few times when she was out of her parents’ sight, at nursery for example, or at dance classes.

      She hadn’t seen any stranger taking a particular interest in the girl.

      Her suspicions were unfounded. That was expected sometimes, and she didn’t mind wasting twenty days’ work if it ended with her heaving a sigh of relief.

      Just to be on the safe side, though, she had also decided to visit the Conners’ elder daughter’s school. There were no disturbing features in her drawings. In her case, the anomaly was concealed in a composition the teacher had set as homework.

      The girl had chosen to write a horror story with a ghost as the main character.

      It was quite possible that it was just a figment of the elder girl’s imagination, which had then had an effect on the younger sister. Or else it might be proof that it wasn’t an imaginary person after all. Maybe the very fact that Mila hadn’t seen any suspicious strangers meant that the threat was closer than she had originally thought.

      In other words, the threat wasn’t a stranger, but someone in the house.

      That was why she had decided to go further and have a look inside the Conners’ home. She, too, would have to change.

      From a hunter of children to a hunter of ghosts.

       

      It was almost eight in the morning. Mila put on a pair of earphones attached to an MP3 player that wasn’t even switched on and, trying to look like a jogger, quickly covered the stretch of pavement that separated her from the Conners’ drive. Just before she got to the house, she turned right and continued along the side of the building until she reached the back. She tried the back door, then the windows. They were all closed. If she had found anything open, and someone had caught her breaking in, she could have said she had gone in because she had suspected that a burglary was in process. It still wouldn’t have looked good, and she would probably have been reprimanded for it, but at least she would have had a better chance of getting away with it. But now, if she forced a lock, she’d be taking a pointless and stupid risk.

      She thought again about her reason for being here. You couldn’t explain a gut feeling, all police officers knew that. But in her case, there was always an irresistible urge to cross the line. Even so, she could hardly knock on the Conners’ door and say, ‘Hi. Something tells me your daughters are in danger because of a ghost that might be a real person.’ So, as usual, her feeling of unease got the better of her common sense: she returned to the back door and forced it open.

      The air conditioning hit her like a wall. In the kitchen, the breakfast dishes remained unwashed. On the fridge were holiday snaps and school exercises that had received good marks.

      Mila took a black plastic case from the pocket of her tracksuit. It contained a miniature camera the size of a button, from which protruded a lead that served as a transmitter. Thanks to WiFi, she would be able to watch what was happening in the house from a distance. She just had to find the best place to put it. She checked her watch, then set off to search the rest of the house. As she didn’t have much time, she decided to focus on the room where most of the family activities took place.

      In the living room, along with the sofas and the television set, there was a bookcase inlaid with briar. Instead of books, it contained the certificates Conner had received in the course of his legal career or had earned in recognition of his services to the community. He was a highly respected man, a model citizen. On one of the shelves was an ice-skating trophy, awarded to their elder daughter. It struck Mila as a nice idea to share this space for distinctions with another member of the family.

      On the mantelpiece was a photograph of the Conners smiling happily, all wearing identical comfy red Christmas sweaters. It was clearly a family tradition. Mila could never have posed for such a picture. Her life was too different. She was too different. She quickly looked away, finding the sight unbearable.

      She decided to look upstairs.

      In the bedrooms, the beds were unmade, waiting for the return of Mrs Conner, who had given up her own career to devote herself to looking after the house and bringing up her daughters. Mila merely glanced into the girls’ rooms. In the parents’ room, the wardrobe stood open. She lingered over Mrs Conner’s clothes. The life of a happy mother aroused her curiosity. Mila’s feelings, her emotions, were blocked inside her, so she was incapable of knowing what it felt like. But she could certainly imagine it.

      A husband, two daughters, a house as comfortable and protective as a nest.

      Momentarily forgetting the reason for her search, Mila noticed that some of the clothes on the hangers were of different sizes. It was reassuring to think that even beautiful women put on weight. That never happened to her. She was skinny. To judge by the loose-fitting clothes Mrs Conner had used to conceal her extra pounds, she must have found it hard to get her perfect figure back.

      Suddenly, Mila realised what she was doing. She had lost control. Instead of hunting for dangers, she herself had become a danger to this family.

      The stranger who invades your living space.

      She had also lost track of time: Mrs Conner might already be on her way back. So she decided quickly that the ideal place for the miniature camera was the living room.

      She found the best location inside the bookcase with the family trophies. Using double-sided tape, she placed the device in such a way that it would be as well hidden as possible among the ornaments. As she was doing this, though, she became aware of a red spot on the right-hand edge of her field of vision, like a flashing light on the wall just above the mantelpiece.

      Mila stopped what she was doing, turned, and found herself looking again at the photograph of the family wearing Christmas sweaters, which she had hurriedly passed over earlier because it had made her feel absurdly jealous. Looking at it more closely now, she realised that there were cracks in the idyllic picture. In particular, there was the silence in Mrs Conner’s eyes, like the windows of an uninhabited house. Mr Conner gave the impression that he was forcing himself to look radiant, but the embrace in which he held his wife and daughters didn’t convey a sense of security, but rather one of ownership. And there was something else in the picture, although Mila couldn’t figure out what it was. Something wrong, hidden in that false happiness of the Conners’. Then she saw it.

      The girls were right. There was a ghost among them.

      In the background of the photograph, instead of the bookcase filled with awards, there was a door.
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      Where does a ghost normally hide?

      In a dark place where it won’t be disturbed. An attic. Or, in this case, a cellar. The thankless task of summoning it has fallen to me, Mila thought.

      She looked down at the wooden floor and only now noticed the scratches, a sign that the bookcase was frequently moved. She moved to the side of the bookcase and looked behind it. There was the door. She slid her fingers into the gap and pulled. The family mementoes jingled, and the bookcase tilted forward dangerously, but Mila finally managed to make an opening wide enough to get through.

      As she opened the door, daylight flooded the hidden cave. But Mila had the impression that the darkness inside was attacking her. The door had been lined with soundproofing material, either to keep the noise out, or to keep it in.

      Beneath her, a staircase between two rough concrete walls led down to the cellar.

      She took her torch from the pocket of her tracksuit and began to descend, her senses alert, her muscles taut and ready for action.

      Towards the bottom, the stairs veered to the right, presumably into the main body of the cellar. Reaching the foot of the stairs, Mila found herself in a single large space shrouded in darkness. She trained the torchlight on furniture and other objects that shouldn’t have been down here. A changing table, a cot, a playpen. From the latter came a regular, rhythmical sound.

      A living sound.

      She moved closer, very slowly so as not to wake the creature from its sleep. As befitted a ghost, it was wrapped in a sheet, and had its back to her. There was a little leg sticking out. It showed signs of malnutrition. The lack of light had not helped its growth. The skin was pale. A year old, more or less.

      She had to touch it, to make sure it was real.

      There was a link between this small creature, Mrs Conner’s eating disorders, and her fake smile. She hadn’t just put on weight. She had been pregnant.

      The little bundle stirred, awakened by the torchlight. The creature turned towards her, hugging a rag doll. Mila thought it was going to burst into tears. But it just looked at her. Then it smiled.

      The ghost had huge eyes.

      It stretched out its little hands, wanting to be picked up. Mila did just that. The little thing immediately clung to her neck with all its might. It must have sensed she was here to save it. Mila noticed that, even in its deteriorated state, it was clean. It had been cared for: a contradiction between love and hate – between good and evil.

      ‘She likes being picked up.’

      The little girl recognised the voice and clapped her hands with joy. Mila turned. Mrs Conner was standing at the foot of the stairs.

      ‘He isn’t like other people. He always likes to be in control, and I try not to let him down. When he found out I was pregnant, he didn’t go crazy.’ She was talking about her husband, but avoided calling him by his name. ‘He never asked me who the father was. Our lives were supposed to be perfect, but I went and spoilt his plans. That’s what really bothered him, not the cheating.’

      Mila stood there staring at her, not saying a word. She didn’t know how to judge her. The woman didn’t seem angry, or even surprised to find a stranger here. It was as if she had been expecting it for a long time. Maybe she, too, wanted to be set free.

      ‘I begged him to let me have an abortion, but he wouldn’t. He made me keep the pregnancy secret from everyone, and for nine months I assumed he wanted to keep the child. Then one day he showed me how he had converted this cellar, and that’s when I understood. Contempt wasn’t enough for him. No, he had to punish me.’

      Mila felt a knot of anger in her throat.

      ‘He forced me to give birth in the cellar and leave her here. I keep telling him, even now, that we could leave her outside a police station or a hospital – nobody would know. But he won’t even answer me any more.’

      The little girl was smiling in Mila’s arms. Nothing seemed to upset her.

      ‘Sometimes, at night, when he’s not here, I take her upstairs and show her her sisters as they sleep. I think they may have been aware of our presence but they probably think it’s a dream.’

      Or a nightmare, Mila said to herself, remembering the ghost in the drawings and the fairy tale. She decided she had heard enough. She turned to the playpen to grab the rag doll and get out of there as quickly as possible.

      ‘Her name is Na,’ the woman said. ‘At least that’s what she calls her.’ She paused. ‘What kind of mother would I be if I didn’t know the name of my daughter’s favourite doll?’

      And did you give your daughter a name? Furious as she was, Mila didn’t ask. The world outside knew nothing about this little girl. Mila could imagine how things would have ended up if she hadn’t arrived.

      Nobody looks for a girl who doesn’t exist.

      The woman saw the disgust in Mila’s eyes. ‘I know what you’re thinking, but we’re not murderers. We didn’t kill her.’

      ‘That’s true,’ Mila said. ‘You would have waited for her to die.’
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      What kind of mother would I be if I didn’t know the name of my daughter’s favourite doll? 

      She had gone over and over that question on her way here in the car. And the answer was always the same.

      I’m no better than she is. 

      Every time that awareness came to the surface, it was like receiving the same wound.

      At eleven-forty, she stepped into Limbo.

      That was what they called the missing persons bureau at Federal Police Headquarters. It was in the basement of the west wing, as far as possible from the main entrance. That and its name seemed to imply that nobody could care less about the place.

      She was greeted by the constant roar of the antiquated air-conditioner, the smell of stale smoke – a legacy of the old days when you could smoke in this building – and the damp that rose from the foundations.

      Limbo consisted of a number of rooms, plus a lower floor containing old paper records and a storeroom of exhibits. There were three offices, each containing four desks, except for the one reserved for the captain. The largest room, though, was the first one you came to as you entered.

      The Waiting Room.

      This was where, for so many, the road ended. As you walked in, you noticed three things. First, the emptiness: in the absence of furniture, echoes could move freely about the space. Second, the feeling of claustrophobia: despite the high ceiling, there were no windows, and the only illumination came from the grey fluorescent lighting. The third thing you noticed was the hundreds of eyes.

      The walls were covered in photographs of missing persons.

      Men and women. Young and old. Children. It was the children who first hit you. Mila had long wondered why. Then she’d realised that the reason they stood out was because their presence here aroused a niggling feeling of injustice. Children didn’t choose to disappear, so it was taken as read that it was an adult who had grabbed them and dragged them into an invisible dimension. But they didn’t get any preferential treatment on these walls. Their faces were placed with all the others, following strict chronological order.

      All the inhabitants of the wall of silence were equal. There was no distinction of race, religion, sex or age. The photograph was merely the most recent proof of their presence in this life. It might be a snapshot taken at a birthday party or a frame of CCTV footage. They might be smiling without a care, they might not even be aware they were being photographed. Above all, none of them suspected that they were posing for a last picture.

      From that point onwards, the world had continued without them. But nobody would abandon them, nobody in Limbo would forget about them.

      ‘They aren’t people,’ Mila’s chief, Steph, would say. ‘They’re just the subject of our work. And if you can’t think like that, you won’t last long here. I’ve been here twenty years.’

      But Mila couldn’t refer to these people as ‘the subject of our work’. In other sections, they would have been called ‘victims’. A generic term that simply meant they had been on the receiving end of some kind of crime. Mila’s colleagues from outside Limbo had no idea how lucky they were to have that word.

      In cases of disappearance, you cannot immediately determine whether the missing person is a victim or has run away of his or her own free will.

      Those who worked in Limbo did not really know what they were investigating: kidnapping, murder, runaways. Those who worked in Limbo were not rewarded with justice. They were not motivated by the idea of catching the bad guy. Those who worked in Limbo had to be content with the possibility of finding out the truth. Uncertainty can become an obsession – and not only for those outside whose loved ones have gone missing, those who can’t reconcile themselves to their disappearance.

      Mila had learnt her lesson well. During her first four years there, she had had a colleague named Eric Vincenti, a quiet, polite man who had once told her that women always dumped him for the same reason. Whenever he took them out to dinner or for a drink, his eyes would wander among the tables and the people passing by. ‘My date would be talking to me and I’d get distracted. I’d try to listen but not be able to. One of them told me to stop looking at other women while I was with her.’

      Mila recalled Eric Vincenti’s faint smile as he told her this. His slightly hoarse, thin voice, the way he nodded. As if he was resigned to the idea and was simply telling her an amusing anecdote. But then he had grown serious.

      ‘I look for them everywhere. I’m always looking for them.’

      Those few words had cast an unexpected chill over her that had never left her in the years since.

      Eric Vincenti had disappeared one Sunday in March. In his bachelor apartment, the bed was made, his keys lay on the little table in the hall, and his clothes were hanging in the wardrobe. The only photograph they had found showed him with a couple of friends from his past, smiling and proudly showing off a catfish he had just caught. His face had ended up among the others on the east wall.

      ‘He couldn’t stand it any more,’ was Steph’s verdict.

      It was the darkness that took him, Mila thought.

      As she walked to her own desk, she glanced at Eric Vincenti’s. In the two years since he had disappeared, nothing had been moved. It was the last trace left of him.

      And so there were now just two people still working in Limbo.

      In the other sections of the department, there were so many officers that they had to work packed together like sardines and were expected to live up to the standards of efficiency laid down by their superiors. Not here. Here she and Captain Steph had plenty of room to move about in, and didn’t have to account for their methods or guarantee results. Not that any police officer with an ounce of ambition wanted to work here – your hopes for a brilliant career tend to fade when all you have staring at you from the walls are unsolved cases.

      Mila, though, had specifically chosen Limbo when, seven years earlier, she had been offered a promotion after the most important case in years. Her superiors were amazed: not many people thought it made any sense to bury yourself in this hole. But Mila had been adamant.

      Having taken off the tracksuit she had used as a disguise that morning, she put on her usual clothes – a nondescript sweatshirt, dark jeans and trainers – and sat down at the computer to write up her report on what had happened in the Conners’ house. The ghost girl, who didn’t yet have a name, had been handed over to social services. Two female psychologists had been taken in a patrol car to pick up her sisters from their schools. Mrs Conner had been arrested and so, as far as Mila knew, had her husband as soon as they had tracked him down at work.

      As she waited for her ancient computer to start up, the voice that had followed her around all morning came back.

      I’m no better than she is. 

      She looked up at the door to Steph’s room. It was usually kept open, but for some reason it was now closed. She was puzzling about this when the door opened and the captain put his head round it.

      ‘Ah, you’re here,’ he said. ‘Can you come in, please?’

      His tone was neutral, but Mila could sense that something was up.

      Before she could ask him anything, he vanished again, leaving the door ajar for her. She stood up and walked quickly towards it. As she drew closer, she caught snippets of conversation. There was more than one voice speaking.

      No one ever came down to Limbo.

      But today, apparently, Steph had company.
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      There must be a serious reason for this visit.

      Their colleagues from upstairs steered clear of Limbo, as if there was a curse on it, as if it brought bad luck. It was like a stain on their conscience, something they preferred to forget about. Or perhaps they were all scared of being sucked into the walls of the Waiting Room and remaining trapped there, halfway between life and death. When Mila opened the door, Steph was at his desk. A man sat opposite him, his broad shoulders barely contained within the jacket of his brown suit. He had put on weight, his hairline had receded, and his tie, rather than making him look distinguished, seemed to be choking him, but Mila immediately recognised Klaus Boris’s good-natured smile.

      He stood up and came to her. ‘How are you, Vasquez?’ He was about to hug her, but then remembered that Mila didn’t like to be touched and dropped his arms awkwardly.

      ‘I’m fine,’ she said to defuse the embarrassment. ‘You look slimmer.’

      Boris let out a booming laugh and gave his prominent belly a pat. ‘What can I say? I’m a man of action.’

      He’s not the old Boris any more, Mila thought. He was married now, with a couple of brats and, as an inspector, was her superior. That was another reason she was sure this wasn’t a courtesy call.

      ‘The Judge congratulates you on your discovery this morning.’

      The Judge, Mila thought. If the head of the department was taking an interest in the work of an officer from Limbo, that must mean there was something else at the bottom of it. Any missing persons case that could be shown to involve a murder was automatically passed on to Homicide and, if they solved it, they took all the credit.

      There would be no medal for Limbo.

      The Conner case had followed a similar course. In return, Mila had been given a kind of amnesty for her less than orthodox methods. The Crime Squad had been only too happy to take over the investigation. After all, it was a case of kidnapping, no more and no less.

      ‘The Judge sent you to tell me that? Why not just call me?’

      Boris laughed again, but this time the laughter was forced. ‘Why don’t we make ourselves comfortable?’

      Mila glanced at Steph, trying to figure out what was going on, but the captain averted his gaze. It was not for him to speak. Boris sat back down and motioned Mila towards the chair opposite him. But she turned to close the door, then remained standing.

      ‘Come on, Boris, what’s going on?’ she asked without looking at him. When she finally turned to face him, she saw that a furrow had appeared on his forehead. It was as if the light had imperceptibly dimmed in the room. Here we are, then, Mila thought, the pleasantries are over.

      ‘What I’m about to say is highly confidential. We’re trying to keep it out of the press.’

      ‘Why so cautious?’ Steph asked.

      ‘The Judge has ordered a complete blackout. Anyone who hears about this case will be put on record so that any leak can be traced.’

      This wasn’t just advice, Mila thought, it was a veiled threat.

      ‘That means that from now on the two of us are on that list,’ Steph said. ‘Now can you tell us what’s behind all this?’

      Boris was silent for a moment, then said, ‘At six-forty this morning, there was a call to a police station out of town.’

      ‘Where?’ Mila asked.

      Boris raised his hands. ‘Wait till you hear the rest.’

      Mila sat down facing him.

      Boris rested both his hands in his lap, as if telling the story tired him. ‘The call was from a ten-year-old boy named Jes Belman. He said that someone had come into his house at dinner time and started shooting. And that everyone was dead.’

      Mila had the impression that the lights in the room had faded even more.

      ‘The address he gave us is a house in the mountains, about twenty-five miles from the nearest built-up area. The owner is Thomas Belman, founder and COE of the pharmaceutical company of the same name.’

      ‘I know it,’ Steph said. ‘They make my blood pressure pills.’

      ‘Jes is the youngest child. Belman had two others, a boy and a girl: Chris and Lisa.’

      The use of the past tense made a red light come on in Mila’s mind. Here comes the painful part, she thought.

      ‘Aged sixteen and nineteen,’ Boris went on. ‘Belman’s wife’s name was Cynthia, she was forty-seven. When the local police went up there to check it out…’ He paused and his eyes darkened with anger. ‘Well, there’s no point in beating about the bush. The boy was telling the truth. It was a massacre. They were all dead, apart from Jes.’

      ‘Why?’ Mila asked, surprised at the distress in her own voice.

      ‘We think the killer may have had a grudge against the head of the family.’

      ‘What makes you think that?’ Steph asked with a frown.

      ‘He was killed last.’

      The sadistic intention behind that choice was obvious. Thomas Belman must have been aware that his loved ones were dying, and that must have added to his suffering.

      ‘Did the youngest child run away and hide?’ Mila asked, trying to appear calm even though that brief account of the crime had shaken her.

      Boris gave a brief, incredulous smile. ‘The murderer spared him so that he could call us and tell us what happened.’

      ‘You mean the bastard was there during the phone call?’ Steph asked.

      ‘He wanted to be sure we’d get it.’

      Extreme violence and a desire for attention, Mila thought. Behaviour typical of a particular type of killer: the mass murderer.

      Mass murderers were more unpredictable and more lethal than serial killers, even though the media and the general public often confused the two categories. Serial killers left fairly long intervals between their crimes, a mass murderer concentrated his killings into a single well-prepared, coldly executed massacre – like the man who has been fired and who returns to his workplace to kill his colleagues, or the student who turns up at his high school with an assault rifle and shoots down his teachers and classmates as if it were a video game.

      Their motive was resentment. Against the government, society, authority, or simply the human race.

      The biggest difference between serial killers and mass murderers was that, with luck, you could stop the former – you could have the satisfaction of handcuffing them, looking them in the eye after arresting them, and telling them to their face, ‘It’s over’. The latter, though, stopped of their own accord once they had reached the required number on their secret list of victims. They reserved a single liberating shot for themselves, fired from the same weapon they had used to carry out their massacre. Or else they deliberately let themselves be shot by the police, in a final act of defiance. But the police were always left feeling they’d arrived too late, because the killer had already achieved their aim.

      To take other lives with them to hell.

      If there is no perpetrator to arrest and put on trial, his victims vanish with him into oblivion, leaving behind only the anger and emptiness of pointless revenge. In this way, the killer hopes to deprive the police even of the consolation of being able to do something good for those who died.

      But that didn’t seem to be the case here, Mila thought. If the killer had committed suicide at the end, Boris would have mentioned it.

      ‘He’s still out there, though God knows where,’ Boris said, reading her mind. ‘He’s out there, and he’s armed. And he may not be finished yet.’

      ‘Do you know who this psychopath is?’ Steph asked.

      Boris evaded the question. ‘We know he approached the house through the woods and left the same way. And we know he used a Bushmaster .223 semi-automatic rifle and a revolver.’

      That seemed to be all, but Mila had the feeling something was missing from Boris’s story. Something he hadn’t yet revealed, something that explained why he had taken the trouble to come down to Limbo.

      ‘The Judge would like you to go and take a look.’

      ‘No.’

      Her reply was so immediate, it surprised even her. In a flash, she had seen the four bodies, the walls spattered with blood, the oily red liquid spreading across the floor. She had also smelt it. That stench that seems to recognise you and to tell you with a laugh that one day your death, too, will smell like that.

      ‘No,’ she repeated, more resolutely than before. ‘I can’t do it, I’m sorry.’

      ‘Wait, I don’t understand,’ Steph said. ‘Why does Mila have to go? She’s not a criminologist or even a profiler.’

      Boris ignored the captain and addressed Mila again. ‘The killer has a plan. He may strike again very soon, and more innocent people will die. I know we’re asking a lot of you.’

      It was seven years since she had last set foot on a crime scene. You’re his. You belong to him. You know that you will like… ‘No,’ she said a third time, to silence that voice from the darkness.

      ‘I’ll explain everything once we’re up there. It won’t take more than an hour, I promise. We thought —’

      Steph laughed scornfully. ‘Ever since you walked into this office you’ve been using the plural. We decided, we thought. Jesus Christ, we know it was the Judge who thought and decided, and that you’re only here to report the Judge’s words. So what’s this really about?’

      Gus Stephanopoulos – to make things easier, everyone had always called him Steph – was a shrewd old officer, so close to retirement now that he didn’t care who he insulted. Mila liked him because, even though he seemed always to follow the rules, trying never to tread on anyone’s toes, always careful about saying and doing the right thing, his true nature would come out when you least expected it. The look of incredulity that had appeared on Boris’s face was something Mila had seen many times before in reaction to one of Steph’s remarks.

      Steph now turned to Mila with an amused expression. ‘Shall I give the inspector a kick up the arse and send him back upstairs?’

      Mila didn’t reply. She slowly turned to look at Boris. ‘You have the perfect crime scene. You can’t ask for better. You even have an eyewitness, Belman’s son, and I imagine you already have an identikit. Maybe you still haven’t quite figured out the motive but you’ll find that quite easily: in cases like this, it’s usually resentment of some kind. And it doesn’t sound as if anyone’s missing, so what’s all this got to do with us in Limbo? What’s it got to do with me?’ Mila paused for a moment. ‘The reason you’re here has something to do with the identity of the killer…’

      She waited for the statement to sink in. Boris, who had been silent all this time, remained impassive.

      Steph wouldn’t let go. ‘You can’t identify him, is that it?’ It sometimes happened that other sections would ask for their help in putting a name to a face: if they couldn’t find the person they were looking for, at least they would have a name. ‘You need Mila so that if you don’t find him before he kills again, you can blame it on Limbo. We get to do the dirty work, right?’

      ‘Wrong, Captain,’ Boris said, breaking his silence. ‘We know who he is.’

      This threw both Mila and Steph, and neither knew what to say.

      ‘His name is Roger Valin.’

      The name immediately set off a stream of data in Mila’s head, in no particular order. Bookkeeper. Thirty years old. Sick mother. Obliged to care for her until she died. No other family. No friends. Collected watches as a hobby. Mild-mannered. Invisible. An outsider.

      In an instant, Mila’s mind ran out of the office and down the corridor to the Waiting Room, stood in front of the left-hand wall and scanned it until she saw him.

      Roger Valin. A hollow face, a blank expression. Hair prematurely grey. The only photograph they had managed to find was the one from the badge he used to access his office – light grey suit, striped shirt, green tie.

      He had inexplicably vanished into thin air one October morning.

      Seventeen years ago.
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      The road hugged the mountain.

      As the car climbed, and they left the city with its layer of smog behind them, the landscape had changed. The air had become clearer, and the tall firs took the edge off the lingering post-summer heat.

      Outside the window, the sun was playing hide and seek among the branches, casting flickering shadows on the file Mila held open on her lap: the file on Roger Valin. Mila still found it hard to believe that the sad-faced bookkeeper in that photograph in Limbo could have committed such a savage act. As was often the case with mass murderers, he had no history of violence. It had all happened without warning, like a sudden explosion. And it was because Valin had never been in trouble with the law that he had no criminal record.

      So how did they know it was him?

      When Mila had asked Boris this question, Boris had simply asked her to be patient for just a little longer: she would soon know everything.

      He was driving an unmarked saloon. Why all the caution? she wondered. The answers that came to mind merely increased her anxiety.

      If the reason was really so terrible, she didn’t want to know it.

      She had spent seven years learning to live with what had happened in the Whisperer case. She still had nightmares, but not at night. In sleep everything vanished. It was in broad daylight that she sometimes experienced sudden fear, felt a presence beside her like a cat instinctively sensing danger. Once she had realised that she could never rid herself of the memories, she had worked out a kind of compromise. It meant imposing a few strict rules on herself. They were her safety net, the line she must never cross. The first of these rules was the most important.

      Never utter the monster’s name. 

      But she would have to violate one of the other rules this morning. She had vowed never to see a crime scene again. Mila was afraid of how she would feel when confronted with the signs of violence. You’ll feel what they all feel, she tried to convince herself. But there was a distant voice inside her telling her the opposite.

      You are his. You belong to him. You know you will like — 

      ‘Nearly there,’ Boris said, silencing the mantra.

      Mila nodded, trying to hide her unease. She turned to look out of the window, and her fear rose another notch: two police officers with a speed trap were monitoring the speed of passing cars. It was all a performance. Their real task was to guard the access to the crime scene. As the saloon drove past, the two officers registered them with their eyes. A few yards further on, Boris turned onto a narrow path.

      The ground was bumpy and the branches on either side formed a tunnel that seemed about to close in over the car. The woods stretched out to caress them as they passed, as gentle and persuasive as someone concealing an evil intention. But then through the arch of branches they saw a sun-drenched clearing ahead of them. They came out of the shade and unexpectedly found the house right there in front of them.

      It was a split-level three-storey building, a combination of the classic local mountain chalet – with sloping roof and exposed logs – and modern design. The raised veranda was surrounded by glass walls.

      A rich person’s house, Mila immediately thought.

      They got out of the car and she looked around. There were four saloons and the forensics van. All the vehicles were unmarked. Quite a deployment of forces.

      Two police officers came to greet Boris and update him. She didn’t hear what they were saying. She followed them up the stone steps that led to the main entrance, keeping just a few yards behind.

      During the car journey, Boris had told her that the owner of the house, Thomas Belman, was a doctor turned businessman who had set up a successful pharmaceuticals company. He was about fifty, and had only ever been married to the same woman, with whom he’d had three children. A man who had known nothing but good luck in his life, but who had died in the worst possible way Mila could imagine: after seeing his whole family wiped out.

      ‘Come on,’ Boris urged her.

      Mila realised she was lingering in the doorway. In the spacious living room with its large fireplace stood at least twenty colleagues who all turned abruptly to look at her. They had recognised her, and she could guess what they were thinking. It was embarrassing, but her feet stubbornly refused to go any further. She looked down at them. It was as if they belonged to someone else. If I do this, I can’t have any second thoughts. If I take this step, there’s no turning back. The mantra came again, striking fear into her.

      You are his. You belong to him. You know you will like… what you are about to see, Mila told herself, completing the sentence from memory.

      Her left foot moved. She was inside.

       

      There was a sub-category of mass murderer no police officer would ever have wanted to encounter. He was known as a spree killer, and he carried out a number of massacres within a relatively short period of time. That might be the case with Roger Valin. And right now, the passing minutes and hours were not on their side. That was why there was such a sense of anger and powerlessness in the villa. Mila watched her colleagues at work. Remember, there’s nothing more they can do for those who died, she told herself.

      The hatred that Roger Valin had summoned forth in this house had left an echo behind it, like invisible radiation, which was affecting those who had arrived subsequently.

      Without realising it, they were all becoming sick with resentment.

      It was almost certainly that same feeling that had motivated the killer himself, feeding his paranoia until he had shouldered an assault rifle whose clear, rhythmic din assuaged the voices in his head that had been hounding him and urging him to take revenge for the wrongs and humiliations he had suffered.

      The main event was upstairs, but before she could go up they gave her plastic overshoes, latex gloves and a cap for her hair. While they were getting her ready, Mila saw one of her colleagues hand Boris a mobile phone.

      ‘Yes, she came, she’s here,’ she heard him say.

      She would have bet anything the inspector was talking to the Judge. Despite the nickname, the head of the department had nothing to do with courts or trials. The nickname dated from years earlier, and was intended as a humorous reference to a rather austere expression. Rather than taking it the wrong way, the Judge had accepted it as if it were a title of merit. During the officer’s gradual climb through the ranks, the humorous connotations had faded, and now whenever the nickname was uttered it was as a sign of respect mixed with fear. During that unstoppable rise, whoever had first started the joke had had to live with the knowledge that he or she would sooner or later have to pay the consequences. But the Judge showed no resentment: it was better to keep your enemies on tenterhooks.

      Mila and the Judge had only met once, four years earlier, when a heart attack had put an end to Terence Mosca’s time as head of the department. There had been a lightning visit to Limbo by the new chief, who had said hello to the team and urged them to keep up the good work. Then nothing. Until this morning.

      Boris snapped his mobile shut, finished getting ready, then came towards her. ‘Ready?’

      They entered the small lift that connected the three floors of the house – more of a luxury than a necessity. Boris put in the earphone and, as he waited for radio confirmation that they could go up, turned to her again. ‘Thank you for coming.’

      But Mila didn’t want any more coaxing. ‘Tell me what happened last night.’

      ‘They were having dinner at about nine o’clock, at least according to our young witness, Jes. The kitchen is on the first floor, overlooking the veranda at the back. Valin came through the woods, that’s why they didn’t see him come up the outside steps. The boy said they noticed a man standing outside the French windows, but at first no one could figure out what he was doing there.’

      There wasn’t any panic at the start, Mila told herself. They simply all stopped talking and turned to look at him. In dangerous situations, the most common reaction isn’t fear but disbelief.

      ‘Then Belman got up from the table, opened the French windows and asked the man what he wanted.’

      ‘It was Belman who opened them? Didn’t he notice the rifle?’

      ‘Of course he did, but he must have thought he could still control the situation.’

      That was typical of certain powerful men, Mila thought. They always thought they had the prerogative of choice. Thomas Belman couldn’t accept the possibility that another person might impose other rules on him, especially in his own home. Even if that person was holding a Bushmaster .223 semi-automatic rifle. Like the good businessman he was, Belman had attempted to negotiate, as if he really had something to offer that you couldn’t refuse.

      But Roger Valin wasn’t there to make a deal.

      Mila saw Boris raise his hand to his earphone. They were probably giving him the all clear from upstairs. Sure enough, he turned to the row of buttons and pressed the one for the second floor.

      ‘All the boy said on the phone was that Valin started shooting,’ he went on as they began their ascent. ‘Actually, that’s not quite how it happened. There was an argument at first, then he locked Jes in the basement and made the others go upstairs.’

      The lift slowed as it reached the floor. Mila took advantage of those few seconds to take a deep breath.

      Here we are, she said to herself.
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Operator: Can you tell me how it happened?

X: Yes.

Operator: Jes, are you still there?

X: Yes.

Operator: Why don’t you tell me about it? Take all
the time you need.

X: He came last night. We were having dinner.

Operator: Who came?

X:

Operator: Who, Jes?

X: He shot them.

Operator: All right, Jes. I want to help you, but
for now you have to help me. OK?

X: OK.

Operator: Are you telling me a man came to your
house while you were having dinner and started
shooting?

X: Yes.

Operator: And then he left and didn’t shoot you.
You are all right, aren’t you?

X: No.

Operator: Do you mean you've been hurt, Jes?

X: No, I mean he didn’t leave.

Operator: The man who did the shooting is still
there?

X:

Operator: Jes, please answer me.

X: He says you have to come. You have to come now.

Line cut off. End of recording.
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Exhibit 397-H/5

Transcript of recording made at 6.40 a.m. on 21
September .

Subject: telephone call to the emergency number at
I Operator: Officer Clara Salgado.

Operator: Emergency. Where are you calling from?

X:

Operator: I can't hear you, sir. Where are you
calling from?

X: This is Jes.

Operator: You must give me your full name, sir.

X: Jes Belman.

Operator: How old are you, Jes?

X: Ten.

Operator: Where are you calling from?

X: Home.

Operator: Can you give me the address?

X:

Operator: Jes, can you give me the address,
please?

X: I live at G -

Operator: All right. What’'s happening? You do know
this is a police number, don’t you? Why are you
calling?

X: Yes, I know. They'’'re dead.

Operator: Did you say ‘they’ are dead, Jes?

X:

Operator: Jes, are you there? Who's dead?

X: Yes. They’'re all dead.

Operator: This isn’t a joke, Jes, is it?

X: No, miss.






