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Then, O my beauty! say to the worms who will
Devour you with kisses,


That I have kept the form and the divine essence
Of my decomposed love!


Charles Baudelaire


Never forget:
we walk on hell,
gazing at flowers.

Kobayashi Issa (1763–1828)




AUSTRIA, 1978


There was a legend that haunted that place, the kind that clings like a persistent odour. It was rumoured that in late autumn every year – before the rain turned to snow – the mountain lake would begin to exhale sinister murmurs.


They came from the water like steam and rose over the banks with the morning mist when the surface of the lake reflected the sky, heaven mirrored in hell. That was when the hissing began, a protracted sound, like a howl, that enveloped the late-nineteenth-century building on the eastern shore of the lake.


The School. That’s what they called it, down in the village, though the purpose and the description of the building had shifted through the years, from imperial hunting lodge, to Nazi command centre, to a sanatorium for consumptive children.


Now there was only silence along its corridors, only peeling walls, crumbling plaster, and the echoes of solitary footsteps – and in November, that howling that unfurled through the fog, rising to the top-floor windows and onto the pitched roof glistening with frost.


But legends were for children, the elderly and nostalgic, and for the faint of heart. This much, Agnes Braun knew. The School had been her home for long enough that she wouldn’t let something like nocturnal whispers get to her. She had memorised the creak of each floorboard and every rusty pipe winding through the entrails of those walls – even though most of the building’s floors were closed off now, and many rooms boarded shut.


Ever since the School had been converted into an orphanage, public funding had dwindled and no private benefactor had come forward with a donation.


Agnes walked across the kitchen, which was situated in the basement between the pantry and the laundry room. Pushing her trolley, she wove her way through cooking pots that would soon be steaming with greasy vapours. She was alone, at that hour suspended between night and day: her only companions were the shadow of a furtive rat and the shapes of slaughtered animals left to hang inside what used to be an ice box.


She took the service lift up to the first floor: this part of the building was her responsibility, but recently this task had begun to fill her with a nameless dread, like a latent fever that never quite flared up.


The lift groaned under the combined weight of her body and the trolley, the chains and the cables began to squeal, and the cage rattled as it rose, coming to a shaky halt a few metres above. Agnes pulled the metal grate open. The damp-stained first-floor corridor was a long narrow band of dull blue, with a constellation of large panelled windows on one side.


A windowpane was banging against its frame in a steady rhythm. She left her trolley and went over to close the window. The glass was cold and fogged over; she wiped at it with one hand and made a porthole of sorts. Down in the valley, the light of dawn had begun to illuminate the village. The roofs of the houses looked like tiny lead-coloured tiles. Further up, at 1,700 metres above sea level and between the settlement and the School, the motionless expanse of the lake was beginning to turn pink beneath the mist. The sky was clear. But Agnes knew that the sun that day wouldn’t bring any warmth to their steep, sloping clearing – by now she had learned to interpret the migraines that plagued her the moment she stepped out of bed.


The fog rose to engulf everything in its path: light, sounds, even smells became imbued with its stagnating presence, that essence of ancient bones. It seemed to come to life as it climbed over the frostbitten grass, and from its tendrils came forth those laments.


The sighs of the dead, thought Agnes.


It was the Buran, a fierce north-easterly wind. From its source in distant steppes, it had journeyed thousands of kilometres and forced its way into this valley, roaring against the river banks below the tree line, whirling across the floodplains, and howling as it emerged on the other side, only to crash against the rock wall of the mountain.


It’s just the wind, she kept telling herself.


The pendulum clock in the atrium chimed six times. It was getting late, but Agnes stood still. She was conscious that she was tarrying, and she also knew exactly why.


It’s all in your head. All in your head.


She gripped the trolley’s metal handle, and the bowls on it clattered as she finally willed herself to take a few steps towards the door at the end of the corridor.


The Hive.


Her stomach contracted with the abrupt realisation that it really was a hive. That’s what it had become over the past few weeks. There was a subtle, mysterious buzz of activity about the place, like a diligent insect preparing for metamorphosis. Agnes was sure of it, though she wouldn’t have been able to explain what was happening in there. She hadn’t said a word to anyone, not even the principal: he would have thought she was going mad.


She put her hand in the pocket of her uniform and her fingers found the coarse material of her hood. She took it out and pulled it over her head. A thin veil covered her face and eyes, obscuring the outside world. That was the rule.


She walked in.


The room was completely silent. A few embers from inside the large cast-iron stove near the door were emitting a pleasant warmth. There were forty cots in the room, arranged in four rows of ten. No names to mark them: only numbers.


There were no cries or calls. Agnes knew what she would have seen if only she’d looked: blank, vacant gazes.


With one exception.


Now that she’d become accustomed to the silence, she could hear him kicking at the far end of the room, building his strength. He was preparing for something, although she couldn’t say what. Maybe she really was insane.


Her footsteps brought her closer to cot number 39.


Unlike the others, this subject was thriving. His eyes, which were so unusual, were alert and darted about following her movements. Agnes knew that the subject was seeking out her eyes behind the veil of her hood, but she kept looking away, embarrassed. Subject 39 shouldn’t have been aware of her presence, and yet …


She checked to make sure that no member of staff was looking through the door, and then she extended a finger. The subject bit it, squeezing her flesh tight between its gums. The expression in its eyes was different now, electric. Agnes pulled back, cursing, and it let out a short, anxious moan.


That’s its true nature, she thought. A carnivore.


What happened next convinced her that she could no longer keep her suspicions private: the cots next to number 39 were no longer quiet. The other subjects’ breathing had turned agitated, as if they were responding to a call.


The Hive was buzzing.
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TODAY


The crow lay by the footpath, its crumpled feathers streaked with purple and its beak wide open. There was blood staining the ground beneath its swollen belly, but even in that damp afternoon it had already dried up. Who knew how long the poor creature had been there, one blank eyeball pointing towards a sky that promised snow, and the other eye lost entirely.


Mathias had been crouching over it for a while. He wondered whether the fleas had abandoned their host the moment its heart had stopped beating: he’d heard a hunter talk about that once, and the thought had tormented him for some time. It was a detail that seemed both fascinating and ominous.


He touched the crow with the tip of his finger. It was an older specimen. He could tell from its beak, which was bald and pale. Its legs had gone stiff, and its sturdy talons gripped thin air.


He quickly wiped his gloves on his trousers. His father would have slapped him if he’d found out. He’d often caught his son observing the carcasses of small animals in the garden or in the pine grove behind their house, and he’d berated him for it, calling him a word Mathias hadn’t heard before, but which sounded quite ugly. He’d looked it up in the dictionary. He couldn’t remember what it meant, but it had something to do with madness.


Mathias wanted to be a vet when he grew up, and he’d take any chance to learn something, his grandfather had once told him that observing did half the job of learning. The rest would come so long as you tried and tried again. The boy stood up, his eyes still fixed on the bird. At first he wanted to bury it, but then he thought it might be better this way: nature was carnivorous and would appreciate those remains. They would not go to waste.


He heard the church bells in the town ring twice, followed by a third half-chime. It was getting late; the others were waiting for him in their secret place.


He set out along the frozen path. That morning, the village of Travenì had woken up to a coating of snow. It was only a light dusting and had melted away too fast, but it boded well for the forthcoming skiing season.


He reached the bluff that rose near the village. The memorial to the fallen soldiers of the Napoleonic wars soared through the low woodland of spruce and pine trees: a bronze grenadier scowled as he surveyed the horizon, his long moustache curling upwards. A blue scarf fluttered from the tip of his bayonet, indicating that a member of their group had already got there and climbed all the way up the statue to set up their signal.


Mathias sped up. Earlier that day the teacher had taught them the meaning of the English word ‘leader’. It had made a huge impression on him. He liked how definitive it sounded, but most of all he liked the idea of being an example for others to follow.


The teacher had explained that a leader protects his team, which was exactly what Mathias tried to do with his friends: he knew they saw him as the head of their group, and not just because he was the eldest – ten years, two months, and two weeks old, to be precise – but because they knew they could rely on him.


That was why the scarf tied to the statue should have been his, not Diego’s. He should have got there first and led the way, though they all knew that path well enough by now. Instead, he’d wasted time staring at some dead bird on the side of the road. Maybe his father was right after all.


The grenadier’s bluff was surrounded by sheer rocky cliffs that plunged straight onto the bed of a stream. Water purled through fronds of dark reeds a few dozen metres below.


Mathias set out along the path that led down the cliff in sharp turns, bounding along as fast as he could and gripping the fence that flanked the track whenever he felt stones give way beneath the soles of his trainers. He was out of breath by the time he reached the gravelly riverbed, his knees shaking and his face burning with the effort.


He followed the gully as it unfurled along its winding route, carved out over thousands of years. There were stepping stones over the water and wooden and metal stairways clinging to the rock walls. Beneath the metal grates the river was streaked with ruby-coloured light, and smelled of ice. The light and the warmth of the sun rarely reached the depths of the ravine.


Mathias could hear the sounds of his own breathing and of his heart beating in his chest, and became aware of how completely alone he was. Tourists tended to favour the ski slopes at this time of year: it was too cold down here, and there was always the risk of a fall.


He started to walk faster without quite knowing why.


The sliver of sky he could see through the sharp peaks of the pine trees some sixty metres above his head was spanned by an old railway bridge from a line that was no longer operational. His grandfather’s grandfather had helped to build it, a century and a half ago.


Mathias was walking with his face upturned when he slipped on an icy rock and banged his knee. His exclamation was echoed by a sound coming from the forest. A low cry. He spun around, his breathing shallow.


His mother’s words leapt to his mind: ‘The forest is no place for children.’


He pulled himself up and didn’t bother to check for any damage to his jeans or scrapes on the palms of his hands, though he could feel them chafing inside his woollen gloves. He crossed a gangway that led around a protruding boulder. Wet moss on one side, rapids on the other. The path led to a small cave. Mathias ran the length of those few metres in the dark, telling himself it wasn’t fear that pushed his legs to go faster, but merely haste.


When he emerged on the other side, he stopped. A ray of sunlight had pierced the green canopy of trees, bathing the undergrowth in gold. The waterfall that powered the stream took a fearsome plunge and sprayed tiny droplets of water as it crashed down; in summer, when there was more light filtering down here, those droplets were traversed by the colours of the rainbow.


His friends were sitting in a circle on the rocky beach, waiting for him. Lucia, Diego and Oliver. As soon as he saw them, his fears vanished. A smile appeared on his lips. There was no one behind him. No one had followed him there. He looked back defiantly into the dark depths of the cave. He’d won; he was a true leader.


But soon his smile dimmed until it disappeared altogether.


He was sure of it now.


There was someone hiding in the dark, watching him.
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The body lay on the grass, covered in frost, the pallor of the skin in stark contrast to the black hair on the head and genitals. Beneath it all, the murky green of mountain vegetation. Pockets of snow persisted in shadier spots close to the woods. Some snow had fallen overnight and a few crystals had become trapped in the body’s eyelashes.


The dead man lay supine, arms by his sides and hands resting on pillows of moss. There were no scratches on him. The odd winter flower with faded, transparent petals emerged from between his fingers.


It all looked like a painting, with a colour palette of blood gone cold, veins emptied out, and stiff limbs. The cold had preserved everything. There was no smell apart from the smell of the forest: wet earth and rotting leaves.


Someone had taken good care of him. The ground around the body had been laid out with rudimentary booby traps of string tied into slip knots.


‘To keep animals away from the body. To make sure it stayed intact until we found it,’ spoke a rough voice into the microphone of a mobile phone, lips pushing out words and a cloud of warm breath. All around was a hive of quiet activity, white overalls, flashing cameras and lights.


‘No signs of manual labour: the hands are smooth and there are no scratches on the wedding band. The nails are neat. There doesn’t seem to be any dirt.’


The wedding band on the body’s left ring finger gleamed in the bleak December light; a layer of flat clouds shaded that corner of the world.


The man’s face had been viciously assaulted, but the rest of the body seemed unharmed. Blood vessels of an intense blue were visible beneath the skin on either side of the neck. The man had shaved on the day he died. The shadow of a beard they could now see was caused by the post-mortem tightening of the skin on his face.


‘Minimal signs of haemorrhage, not compatible with the severity of the wounds inflicted. There is likely to be more blood on the clothes, which would have been removed after the fact.’


A pause.


‘The killer stripped and prepared the victim.’


Despite the meticulous arrangement of the scene, there were prints everywhere, on the body and on the ground – now a cross between mud and ice – as if the perpetrator had somehow forgotten to take care of the most basic of details. There was only one other set of footprints apart from the victim’s own, and judging by their size – a 10 – they belonged to a man.


There were no signs of ligature anywhere on the dead man’s arms, wrists, or ankles. The victim had been tall and robust, of relatively athletic build, yet the killer had managed to overcome him easily. He had attacked with animalistic fury.


You knew the killer; that’s why you didn’t immediately try to defend yourself. What went through your mind in that moment, when you realised you were about to die?


It was hard to tell from the expression on the body’s face. The lips were sealed shut, and the eyes …


The body had been left in a spot between a natural drainage ditch and a walking path that was used by tourists throughout most of the year. A hiker had found it a few hours earlier. It was neither a coincidence nor a mistake: the assassin had deliberately chosen not to hide it.


‘I see no signs of sexual activity, yet the killer stripped the victim.’


The chief of the local police force had informed them that the body belonged to a family man who had disappeared two days ago after dropping his son off at school. His car had been found about a hundred yards from the body, shielded from view by trees. It had been pushed off a cliff. There were footprints and tyre marks on the ground above.


‘The killer travelled on foot. The footsteps lead to the forest.’


Detective Superintendent Battaglia paused the voice recording and looked up at the sky. A few crows squawked overhead. Dark clouds carried the threat of snowfall.


They were running out of time. They had to move faster, be more efficient.


Battaglia rose to stand, joints aching. Too many days spent kneeling on the ground. Too many years of this work, perhaps. A little extra weight that should have been shed long ago.


‘Hurry up with that evidence.’


The forensics team were crouched over the ground, silent white shadows trained to catch details that were invisible to others. They took photographs, collected evidence, and filed everything away. This was where the DNA chain of custody began. It would reach completion a few hours later in a lab at the Forensic Medicine Institute back in the city, sixty miles away.


The arrival of the police had attracted a handful of curious bystanders. A gaggle of tourists and locals lingered beneath the wooden sign that pointed the way to Travenì, the nearest settlement. It was only two and a half miles away. It was easy to tell the locals apart: they all had wild, ruddy complexions and none of that neat ski-slope tan. Their skin had been roughened by the extreme temperatures, and hewn raw by the wind.


‘We found the clothes,’ someone shouted from the forest.


Superintendent Battaglia’s first thought was that it looked like a scarecrow.


The figure jutting out through the brambles looked incongruous in the undergrowth. It was made of sticks and rope, a few leafy branches, and blood-soaked clothes.


The head had been formed by stuffing the victim’s undershirt with leaves and straw, and placing two crimson berries for eyes. His jacket and trousers hung limp over the wooden skeleton, and his watch had been fastened to a branch that served as wrist. His shirt was stiff with dried blood. It was hard to tell what colour it had been before.


An officer approached them.


‘The trail ends at some rocks about a hundred metres north of here,’ he reported.


The killer knew how to get around. He was a local and knew this place well.


Battaglia picked up the microphone once more, eyes roaming over the clearing where the translucent body lay gathering the snowflakes that had just begun to fall. Someone was covering the body up with a tarpaulin.


‘The effigy is a representation of the killer. He stood here contemplating his work, and wanted us to know …’


A sudden noise interrupted this analysis. The superintendent turned to watch the scene, perplexed. A man was making his way through the clearing, past the police cars and towards the woods, his feet sinking into the marshy ground every few steps. His tailored blazer flapped in the wind, his shirt was stained with mud and sleet, and there was nothing to shield him from the bitter cold. He looked defiant, but also flushed with fatigue. Or perhaps it was discomfort and embarrassment.


When the superintendent realised who it might be, the only word for it was:


‘Shit.’
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Massimo was shin-deep in the bog.


A range of emotions lashed his face: anger, discomfort, disbelief, and above all, shame. Deceptive patches of grass kept giving way under his feet as he stumbled over them, plunging him into pools of clinging mud.


The eyes of countless strangers were upon him. He had just been transferred to this precinct, and this was his new team. That must be his new boss, watching him from the edge of the woods.


The snow, which had previously seemed unsure whether to fall at all, had thickened now. It brushed over his burning cheeks: its weight lingered on his skin, and was gone in the time it took to blink.


Massimo willed himself to look up. Superintendent Battaglia was an olive-skinned man in his forties, slightly shorter than Massimo himself, currently observing him with narrowed eyes and a cigarette between his lips. A fellow officer had pointed Massimo in that direction, and he’d immediately set off, ignoring the officer’s shout of warning. He had marched forward in a show of confidence, and only when he’d found himself sinking into the swamp had he realised why the officer had looked so worried.


He would never forget this day for as long as he lived. He’d arrived at the police station a few minutes late that morning, and had sat waiting in a corridor for half an hour until someone had deigned to tell him that his team wasn’t there: they’d been called out for a suspected homicide. No one had bothered to wait for him or leave a message. They’d simply forgotten him.


I was only five minutes late.


At first Massimo thought it was a joke, but the officer had been deadly serious: Battaglia does not have a sense of humour, he’d assured him. Neither do you, thought Massimo, looking at the man’s face.


There were only two things left that Massimo could do: sit and wait for the squad to return to headquarters, or go out and join them, wherever they were.


Regrettably, he’d chosen the second option.


He hadn’t anticipated having to drive for almost two hours in a torrential downpour that kept dumping sheets of water onto the asphalt, his face pressed to the windshield while the Sat Nav went haywire. And when he’d finally reached the valley, he’d had to deal with the ice. The car kept skidding over sharp, slippery turns, making his heart skip several beats. Once or twice he got stuck on an upward slope because he had the wrong type of tyres on, without the kind of grip needed to deal with icy roads. Then, a passing tractor had stopped in front of him. The driver, an old man with wine on his breath and an unsteady parlance, insisted on helping Massimo: this kind of thing always happened with tourists around that time of year; he’d be happy to haul Massimo’s car to level ground.


‘Timber, manure, or cars, makes no difference to me,’ he’d said.


Massimo had accepted the offer with a reluctant shiver. With one last worried glance at the car, he’d hooked the tractor chain to the bumper, jumped back inside, and shifted to neutral.


And that was how he’d arrived in Travenì: hauled by a tractor.


The muscles in his back had seized up from the stress, he had a pounding headache, but at least he could concentrate on the view. There was a primitive beauty about that landscape, the kind that made you lose your bearings. Snow-capped peaks towered over a millennial forest, soaring like dull blades over a thick woodland carpet. They stood like mythical titans and compelled you to turn your face upwards while a sense of vertigo filled your soul. Clear rivulets swept nimbly round rocks, icicles, and fragrant moss, gushing through the undergrowth of pine trees and bilberry shrubs. Massimo had noticed numerous animal tracks in the snow lining the road.


It was a world far removed from the one he was used to, a world that whispered of human insignificance, and hinted at the senselessness of worldly concerns. It was a natural paradise – but nowhere near pristine. One side of a mountain was almost completely bare; parked on a plateau were bulldozers and other excavation tools, next to a group of sheds that served as a construction site. The slope was being cleared of trees.


Massimo had looked away, as if he’d seen a blemish on an otherwise beautiful painting.


Beyond the last few hairpin turns, on an elevated plain suspended over the bottom of the valley, lay the settlement of Travenì. It was a village ensconced in the hollow formed by a surrounding ring of peaks. Its homes, built in the alpine style, were made of stone and wood; the scent of resin emanated from tidy stacks of wood outside every door. The style of the buildings changed near the small area that constituted the town centre: here, the buildings were taller, pastel-coloured, with Nordic-looking attics, ivy for Christmas decorations, and red bows on the balconies. Along the high street were some traditional diners and restaurants, as well as a grocery store, and two coffee shops. Teenagers milled about in packs outside the pub, nursing glasses of mulled wine with their snowboards tucked under their arms: the ski slopes weren’t far. There was also room for a pharmacy and a couple of highend clothing stores for tourists.


The owner of the tractor had left Massimo and his car in the town’s main square, refusing the money the stranger kept trying to press on him. He’d raised an arm in salutation and honked once as he drove off. Massimo had looked around. The settlement was like a scene from a postcard; except for several leaflets pinned to the noticeboard outside the town hall, announcing a meeting at the school gym that night: the valley’s residents were invited to assemble in protest against the construction of a new ski resort. Massimo recalled the construction site he’d seen earlier on one of the mountains, and the trees that had been cleared. Even here, far from the city, it seemed there was no peace to be had.


He hadn’t had too much trouble finding his squad: the body had been discovered just outside the town, close to the Austrian border. There was a dirt road that led there through screes and groves of low pine trees. The police had already restricted access to the area with roadblocks on either side of the road, an officer meticulously recording the licence plates of every passing car, and the features of those curious faces that leaned out to try and catch a glimpse of what was going on.


That was the officer Massimo had shown his badge to, and whom he’d asked about Superintendent Battaglia. Shortly thereafter, he’d ended up in the bog he was still struggling through.


At least his boss was no longer paying attention. He was talking to an old woman who was bundled up in a thick coat that almost reached her feet. She was hard to miss: her hair, styled in a bob with a fringe, was dyed a synthetic shade of red that jarred with the gentle, harmonious hues of their surroundings. She was pointing at something in a ditch that led into the woods, while Battaglia nodded.


She must have been a witness. Perhaps she’d been the one to find the body.


A few more steps forward and Massimo finally reached them. Someone offered him a hand to help him out of the swamp; he accepted it with an awkward word of thanks that came out as a mumble.


For the first time since he’d graduated from the academy, he felt like he was being tested. He was out of breath and his palms were clammy despite the freezing cold. He could not have made a worst start if he’d tried.


‘Inspector Massimo Marini,’ he said, holding out his hand to Battaglia. ‘I’ve been assigned to your squad. Nobody told me about the body, otherwise I would have come earlier.’


He had no idea why he’d said that. He could tell how petty he sounded, like a sulking child.


His outstretched hand was ignored. He lowered it in surrender: this day was not going to get any better.


The man looked at him without saying a word. There was a moment when he appeared to shake his head a fraction, as if in secret warning. It was the older woman who finally spoke.


‘The victim didn’t bother warning us either, Inspector.’


Her voice was hoarse and her manner suggested she deemed him utterly inconsequential.


Massimo studied her. Her roguish fringe, sticking out from beneath the rim of a sequinned woolly hat, seemed out of place on a face that bore the signs of age and was marked by a hardness that presaged an equally difficult personality. Her bright eyes pierced through him like a pair of thrusting hands, scouring his face as if in search of some kind of proof. She was chewing on the arms of a pair of glasses. Massimo saw she had thin lips: she would purse them every now and then as if weighing up a thought – or forming a judgement.


The heavy coat she wore was tight across her thighs, and revealed a stocky build.


A police officer approached them, holding a mobile phone. He handed it to the woman.


‘It’s the district attorney calling for you, Superintendent.’


She nodded and stepped away to take the call, scowling at Massimo.


Massimo froze. He barely registered that the man he’d assumed was Battaglia was now shaking his hand and introducing himself as Officer Parisi. His mouth had gone dry and he could feel the first signs of hypothermia. He tried to think of something to say that wouldn’t make him sound like a complete idiot, but when he saw her hang up the phone, the words he finally managed to utter turned out to be far from appropriate.


‘Nobody told me to look for a woman, Superintendent.’


She regarded him as if he were a piece of excrement stuck to the sole of someone else’s shoe.


‘The thought never even crossed your mind, did it, Inspector?’


Inspector. He was little more than a kid, and looked like he’d just stepped out of a fashion magazine. Teresa had smelled his cologne from yards away. He struck an unseemly note in that narrow mountain moor now filling up with snow and with blood washing off the moss and into the soil – the blood of a man who had been killed in a manner even a police officer will rarely see in the course of their career.


Massimo Marini had a handsome face veiled by a thin shadow. He hadn’t shaved. Something must have gone wrong for him that morning. Perhaps more than one thing, judging by his appearance. He hadn’t got off to the best of starts: the young man’s attempt to seem determined had backfired rather spectacularly. But everyone deserves to be given the benefit of the doubt, Teresa thought, even when it seems like a lost cause.


She wondered why he had requested a transfer from a big city to this small provincial precinct. What was he so eager to leave three hundred miles behind?


We run away from what scares or hurts us – or from what holds us captive.


Perhaps it was a failed relationship that he hadn’t quite got over. But his face bore no signs of anguish or sleepless nights – only tension, the cause of which was Teresa, and not some blushing maiden. There must be something else that had driven him away.


He stood still as snowflakes began to gather on his shoulders, more stooped now than when he’d first arrived.


Teresa suppressed a smirk. She delighted in stretching newcomers’ nerves to breaking point, and she wasn’t about to make an exception now. There had been something almost pitiful in the way he’d looked at her, like a lost puppy. Teresa knew that for a moment, he’d been scared: scared that he would be reprimanded, scared that he’d been rude, scared that he might have come across as an amateur when he’d wanted so much to impress everyone with his confidence.


She took no more notice of him, and turned to address Parisi, resuming the discussion that had been interrupted by the inspector’s arrival.


‘We should search the ditch, too, through the vegetation down there,’ she said.


The officer nodded.


Teresa glanced at Marini. She wondered where he’d left his coat, or whatever it was that he normally wore to shield himself from the cold. She refrained from asking the question.


‘Will you take a look, Inspector?’ she said instead.


He looked aghast for a moment. But he didn’t ask for help; he lowered himself into the ditch, clinging on to the overhanging branches so as not to tumble into the stagnant water.


Teresa shook her head. What was the use of an ego that size, other than for making life harder?


He did go straight in, though. We didn’t have to ask twice.


That, at least, was a good sign: he was willing to do anything to make amends.


Parisi made to remove the special footwear he’d donned for the search and pass it on to his bedraggled colleague, but Teresa stopped him.


They watched together as the inspector’s shoes were sucked once more into the mud, sinking into the fetid remains of rotting leaves and god knows what else.


Teresa almost felt sorry for him, though it was an amusing sight.


‘What am I looking for?’ he asked after poking about blindly for several minutes.


So finally he’d managed to ask for help. Progress.


‘The eyes,’ Teresa replied. ‘We haven’t found them yet.’
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AUSTRIA, 1978


People in town often spoke about the School, though few knew much about it, and even fewer had actually been there. The stories told about the institute tended to be flights of fancy encouraged by the air of mystery around it.


At dawn on certain days the building, constructed in the Mitteleuropean tradition, seemed to emerge from the low clouds like a mirage of flickering lights. Its rectangular base rested on a mount of solid rock that had been quarried nearby, and on top of that rose the first floor, veneered in carved concrete. A string course of intertwined beams separated this floor from the upper storeys, built out of finely cut stone. The front façade, from which the east and west wings branched out, was enhanced by four columns of the Ionic order, with gabled windows between them. The third and final floor was topped by a semi-dome. Its central arch held a turret clock which had been broken for as long as anyone could remember: it was rumoured that the time it displayed – three o’clock on the dot – was the exact moment when the building’s designer, a young architect from Lienz, had died, struck by lightning as he stood near the lake admiring his creation. Nearly two hundred years later, the elderly locals still spoke of that moment as the day God made his wrath manifest, punishing man for his pride, for daring to violate a landscape intended solely for silence, for gales, and for mountain flowers.


Now that she stood closer to the School than she had ever been, Magdalena understood the meaning of this rumour: everything about the building felt wrong, completely ill-judged, the whim of an aristocratic class that never seemed to know when to stop.


She had walked up the road that led from the town to the plateau; from there, she’d taken a shortcut, climbing along the path that went over the opposite side of the mountain. The bitter smell of lichens and slimy depths rose from the lake. It looked like the earth’s own eye.


She was out of breath by the time she reached the front door, and a lock of her curly hair had escaped her chignon; she hurriedly tucked it back with a hairpin while examining the state of her shoes. Before she’d even touched the door knocker, shaped like a wolf’s head, the heavy door opened: a wide, ageless face stared at her through small, stern eyes.


‘You must be Magdalena. Come in, follow me.’


Nurse Agnes Braun was like the building she lived in: austere and derelict. Her thick grey hair framed a face much younger than Magdalena had expected. A few subtle touches would have been enough to make her look almost beautiful, but perhaps those kinds of concerns were not welcome in the School: Magdalena had been advised not to wear any rouge for her job interview here, to dress plainly, and to gather her hair in a bun.


Nurse Braun was coolly cordial as she showed Magdalena around what she clearly considered her realm – judging by the regal demeanour she adopted as they walked among slabs of marble, gold-plated friezes, and the few valuable furnishings that seemed to be left. But the building appeared otherwise vacant, and so quiet that Magdalena wondered where its residents could be.


The atrium was pristine, and decorated with a mosaic representing the Austro-Hungarian Empire’s coat of arms: a double-headed black eagle on a golden background. The walls were adorned with trompe-l’oeil paintings of hunting scenes. The only blemish on this delicate backdrop of pastel colours was a pendulum clock with two Moors carved on either side of the dial: the expressions on their ebony-carved faces were terrifying, their gaping mouths revealing sets of curiously sharp ivory teeth.


Agnes Braun sensed the newcomer’s shock.


‘It was made with artefacts from the African continent,’ she explained smugly. ‘It belonged to the director’s family. He thought it would make a nice gift to the School.’


Magdalena thought it was horrifying, but managed to force a polite smile.


Nurse Braun rested her interlaced hands on her stomach, and observed Magdalena.


‘Do you think it tasteful?’ she asked.


The young woman would not meet her eyes.


‘I do,’ she said, but knew immediately how insincere she sounded.


When she looked up again, she saw a smile spreading over the other woman’s face. Agnes Braun seemed pleased.


‘You mustn’t be embarrassed,’ she heard her say. ‘Your little lie tells me you might be suited to this place after all. The School expects devotion, and devotion requires that we forgo certain personal liberties – like our freedom of thought. Wouldn’t you agree?’


Magdalena nodded without even realising it. There was something about this woman that disturbed her. Just like the School itself, something about her felt wrong.
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The grown-ups were upset. Mathias could tell from the way his mother kept shooting nervous glances his way while she talked to his teacher and some of the other kids’ mothers: every look was like a tug on a leash, a way of drawing his attention and keeping him close even as they stood apart. In her arms she held his little brother Markus, who was only a few months old. He’d fallen asleep a while ago, but she hadn’t put him back in his pram.


The school auditorium was alive with anxious whispers. A heap of multi-coloured costumes lay abandoned on the stage, illuminated by floodlights. Earlier, two men Mathias had never seen before had interrupted the rehearsals for the school’s nativity play. They’d spoken to the teacher first and then gone up to Diego’s mother; after a brief conversation, she had followed them out, looking pale and stumbling as she walked, like a zombie. Only when Mathias’s mother had called out to her had she remembered her son. She’d told him to stay put and behave himself; the teacher was going to look after him until grandma arrived. Her voice was shaking.


Mathias saw Diego slumped in one of the collapsible chairs in the stalls, staring at the black sky through the row of windows high up on the wall. Every day, night fell a little earlier, and it seemed as if the blackness had begun infecting people, too. Travenì was no longer the same place Mathias had always loved: over the last few hours, the town had been crushed by the weight of suspicion falling on its residents like snow. Ever since Diego’s father had disappeared, the air had been poisoned with fear.


Mathias approached his friend, whose face, half-illuminated by a beam of light from the stage, was like a small moon, sad and perhaps a little furious. Mathias felt he should say something, but he also understood words would be useless.


Diego’s father was dead. Nobody had said it out loud yet, but they knew – just like you know when you’re about to be smacked, or when you feel a fever building even though your forehead still feels cool to the touch.


Mathias scrunched his hat up into a ball and threw it at Diego.


Diego’s hand shot up and caught it, though his eyes were still staring out into the darkness.


A flash of a smile escaped Mathias: Diego was still there, even though he was trapped in a morass of confusion and fear. He was Mathias’s best friend and his biggest rival – though in that moment Mathias wanted to tell him he didn’t care about being the head of their group, Diego could take his place if he wanted, he had all the qualities of a leader anyway. But he said nothing: leadership had to be earned, not gifted. For now they would continue to challenge each other – though never at the expense of the fraternal bond that united them.


Mathias was on the verge of saying all this to Diego, but a sudden thought made him focus on something else entirely.


‘Where’s Oliver?’ he asked.


On hearing the name, Diego seemed to fall back to earth. Oliver was only a year younger than them, but they all regarded him as the baby of the group.


They looked at each other, sharing the same urgent thought. They had to find him. They had to protect him – especially here, within these walls.


The hallway that led to the pupils’ toilets was a dim passageway with no visible end. The lights had been switched off already, and the classrooms on either side of the corridor were black holes emitting a faint odour of chalk and paper.


Oliver swallowed and heard his saliva moving down his throat, an unnervingly clear sound in the stillness of the hallway. He looked for the light switch, but he couldn’t recall where it was: he’d never had to use it before. He glanced back at the faint, reassuring glow behind him. The doors of the assembly room opened out halfway down a corridor round the corner.


I’m not alone, he reminded himself.


He turned his head once more to the stretch of corridor ahead, that abyss he’d stubbornly wanted to cross on his own, without asking anyone for help.


Oliver knew: he was lurking somewhere in the dark – tidying up the equipment in the gym room, or making sure all the windows were shut in the canteen. He never made any noise when he moved, and glared sternly at everyone he passed. But only with Oliver did he reveal his true nature: as cruel as a fairy-tale ogre, beyond reason or measure. Oliver’s stomach cramped at the thought.


He blinked several times in quick succession. It was as if the gloom were a physical mass stuck to his eyelashes, his skin, his clothes, determined to engulf him. He took a step, and then another. In his imagination he’d entered that bubble of darkness now, edging too close to its core and too far from the light.


If a hand were to emerge now from the dark and drag him away … He pushed that thought away, but the cramps in his stomach lingered as a reminder. Surely the door to the toilets wasn’t much further away. A few steps more and he would feel it beneath his outstretched hands, and all his fears would be wiped away by the light. Mathias and Diego would be proud of him, and finally see him as their equal.


He advanced with greater conviction until he felt the smooth surface of the wall beneath his fingertips. He ran his hands along the wall and found the door, then felt for the handle, and pushed down. A familiar smell of chlorine and bleach told him he’d come to the right place.


He hesitated, trying to work up the courage to slip a hand into the darkness.


Idiot, he thought, feeling embarrassed even though there was nobody there to witness his fear.


He pursed his lips and stuck his arm out, feeling hot and cold at the same time. Finally he managed to feel his way to the switch, and the fluorescent lights on the ceiling flickered to life.


The blue toilet tiles gleamed under the cold light. A loose tap dripped water into the sink at regular intervals.


Oliver’s chest deflated as he let go of the breath he didn’t know he’d been holding: there was nobody else there, nobody waiting for him.


He made for the cubicles, a row of three open doors in front of him. He chose the middle one and began to undo his trousers. He stopped at the first button.


He could feel it. He wasn’t alone any more. There was somebody behind him. Someone else was breathing with him in the silent room – a heavy breath that smelled of garlic and tobacco.


‘Hello, you little shit.’


Oliver slowly turned around, as if those words, uttered in that rough voice, were some kind of order. He was shaking.


Right there in front of him, making him feel even smaller than he already was, stood the imposing figure of his daily nightmare.


Abramo Viesel was the school janitor. He was older than Oliver’s parents but younger than his grandparents; his body was so thick that he moved with difficulty, and when he walked he rocked from side to side like a ship in a storm. But Oliver wouldn’t have called him fat. The word that came to his mind whenever he saw him was ‘powerful’. Like a villain in superhero comics. Powerful enough to crush him.


Oliver looked at the janitor’s hands: they were as large as Oliver’s head. He imagined his skull imprisoned by those rough, hairy fingers.


‘I see you’ve worked up the courage to come all the way here on your own,’ he said. ‘That wasn’t a good idea.’


Oliver didn’t reply. He had learned by now that any word he said was bound to be the wrong one. Mr Viesel had enjoyed torturing him since the day Oliver had first set foot in the school. The torment had only been verbal so far, and Mr Viesel had yet to lay a finger on him, but Oliver could feel that too would come one day soon. He looked at the man’s hands again and saw they were wracked by spasms, muscles rippling beneath his skin.


‘They’re waiting for me,’ Oliver said.


Mr Viesel’s belly shook as he let out a quick, low laugh.


‘You came here for a piss. So do it,’ he commanded, standing firm, his shoulder blocking the door.


Oliver squeezed his eyes shut. The pressure on his bladder was beginning to hurt.


‘I need to get back,’ he said. ‘Please.’


‘No, you’re staying right here. Standing to attention, like a little soldier, until you’ve wet yourself.’


Oliver felt something dampening his cheeks.


‘Crying like a little girl now, are we?’ Mr Viesel mocked him.


Oliver thought of Lucia, who was a girl, but also brave and strong. He opened his eyes. His attacker’s silhouette seemed to tremble when he saw it through his tears.


The man leaned towards him.


‘You know what I’ll do if you go telling anyone about this, don’t you?’


Oliver didn’t reply.


‘I’ll come for you at night when you’re asleep, and …’


He made as if to grab him. Oliver let out a strangled scream and Viesel burst out laughing. But then something hit him on the head and bounced off onto the floor. Viesel looked at the object and Oliver followed his gaze. It was a blackboard eraser. It had left a chalk mark across the man’s cheek.


Mr Viesel turned around and Oliver took his chance to squeeze through the gap between Viesel’s thigh and the cubicle door, pushing through with all his strength to reclaim his freedom.


‘Where do you think you’re going?’ said Viesel, but it was too late: Oliver was safe now.


Mathias and Diego stood between him and his tormentor.


‘So you need your little friends to rescue you,’ Viesel grunted. ‘When will you stop being such a wimp?’


‘Leave him alone!’ said Mathias.


‘What’s your problem, Klavora? Your father forgot to give you a proper beating this week?’


Abramo Viesel wiped the chalk off his face.


‘And I see young Valent is here, too,’ he said, looking at Diego. He picked up the eraser. ‘Now your old man’s come to a sticky end.’


‘Shut up!’


But Mathias’s cry went unheeded. Oliver saw him grab Diego’s arm and try to drag him away, but Diego seemed to have turned into stone.


‘Let’s go!’ Mathias pleaded.


‘I heard the cops talking in the car park, before they went in to look for your mother,’ Viesel whispered, as if sharing a secret. ‘Do you want to know what they were saying?’


Diego kept his eyes fixed on the janitor and didn’t reply. Oliver thought he looked like he’d been hypnotised.


‘Do you want to know how he died?’


Now all three boys were listening, transfixed.


Abramo Viesel raised his hands, curled his fingers like talons, and brought them slowly towards Diego’s face.


‘They took him into the woods and ripped his eyes out. Like this!’


His tale was interrupted by the voice of a teacher calling out for them from the hallway. Oliver felt Mathias pulling him away, and saw that he was dragging Diego out, too.


Behind them, Abramo Viesel was now complaining forlornly about how tired he was, with all his aches and pains, of being subjected to the pranks of these spoiled brats while he tried to clean the toilets. Oliver didn’t look, but he could picture the janitor standing there, waving the eraser about in one hand, and supporting his back with the other.


He did look at Diego, though, and almost didn’t recognise him. Diego’s face had gone so pale that he looked dead. Just like his father.
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In the half-lit room, a projector beamed photographs from the crime scene.


There were close-ups of parted, cyanotic lips, and details of capillaries spreading beneath the epidermis like river deltas. A pale sternum. Black craters where the eyes used to be.


These images were the raw materials of their work, lumps of clay they would mould into the face of the killer, a face to which they would then attach a name. It was always a killer’s profile – the portrait of his psyche – that led investigators to his identity, never the other way round.


Slouched in her chair, Teresa considered the slides, with Ambrosini, the regional chief of police, and Gardini, the deputy public prosecutor, sitting either side of her. She regarded them as friends, though their friendship had no bearing on their professional relationship. Behind them sat the rest of her team.
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