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To my mother


Were I fire, I’d set the world ablaze,

Were I wind, I’d buffet and smash,

Were I water, I’d drown it all.

—Cecco Angiolieri (Siena, 1260–1312)



PART ONE




I

THE MIDNIGHT SPECIAL




BEFORE

The two prisoners left in the cell speak softly. The first of them used to work in a shoe factory. He killed a man while he was drunk. The second one was a policeman who lodged a complaint against a superior officer. They had fallen asleep in prison and awakened in the Box.

The shoemaker sleeps practically all day long; the policeman almost never sleeps. When they’re both awake, they talk to silence the voices. Those voices have grown louder and louder; by now the voices are constantly shouting. Sometimes there are colors that go with the voices, dazzlingly, blindingly bright. It’s the effect of the medicines they have to take every day; it’s the effect of the helmets the guards put on their heads, helmets that make them writhe like worms in a scorching-hot pan.

The shoemaker’s father was held in a prison in his city back during the war. In the cellars beneath the prison was a room where they’d make you balance on a beam, and if you so much as moved, you tumbled over into ice-cold water. Another room was so small that the prisoners could fit in only hunched over. No one knows how many people were tortured in the cellars of that building, no one knows how many were killed there. Thousands, is what people say.

But the Box is worse. From that old prison building, if you were lucky, you might still come home. Wounded, yes, raped, maybe, but alive, like the shoemaker’s father.

All you can hope for in the Box is to die.

The Box isn’t a building, and it isn’t a prison. It’s a concrete cube without windows. Daylight filters down through the grates in the courtyard over their heads, a courtyard that people like them will be able to see only once, and that will be the last thing they see. Because when they finally take you out into the open air, that means by now you’re just too sick. Because you attacked a guard or you wounded a cellmate. Because you mutilated yourself or you started eating your own excrement. Because you no longer react to the treatments and you’re no longer of any use.

The policeman and the shoemaker haven’t come to that point, though they’re getting dangerously close. Their spirits have been broken, they’ve begged and pleaded, but they aren’t goners yet, not entirely, anyway. And when the Girl arrived, they tried to protect her.

The Girl looked to be about thirteen, more or less. In the time since she was moved into the cell with them, she has never uttered a single word. She’s only gazed at them with her cobalt-blue eyes, which seem enormous in her shaved head.

She doesn’t interact with them, she remains distant. The policeman and the shoemaker know nothing about her except the theories that have made their way down the hallways of the Box. Lock a bunch of prisoners in the cruelest, most inaccessible places, split them up, handcuff them, tear out their tongues, and they’ll still find ways to communicate. By tapping on the walls in Morse code, by whispering in the showers, by smuggling notes in with the food or even in the shit buckets.

There are some who say that she entered the Box with her whole family and is now the sole survivor. Others say that she’s a Gypsy girl who’s always lived on the street. Whatever the truth, the Girl won’t reveal it. She stays in her corner, warily watchful of any move they might make. She urinates and defecates into the bucket, she takes the amount of food and water that is her due, but she never speaks.

No one knows her name.

The Girl has been taken out of the cell three times. The first two times, she came back with her mouth bloodied and her clothing torn. The two men, who thought they had no feelings left inside them, wept for her. They washed her, they made her eat.

The third time, the policeman and the shoemaker realized that this was going to be the last time. When the guards come to take you to the courtyard, the sound of their footsteps changes, the way they speak to you changes. They become more polite, to keep you from getting upset. They tell you to get your blanket and your pewter dish that reeks of disinfectant, because they are going to be given to the next prisoner, and they lead you upstairs.

When the door swung open, they tried to get to their feet to defend her, and for the first time, the Girl seemed to become aware of the two men who had shared the cell with her for almost a month now. She shook her head, then followed the guards, walking slowly.

The shoemaker and the policeman waited for the sound of the truck, the one that takes the bodies away from the courtyard after the cleaver falls—because it’s a butcher’s cleaver that imparts the benediction for your last journey. A short trip, really, just outside the walls where there’s a field, surrounded by snow and by empty space. It was another prisoner who told them about this, because he had been a member of the team that buries the bodies. He said there are at least a hundred bodies under the ground out there, and they no longer have hands or faces: the Box doesn’t want them to be identified, if they ever happen to be found. Then the prisoner who buried the dead put holes in his ears with a nail to try to shut up the voices. Now he, too, has departed on his last journey.

Twenty minutes have passed, but the policeman and the shoemaker still haven’t heard the old diesel engine chugging to life. Beneath the voices in their heads, under the screaming from the neighboring cells, there is only silence.

Then the cell door swings suddenly open. It’s not a guard, it’s not one of the doctors who regularly comes to examine them.

It’s the Girl.

Her pajamas are covered with blood and there’s a spatter of red on her forehead. She seems oblivious to the fact. In her hand, she holds a large bunch of keys that used to belong to the guard who escorted her out of the cell. The keys, too, are soaked with blood.

“It’s time to go,” she says.

At that instant, the sound of the siren rips through the air.
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Death arrived in Rome at ten minutes to midnight aboard a high-speed train from Milan. It pulled into the Termini Station, came to a halt at Track 7, spilling out onto the platform fifty or so passengers with only scattered pieces of luggage and travel-weary faces, who hurried off variously to catch the last metro or stand in line for a taxi. Then the on-board lights switched off. Strangely, no one emerged from the Top Class carriage—the pneumatic doors failed to open—and a sleepy conductor opened one of the doors from outside and boarded the car to see if there was anyone still aboard, perhaps asleep.

That was a bad idea.

His disappearance was noticed after about twenty minutes by an officer of the Railway Police; he’d been waiting for the conductor to have a beer at the café run by Moroccan immigrants, which was where they ended their shifts. They weren’t friends, exactly, but after running into each other on the rails repeatedly, they’d discovered they did have a few things in common, like their passion for the same soccer team and for women with generous derrieres. The officer climbed aboard the carriage and found his drinking buddy curled up in the gangway connection between the cars, staring blankly and clutching his throat with both hands as if trying to throttle himself.

A gush of blood had issued from his mouth, leaving a puddle on the skidproof floor mat. The officer decided that this was the deadest dead person he’d ever laid eyes on, but still he placed his fingers on the man’s neck to feel for a pulse he knew he wouldn’t find. Probably a heart attack, he guessed. He would have continued his examination of the train, but there were rules to be observed and bureaucratic hassles to sidestep. He therefore hurried back down onto the platform and called the Police Dispatch Center so they could send out someone from the Judicial Police and notify the magistrate on duty. He therefore didn’t see the rest of the carriage and what it contained. He would have needed only to reach out a hand and slide open the frosted glass door to change his own fate and that of those who would arrive after him, but the thought never even occurred to him.

The inspection fell to a deputy chief of the third section of the Mobile Squad—what everyone but the police called the Homicide Squad—a woman who had returned to duty after a lengthy convalescence and a series of misadventures that had been the topic of endless discussions on all the talk shows for months on end. Her name was Colomba Caselli, and later on there were some who considered her arrival to be a lucky break.

She sure didn’t.
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Colomba reached Termini Station at a quarter to one in a police-issued vehicle. Behind the wheel was Patrolman First Class Massimo Alberti, twenty-seven, who had one of those faces that always seem boyish even when they’re old. Alberti had freckles and fair hair.

Colomba, on the other hand, was thirty-three years old in her body but a few years older in the green eyes that changed hue with her mood. She wore her black hair pulled up on the back of her neck, which only emphasized her jutting cheekbones, almost Asian in appearance, the legacy of who knew which distant ancestor. She got out of the car and hurried to the platform where the train that had come in from Milan was standing. Waiting next to it were four officers of the Railway Police: two sitting in the ridiculous electric-powered two-seater that the police used to get around inside the station and the other two standing next to the coupling buffers. All four were young and all four were smokers. Not far away, a few rubberneckers were snapping pictures with their cell phones, while a small crowd of a dozen or so cleaning staff and EMTs were talking in undertones.

Colomba displayed her badge and introduced herself. One of the officers had seen her in the papers and put on the usual foolish smile. She pretended not to notice. “Which car?” she asked.

“The first one,” replied the highest-ranking officer there, while the others lined up behind him, almost as if using him as a shield.

Colomba tried to peer through the windows but couldn’t see a thing. “Which one of you has been aboard?”

There was a round of embarrassed glances. “One of our colleagues, but his shift ended, so he left,” said the one who had spoken first.

“He didn’t touch anything, though,” said another. “He just looked inside. So did we, from the platform.”

Colomba shook her head in irritation. A corpse meant being up all night, waiting for the magistrate and the medical examiner to finish their work, and an endless array of documents and reports to fill out: she wasn’t surprised that the officer had gotten out while the getting was good. She could have lodged a complaint with his superior officers, but she didn’t like wasting time, either. “Do you know who this is?” she asked, pulling on a pair of latex gloves and sky-blue plastic shoe covers.

“His name is Giovanni Morgan; he’s a member of the train crew,” said the highest-ranking officer.

“Have you already informed his family members?”

Another round of glances.

“Okay, let’s just forget I asked.” Colomba nodded to Alberti. “Go get the flashlight from the car.”

He left and came back carrying a black metal Maglite a foot and a half long, which, when needed, worked better than a truncheon. “Do you want me to board with you?”

“No, wait here and keep the rubberneckers clear of the train.”

Colomba notified Central by radio that she was proceeding with her inspection, then, just like the officer who had preceded her, she tried to find a pulse on the conductor’s neck and, just like the officer who had preceded her, failed to do so: the dead man’s skin was clammy and cold. While she was asking Central whether the medical examiner and the magistrate on duty were almost there, she noticed a strange auditory undertone. She held her breath and then realized it was the sound of at least half a dozen cell phones all ringing at the same time, in a cacophony of trills and vibrations. It was coming from the other side of the doors to the luxury compartment, where the seats were upholstered in real leather and the passengers were served precooked meals that bore the name of a celebrity chef with a show on TV.

Through the milky glass, Colomba glimpsed the bluish lights of the cell phone screens, casting long, pulsating shadows. Those couldn’t possibly all be forgotten devices, and the only explanation that came to mind seemed too monstrous to be true.

But it was true. Colomba realized it when she forced the sliding door open and was assailed by the stench of blood and excrement.

All the passengers in Top Class were dead.
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Colomba darted the beam of the flashlight around the interior of the carriage, illuminating the corpse of a passenger about sixty years old, in a gray suit, who’d wound up on the floor with his hands between his thighs and his head thrown back. The blood that had erupted from his throat had covered his face like a mask. What the fuck happened in here? she wondered.

She slowly moved forward, careful not to set her foot down on anything. Behind the first corpse was a young man with his shirt unbuttoned and snug-fitting white pants smeared with excrement, sprawled sideways across the aisle. A drinking glass had rolled up to his face and was smeared with blood that had oozed out of his nose.

To Colomba’s left was an old man, still seated, his face impaled on the metal tip of the walking stick that had somehow wound up in his mouth; his dentures bobbed in his lap in the midst of a gob of blood and dried vomit. Two Asian men, wearing the uniform of the refreshment crew, were sprawled, one over his serving trolley, the other over the knees of a woman in a skirt suit and five-inch heels. She was every bit as dead as the two men.

Colomba felt her lungs contract, and she took a deep breath of air. Now that she was getting used to it, she noticed amid the general stench a strange sweetish after-odor that she couldn’t quite identify. It reminded her of when she was small and her mother would try to bake a cake but inevitably wound up burning it in an oven full of smoke.

Colomba made her way to the far end of the carriage. A passenger in his early forties was sprawled out in a Superman pose, right fist thrust forward and left arm draping the side of his body. Colomba moved past him and took a look in the bathroom: a man and a woman, the man wearing the orange overalls of the cleaning staff, were slumped on the floor, their legs intertwined. As the woman had fallen, she’d hit the back of her head on the sink, and the edge was smeared with blood and hair. Just then someone called Colomba on her radio. “Your driver wants to know if he can board the train,” Central crackled.

“Negative, I’ll contact him directly, over and out,” she said in an almost normal voice, then called Alberti on his cell phone. “What is it?”

“Deputy Chief Caselli, there are people here who were waiting for passengers . . . they say they were supposed to be aboard this train.”

“Wait.” Colomba opened the door leading back to the rest of the train and took a look at the first-class carriage. It was empty, and so were the carriages behind it. To make certain, she made her way all the way back to the last car, then retraced her steps. “Were they in Top Class?”

“Yes, Deputy Chief.”

“If you’re with them, move away. I don’t want them to hear.”

Alberti obeyed, moving up until he was next to the locomotive. “What happened?”

“They’re all dead. All the passengers in the first car.”

“Oh, fuck. How could that happen?”

Colomba felt her heart skip a beat. She had moved as if in a trance, but now it dawned on her that none of those poor bastards all around her had any visible injuries, except for the old man impaled on his walking stick. I should have just turned and run the minute I saw the conductor.

But it probably would have been too late even then.

“Deputy Chief . . . are you still there?” Alberti asked, worried by her prolonged silence.

Colomba shook herself out of it. “I don’t know what killed them, Alberti, but it must have been something they either ingested or breathed in.”

“Holy Christ.” Alberti was on the verge of panic.

“Keep calm, because you have an important job to do: don’t let anyone get near the train. Not the Forensic Squad, not the magistrate, at least until the NBC squads get here. If anyone tries, arrest them, shoot them, but don’t let them get aboard.” Colomba could feel the cold sweat dripping down her spine. If this is anthrax, I’m already done for, she thought. If it’s nerve gas, I may have a chance. “Second thing. You need to find the officer who boarded the train and get his address from his fellow officers, because he needs to be put into isolation. None of the other officers can leave, either, especially if they shook hands, shared a cigarette, anything like that. Same thing for the relatives who are there. If they had any physical contact with you, then they have to be detained.”

“Should I tell them the truth?”

“Don’t even think of it. Tell Central to track down all the onboard staff, anyone who might have had any contact with the passengers. But first get the decontamination squads over here. Tell them by phone, don’t use your radio, or you’ll unleash a wave of panic. Have I made myself clear?”

“What about you, Deputy Chief?”

“I was stupid enough to board the train. The toxin may still be active, and I could easily become the vector for further infection. I can’t leave here without running the risk of getting someone else sick. So, is that all clear?”

“Yes.” Alberti’s voice seemed on the verge of cracking.

Colomba hung up. She went back into the gangway where she had entered the car and shut the doors leading into the first carriage by pulling the emergency lever. Then she chose a seat at random in the first-class carriage, which, compared to Top Class, looked like a ramshackle car for the poorest passengers, and waited to find out if she was going to survive.
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The fire department emergency squads—NBC for Nuclear, Bacteriological, and Chemical; dressed in Tyvek jumpsuits and breathing apparatuses—activated standard emergency protocol. They took control of the area by taping it off, then they covered the train carriages with unbreathable plastic sheets, creating a small airlock at the entrance to the first car.

Inside that car, Colomba was waiting, obsessively monitoring her state of health, checking for the symptoms of contamination. She thought her glands were normal, she wasn’t sweating any more than normal, and she wasn’t shivering, though she had no idea how long it took the virus or toxin to take effect. After two hours of utter paranoia, over the course of which the stench and the heat became intolerable, two soldiers in hazmat suits came aboard. The first was carrying a suit like the one he was wearing, while the second had an assault rifle leveled. “Put both hands on the back of your neck,” said a voice, muffled by the breathing apparatus.

Colomba obeyed. “I’m Deputy Chief Caselli,” she said. “I’m the one who issued the alarm.”

“Don’t move,” said the soldier with the rifle as the other soldier searched her with confident movements, in spite of his thick gloves. He took away her regulation handgun and her switchblade knife, dropping them into a plastic bag, then handed the bag out to a third soldier who stood on the train car’s external steps; he in turn handed the second soldier a larger bag that he then held out to Colomba. “Take off all your clothes and put them in the bag,” he said. “Then put on the jumpsuit.”

“In front of you two?” asked Colomba. “No way.”

“If you refuse, we’re authorized to shoot you. Don’t make us do it.”

Colomba shut her eyes for a moment and then decided there were worse things than stripping naked in public—for instance, vomiting blood till you died or else being killed by a bullet to the back of your head. Still, she pointed at the combat-cam that the soldier with the rifle had fastened to his helmet. “All right. But you turn that off. I don’t want to wind up naked on the Internet, whether I’m dead or alive.”

The soldier covered the lens with one hand. “Hurry up.”

Colomba stripped her clothes off in a hurry, well aware of the men’s eyes on her. With her clothes on, the musculature of her thighs and shoulders made her seem bigger than she was, but naked, she resumed the spare proportions of a woman who had spent her life staying in shape. She put on the heavy jumpsuit, and the soldiers helped her to hook up the respirator.

Colomba was an expert scuba diver, but the mask and the sound of her own breathing in her ears immediately gave her a sense of oppression. Once again, there was a tiny spasm in her lungs, but this time, too, it was just a phantom that quickly vanished. The soldiers pushed her outside, escorting her through the lines of soldiers surrounding the train, wrapped and bundled like artwork by Christo.

All around them was the apocalypse.

It was four in the morning and the station, lit up as if it was broad daylight by military halogen spotlights, was teeming with people, all of them either soldiers, carabinieri, police officers, firemen, or plainclothes cops. There was no sound of trains arriving or departing, no announcements from loudspeakers, no passengers chatting on their cell phones. Only the low thud of combat boots echoing off the domed roof, interrupted by orders shouted by ranking officers and the sirens of squad cars.

The soldiers made Colomba get into a camper equipped as a mobile laboratory, parked at the center of the gallery of the ticket windows. A military physician started taking blood and fluid samples, driving the needles through a rubber patch that Colomba had on her arm. By means of the same system, the doctor also gave her an injection that made an acid taste rise into her mouth.

No one spoke to her. No one answered her questions or responded to her requests, not even the most elementary ones. After half an hour of that treatment, Colomba lost control and roughly shoved the doctor against the interior wall of the camper. “I want to know what shape I’m in, do you understand me? And I want to know what I inhaled!” Her eyes had become two hard pieces of jade.

Two soldiers grabbed Colomba, crushing her against the ground with her arms pinned behind her back. “I want answers!” she shouted again. “I’m not a prisoner! I’m a police officer, goddamn it!”

The doctor got to his feet. Under the hood, his glasses had slid off his nose. “You’re fine, you’re fine,” he muttered. “We’re about to release you.”

“Well, you could have fucking said so before this!” The soldiers let go of her, and she got to her feet, intentionally elbowing the belly of the one closest to her. “And my fellow officers?”

The doctor tried to put his glasses back on without taking off his gloves and almost blinded himself with the temple arms. “Everyone’s fine. I assure you.”

Colomba took off her helmet. Sweet Jesus, it was nice to breathe air that didn’t reek of her own sweat. Five minutes later, she was given back her clothing and she could start feeling like a human being again instead of a piece of meat to be poked at and measured. She had a terrifying headache, but she was alive, and just a few hours ago she wouldn’t have bet on that. In the station, meanwhile, the floodlights had been turned off, though a surreal atmosphere of military occupation continued to reign. The corpses had been placed into hermetically sealed white body bags lined up alongside the train. A couple of the bodies were missing because they’d already been taken to one of the other campers for examination.

Colonel Marco Santini broke away from the small knot of officers standing next to the exit to the metro and came over to her; he limped on his left leg. He was tall, with a mustache that looked like a pair of steel wires and an aquiline nose. He was wearing a tattered trench coat and an Irish flat cap that made him look like a retiree, though if you looked him in the face and studied him closely, it was clear that he was still a dangerous son of a bitch. “How do you feel, Caselli?”

“They say I’m fine, but I need to think that over.”

“They gave me something for you.” Santini handed her the bag with the weapons that the soldiers had confiscated from her. “I didn’t know you went around packing a switchblade knife.”

“It’s a good-luck charm,” she said, stuffing it into her jacket pocket. “And it works better than a four-leaf clover if someone’s busting your balls.”

“Not exactly a regulation weapon.”

“Do you have a problem with that?”

“Not until the day you stab me in the back with it.”

Colomba clipped the Beretta’s holster to her belt: in relaxed situations, she wore it in the hollow of her back so it was less obvious. In the summer, it was a real pain. “What are the chances that it was just an accident? A chemical leak or something like that?”

“Zero.” Santini stared at her. “We’ve already received a claim of responsibility. ISIS.”
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In the video, which looked as if it had been shot with a cell phone, there were two men of average build, wearing jeans and dark T-shirts, black hoods, and sunglasses. From the hue of the skin on their arms, it was safe to guess they were Middle Eastern. Young, under thirty, without tattoos or scars on the visible parts of their bodies. Behind them hung a sheet, concealing the rest of the room from view.

Each thanked their God, then expressed a deferential statement of allegiance to the Caliph Abu Bakr al-Baghdadi, the Iraqi leader of ISIS. They each held a piece of paper in their hands from which they read, looking up from time to time into the lens. They spoke in Italian.

“We are soldiers of the Islamic State,” the one on the left said into the screen. “We are the ones who struck a blow against a train that is forbidden to our immigrant brothers and frequented instead by the rich men who pay for the war against the true religion.”

The one on the right spoke up in a deeper voice and with an unmistakably Roman accent. “We’ll never stop fighting against you, whether you’re traveling for pleasure, traveling for work, or sleeping in your beds at home. What we are doing is entirely legitimate in accordance with the law of the Koran. You strike the true believers, you imprison them, you bombard them, and so we now strike back at you.”

The one on the left: “We shall conquer Rome, we will destroy your crosses, and we will enslave your women with the approval of Allah. You will not feel safe even in your bedrooms.”

“That is why our faces are covered, so that we can continue to fight until we die as martyrs,” concluded the one on the right.

The video ended with a graveyard silence. It had played on the liquid-crystal screen of the frequent-traveler club at Termini Station, which was being guarded by men from the Carabinieri Special Operations Group with ski masks over their faces and assault rifles at the ready. Inside, fifty or so higher-ranking officers of the various police forces and army corps were clustered on the lounge sofas with their undulating design. When the lights went back on, they all started talking at the same time, and the carabinieri general who was presiding over the meeting was forced to call for silence. “Gentlemen, one at a time, please.”

“Do you think that they represent a larger group, or is it just the two of them?” asked a ranking police officer.

“As of now, one theory is every bit as good as another,” said the general. “As you know, these days any lunatic with an ax to grind proclaims himself to be a soldier of the caliphate. No doubt, this attack demanded a higher level of sophisticated preparation as well as materials that aren’t easy to procure. Therefore, the existence of a connection with the command structure of ISIS remains a distinct possibility.”

Colomba, who had been standing off to one side, leaning against one of the frosted-glass walls, raised her hand. “Were there sensitive targets aboard the train?”

A few people elbowed each other at the sight of her, but the general didn’t blink an eye. “No, ma’am, not as far as we know. But the investigation has only just begun.” He looked at them all. “The crisis unit at the Ministry of the Interior has just convened with the prime minister and the minister of the interior. Let me inform you that the terror alert level has been raised to Alpha 1, which—I’ll remind you—means that there is a likelihood of further terror attacks. All police and security forces have been mobilized. Rome has been declared a no-fly zone, and for now, air traffic has been grounded all over the country. Termini Station is also going to remain closed until further orders, and the metro will not be running until the bomb squad has completed the inspection.”

There was a moment of silence while those present did their best to digest the enormity of the situation. Italy had been transformed into a war zone.

“What did the terrorists use?” asked the police official from before.

The general gestured to a woman in a dark skirt suit. This was Roberta Bartone of the Laboratory of Forensic Analysis in Milan, Bart to her friends. Colomba knew how good she was, but she hadn’t expected to run into Bart here. “Dr. Bartone, if you would,” said the general. “Dr. Bartone of the LABANOF is coordinating the examinations of the victims’ corpses.”

Bart went around behind the counter serving as a podium and connected her laptop to the LCD screen. “Let me warn you, there are going to be some hard-to-stomach pictures here.” She clicked on the space bar, and a photograph appeared: what seemed to be a large spray can wrapped in packing paper. From the nozzle of the tank ran two electric wires connected to a battery-powered timer.

There was a bit of hubbub as the participants in the meeting shifted around to get a better view; someone in the back objected that he couldn’t see a thing.

“During the investigation,” Bart said, “the bomb squad found this one-liter compressed-air tank connected to the air-conditioning system.” With that, the screen changed to a photo depicting an open panel in the wall of the train: behind the panel door ran electric cables and rubber tubing. “At eleven-thirty-five p.m., an electric solenoid valve was activated, allowing the tank to release the gas it contained into the interior of the Top Class carriage. The solenoid valve was connected to a Nokia 105 of French origin, a burner phone, which most likely received a call from another burner phone. The techs are looking into it.”

Bart clicked. The screen showed an overall picture of the carriage taken from the door through which Colomba had entered. The first bodies could be seen clearly. Bart clicked again, flipping forward through pictures of the dead bodies. There was murmuring from the audience. “The gas took effect almost immediately after being inhaled, causing convulsions, release of the sphincters, and internal hemorrhaging.”

Another click. Now the old man with the walking stick appeared.

“Even though it looks like an attack, the wound is self-inflicted, caused by convulsions on the verge of death. From the appearance of the bodies and the rapidity of the onset of death, the directors of the NBC at first hypothesized a nerve gas of some kind, either VX or Sarin. That is why they chose to implement the protocol that calls for total isolation of the affected area. Upon my arrival on the scene, however, and from a preliminary examination of the corpses, I noticed light-red precocious hypostases.”

Click. The pinkish patch on the bare back of one of the corpses on the autopsy table.

“And I noticed the brilliance of the blood.”

Click. A patch of blood on one of the seats.

A policeman hastily exited through the automatic doors, his hands over his mouth.

“This made me think of something other than nerve gas,” Bart went on, “and in a certain sense, more classical, a hypothesis that later proved accurate after further examination of the samples.” She paused. “Cyanide,” she finally said with a faint quaver.

Click. A diagram of a molecule.

“Prussic acid, or hydrogen cyanide, in a gaseous form,” she went on in a firmer voice. “As many of you must know, cyanide acts by processing the iron in the cells and interrupting the chain of respiration. The victims die in convulsions, because the oxygen is no longer transported by the red globules to the tissues. They suffocate even though they continue to breathe. The oxygen remains in the blood, which therefore appears much brighter than normal.”

Click. A picture of a Top Class window.

“The carriage dispersed the airborne gas through the door and the cracks in the windows, assisted by the movement of the train and by the depressurizing action produced while passing through tunnels.”

Click. The dead conductor.

“There was still a highly toxic concentration of gas when the conductor opened the doors, and unfortunately, he was exposed to a dose that proved fatal. Luckily, at that point, the cyanide dispersed further into the surrounding air, even though the Railway Police officer who performed the first inspection absorbed a sufficient amount to suffer respiratory problems, and he collapsed while on his way home. He eventually received medical attention, but the prognosis is still uncertain.”

There was another wave of murmuring. Bart paused while the carabinieri general once again asked for silence, and Colomba thought of Dante Alighieri’s law of the contrappasso, or poetic justice, a fitting comeuppance for the lazy slacker from the Railway Police. If he’d just stayed at his post, he would have been surrounded by medical professionals.

“In any case,” Bart went on, “all the people who entered into contact with the corpses and the carriage were administered a Cyanokit prophylaxis. Aside from some nausea or headaches, they should suffer no medical problems.”

“Why did the gas spread only through the first carriage?” asked the general after studying the pictures.

“Because we were lucky.”

Click. A rough sketch of a series of tubes that looked to Colomba as if it had been sketched out on a sheet of paper with a pen, which was probably exactly what it was. “You see the red circle? That marks the location of an air exchanger that splits the flow of air between Top Class and the other carriages.” Bart used a pen to point to another, smaller circle. “The tank was connected here, two inches downstream from this exchange in the air-conditioning system. If the attackers had connected the tank just upstream from the air exchanger, the gas would have spread through all the cars in the train, including the engineer’s cabin. The death count would have been a great deal higher.”

There were other questions, but Colomba’s headache had turned into a throbbing vise grip, and she left the room to get a breath of fresh air.

Maurizio Curcio caught up with her just outside the door a few seconds later and lit a cigarette. He was the chief of the Mobile Squad, and ever since Colomba had returned to active duty seven months ago, relations between them had been unfailingly cordial. “Everything all right?” he asked. He had recently shaved his mustache, and Colomba still hadn’t gotten used to it: his curved upper lip gave him a perennially ironic appearance, almost malevolent.

“I’m just a little bit dopey. Any chance of finding out where the cyanide came from?”

“It won’t be easy, according to the doctor. It’s homemade, not industrial. Derived from plants that can grow anywhere, called the Prunus lauro-something-or-other.”

“Prunus laurocerasus,” said Colomba, who had had one of those bushes in her garden when she was stationed in Palermo. “The cherry laurel.” It had been the only green plant she’d managed to keep from dying immediately. “ISIS has a laboratory somewhere in Italy, then.”

“Or maybe just a well-furnished arsenal, more likely both the arsenal and the laboratory, or maybe a great many of both. The truth is that we don’t know a fucking thing.” He flicked the cigarette butt into a trash can that was full to overflowing. “Except that sooner or later, it was bound to happen.”

“It could have been worse.”

“But what we don’t know is exactly what those sons of bitches have in mind now, and we need to catch them before they try again. Go home and get some rest, you look like you’re about to drop in your tracks.”

“I don’t think this is the time for that, Chief Curcio, sir.”

“At least get yourself a shower, Colomba. I know that it’s not very nice to say so, but you stink like a locker room.”

She blushed. “I’ll see you in the office.”

She said a quick farewell to Bart, who gave her a warm, affectionate hug (“You never show your face,” etc.), then she asked an officer to take her home. He was older, nearing retirement and fearful of the impending onset of World War III. As he drove, she sat with her gaze fixed on the city rushing past the car window. When her eyelids lowered, the contorted faces of the poisoned passengers reappeared before her eyes, while the odor of disinfectant that she had on her clothing morphed into the smell of the carriage, redolent of blood and shit. And then an older stench, that of the bodies burnt and torn to shreds by a C-4 explosion in a Paris restaurant, a blast in which she had come close to losing her life. The Disaster, as she called it.

Again she saw the old woman explode and tear limb from limb the occupants of an adjoining table, the young newlywed husband catch fire as he smashed through the window. At a certain point, Colomba actually fell asleep, and then she woke up with the sound of her own voice in her ears and an unpleasant sensation in her throat, like when you have to make an extra effort to speak. She must have been talking in her sleep, because the officer behind the wheel was glancing at her out of the corner of his eye, looking slightly intimidated.

Colomba entered her apartment, very unsteady on her feet. Her apartment was in an old palazzo on the Tiber waterfront esplanade, a short distance from the Vatican. It was a one-bedroom, furnished partly from the Rome flea market and mostly from IKEA. Colomba had been living there for almost four years, but it still looked somewhat impersonal and not especially lived in, except for a corner of the living room with a red leather armchair surrounded by a stack of old books purchased from used-book vendors. She’d buy them by the bagful, mixing masterpieces in paperback editions with pulp novels by long-forgotten authors. She liked surprise and variety, and considering how cheap they were, it was no problem to just dump them into recycling after a few pages if they didn’t appeal to her. Right now she was slowly working her way through Maupassant’s Bel-Ami in an edition so tattered that sometimes the pages would rip when she turned them.

She got into the shower; a short while later, as she was drying off in a Japanese-style bathrobe, she received a phone call from Enrico Malatesta. Enrico was a finance executive who had been Colomba’s boyfriend until she wound up in the hospital after the explosion in Paris, ravaged by guilt and panic attacks. Then he had vanished from her life. He had started reaching out to her again only a few months ago, with the excuse of an old photograph found in a drawer, like a line from a Pretenders song. Because he missed her, he would say, but more likely because things weren’t working out with whomever he was seeing now. Colomba hadn’t had the strength to tell him to go to hell. She had liked him a lot, and the sex had been first-rate, which was what always kept her from hanging up on him.

“I heard about the attack,” he said. From the sounds in the background, Colomba realized that he was already at the park, probably the one at Villa Pamphili. He liked to get out early for a run; they both did. “I read on the Internet that you were there, too.”

“Then it must be true.”

“Come on, were you there or weren’t you?”

Colomba emerged from the bathroom and sat down on the edge of the bed, which was drawing her like a magnet. “I was there.”

“I thought lightning never struck twice in the same place.”

“How tactful . . . Anyway, it’s not true. In my line of work, people tend to turn into lightning rods.” Some of us more than others.

“What was it like?”

“Did you call me to get the spicy details?”

“You know that’s what I like best,” he said in a cheerful voice.

Are you making allusions of some kind? Colomba wondered in the tone of voice her mother would have used. What on earth are you thinking of? “There aren’t any,” she said brusquely. “Nasty dead bodies, and that’s all.”

“I hear there’s been a claim of responsibility.”

“So they say.”

“And that they used gas.”

“That’s right.” Then she added impulsively: “I came close to inhaling some of it myself. No, actually, I may have inhaled a tiny quantity.”

“You’re kidding.”

“No.”

“How are you?” Enrico’s tone of voice had turned warm and sincere, but Colomba wondered if he really felt that way or was just playing one of his tricky little games. Then and there, she decided to go ahead and believe him, and she let herself fall back onto the bed, her robe open over her legs. Suddenly, she felt such a burning desire for Enrico that she slid one hand between her thighs. “I’m fine, don’t worry,” she said. What the fuck are you doing? Have you forgotten that this is the asshole who dumped you while you were still in the hospital? She remembered, all right, but that wasn’t all she remembered.

“How can you tell me not to worry? Of course I’m going to worry. Are you home? I could swing by before heading in to the office.”

Yes, swing by. “No, I’m going back out.” Don’t pay any attention to me, and just swing by.

“It would only take me five minutes,” Enrico said again as he sensed Colomba’s resistance start to fade.

Yes. Come over. Right now, she thought. “No, I need to go,” she said, and she ended the call. You’re quite the slut, she scolded herself. Do you think this is the time for that kind of thing? The bed and her languor had relaxed her, and without meaning to, she let her eyes shut and she slid gently into a black hole.

She woke up an hour later to the sound of her landline ringing. At first she didn’t recognize it because she was so accustomed to using the cell phone. She felt her way over to the phone and nearly dropped it with fingers that seemed to have been anesthetized. It was Curcio’s male secretary, who demanded that she return to the office as soon as was humanly possible: the roundups were beginning.
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The investigative department of the State Police Corps was located on the sixth floor of the former Dominican monastery that housed police headquarters on Via San Vitale, just a short walk from the ruins of the Imperial Forums. Colomba walked there to make sure she was good and awake, a stroll that also included Piazza Trevi. At ten-thirty on any normal morning, there would have been a compact crowd of tourists milling around the world-famous fountain, but that day she saw only a sparse group who didn’t seem to be having a very good time. Bomb psychosis, avoid all public places, she thought, even though there had been no bombs. At least for now. Another five minutes of walking and she entered the large doorway with the Latin phrase written over it—SUB LEGE LIBERTAS (Liberty Under Law)—and climbed the stairs to the sixth floor, where the nine sections of the Mobile Squad had their offices, ninety officers sharing nineteen offices, two restrooms, one conference room, one Xerox machine, and two printers (one of which was permanently out of order), as well as a waiting room for visitors and a small detention room. Because of the emergency, all shifts and leaves had been canceled, and there were more people than usual in the hallways. Very few smiles and occasional grim glares, television sets and radios turned on everywhere.

A few colleagues knew about her misadventure and tried to ask questions, but she sidestepped them and slipped into the hot and overcrowded conference room, where she listened—with thirty other functionaries, all of them with varying degrees of exhaustion on their faces—to the instructions of the Ministry of the Interior. The terrorists had not yet been identified, and orders had been given for a sweep to acquire information and identification of Islamic extremists currently present on the national territory, along with any suspected sympathizers. In other words, they were going out to turn over all the stones they could find, and see if anything useful popped out from under them.

“The operation has been named Finetooth,” said Curcio, turning to look at the old map of Rome hanging on the wall next to an even older map of Italy, held together by lengths of Scotch tape. “And it’s taking place, or will be in the next few hours, in all the biggest Italian cities. We’ve split up Rome with our cousins from the Carabinieri Corps and the Green Berets. Today we’re going to have to manage Centocelle, Ostia, Casilina, and Torre Angela.”

Those locations were all on the outskirts of town, with a strong presence of petty criminals and dope dealers. Someone behind Colomba grumbled in a low voice: “Never once do we get to work on Via del Corso.”

“Each squad,” Curcio went on, “will be commanded by a ranking officer with three officers from his own section. You’ll have the support of the squad car details, the riot police units, and a cultural mediator. Each squad will be directed by a member of the task force that’s been put together by the Ministry of the Interior to coordinate with us and the others. Don’t turn this into a question of rank and seniority, because responsibility for the operation will belong to them, and they are the ones who have the go-ahead from the intelligence services. Are there any questions?”

There weren’t any, at least not any that made sense. Colomba found that she had been assigned the area of Centocelle, to the east of the city, because she’d had dealings with an Islamic center there: one of the people who had attended the center had strangled his wife, and it was Colomba who had handcuffed and brought in the man during the first few days of her return to active duty.

“Let’s just bring in whatever we find, if we find anything at all,” said Santini when Colomba went into his office to receive her final instructions. He was sitting with his left leg propped on his desk. He’d had it operated on a year ago, and they’d inserted a piece of plastic tubing in place of an artery. His leg still worked less than half as well as it ought to, and it hurt him twice as much as he’d ever felt. Three times as much. “If you find so much as a single expired visa, arrest everyone and shut the place down.”

“So we’re going to put out fires with gasoline,” said Colomba. “Nice piece of shit.”

“That’s the way the world goes ’round, Caselli. Are you trying to call superior authority into question?” he asked ironically.

Colomba heaved a sigh of annoyance. “Any other instructions, boss?”

He stuck a cigarette into his mouth. He’d smoke it in front of the open window the way he always did, summer and winter. “Giubbottazzo for everyone, okay?” he said, using the slang for the heavy bulletproof vests. “And don’t get any smart ideas of your own, the way you usually do.”

Colomba left Santini’s office, got the bulletproof vest out of the cabinet, and picked up the Three Amigos in the common room; they all jumped to their feet when they saw her. The Three Amigos were Alberti; Inspector Claudio Esposito, who was bald and had the physique of a rugby player, and had already been put on suspension twice for having manhandled suspects and fellow cops; and deputy detective Alfonso Guarneri, a slowpoke with a soul patch, as cheerful as a toothache. Alberti had come up with the name for the trio, even though no one ever used it.

While they were on their way to Centocelle, Colomba sat in the backseat and read the updates on the investigations that she’d printed out. The dead man in the gray suit was Dr. Adriano Main, an anesthesiologist who’d worked at the Gemelli General Hospital and been on the scientific advisory board of the Villa Regina clinic in Milan. He’d just turned sixty-two, and he’d been returning home after a complex operation.

The fashionably dressed man was Marcello Perrucca, age thirty, owner of the Gold Disco on the Via Appia Antica, as well as other nightspots. He’d just had his driver’s license revoked and was forced to travel by train.

The woman in high heels was Paola Vetri, age fifty, and she’d been a publicist, very well known in the world of show business for having worked with such famous actors as De Niro and DiCaprio. Her death was one of the ones that had generated the most alarm and outrage.

The old man with the walking stick jammed down his throat was named Dario Ballardini. He was seventy-two and had been a furniture manufacturer. Then he’d sold out, lock, stock, and barrel, to the Chinese, in plenty of time before the economy went south, and had been enjoying his retirement. He’d been coming to Rome to see his daughter, on the last train because he suffered from insomnia anyway, and it seemed pretty clear that he enjoyed busting his family’s balls. Orsola Merli, age thirty-nine and the wife of a Rome-based builder, was just heading home. Her car had broken down a few hours earlier, so she’d been obliged to take the train. She was the one who’d been found in the bathroom.

The man in the Superman pose was Roberto Coppola, age thirty-eight, the most sought-after visual merchandiser in Milan, heading down to Rome to supervise the opening of a new French haute couture boutique on the Via del Babuino.

The other four dead people were far less glamorous: the two stewards, or whatever the hell it is you call the guys who bring you coffee on a train, were Jamiluddin Kureishi, age thirty, and Hanif Aali, age thirty-two, the first one an Italian citizen, the second with a working visa, both of Pakistani origin. The intelligence agencies were investigating whether either had any contacts with Islamic extremists, but so far nothing had turned up. The two others were the onboard janitor Fabrizio Ponzio, age twenty-nine, and the conductor who had opened the door to the compartment.

Thanks to the appeals on television and the cooperation of the Italian railways, most of the other passengers had been tracked down, though not all of them. Their accounts of what had happened were being sifted through but with no results so far. Fortunately, none of them seemed to have been contaminated, even though there had been scenes of panic and mobs in the city’s emergency rooms.

The police were also going over the thousands of hours of video recordings compiled by the security cameras scattered all over Milan’s Central Station and the Termini Station in Rome, in the hope of finding out who had boarded the train to plant the tank of gas, but so far it had just been a boring and pointless chore. On the other hand, there was no counting the delusional lunatics and false alarms being called in the length and breadth of the Italian peninsula.

In order to handle the situation, the Ministry of the Interior had assembled a pool of magistrates who in turn coordinated the operational task force under the supervision of the intelligence agencies. The chain of command was so branched out that Colomba wondered who was actually going to make the important decisions. Probably no one, in perfect Italian style.

In the personnel of the coordinating pool, Colomba was surprised to find the name of Angela Spinelli, a magistrate she’d worked with on a case involving a number of corpses buried in a lake. Another one of the many memories she wished she didn’t have, and which hovered behind her eyelids when, without realizing it, she slipped into sleep, rocked gently by the motion of the car. She was reawakened by Alberti’s light and embarrassed touch on her arm. “Deputy Chief, we’re here.”

She sat up straight with a head that seemed to weigh as much as a watermelon. “Thanks.”

Esposito, behind the wheel, extracted a golden cross from under his collar and let it dangle over the front of his extra-large bulletproof vest. “For extra protection,” he said.

“We aren’t the Inquisition, put that away,” said Colomba.

He obeyed with ill-concealed reluctance, tucking it back under his T-shirt in contact with his hairy chest; he had hair everywhere on his body except on his head. “If you want my opinion, Deputy Chief, a little Inquisition wouldn’t do any harm around here. And a fist to the teeth every now and then.”

“She doesn’t want your opinion, Claudio,” said Guarneri. “By now you ought to know that.”

“Fine, fine, but don’t complain if you all wind up roasting in the flames of hell later,” Esposito muttered as he parked.

The Islamic center of Centocelle was a former two-story auto repair shop that still had traces of the old sign that said 500 and AUTO-something, covered over with spray-painted tags and phrases in Arabic and Italian. It was at the far end of a dead-end alleyway, which ended against a chain-link fence enclosing an empty lot littered with garbage and old discarded electric appliances where, at night, illicit couples and dope dealers lurked.

Colomba and the Three Amigos arrived at noon, and there were already dozens of armored Riot Police vehicles and police squad cars on the scene. Three rows of police officers in riot gear were lined up in the narrow street, and between them and the front door of the center, a hundred or so Middle Easterners were shouting slogans in Arabic. There were also some children.

A plainclothes policeman was facing off against the demonstrators. It was Chief Inspector Carmine Infanti, another member of the Third Section, and Colomba realized that he had been promoted to the task force. That wasn’t good news for Colomba, because Infanti was an asshole. “I’m telling you, you all need to get out of the way, and you need to do it now!” he was bellowing, red-faced.

“We don’t have anything to do with the caliphate,” a man in a brown suit said in good Italian. “We’re among friends here. And you come here like the Gestapo.”

“Listen, my friend, we’re just doing what we’re told to do. Now get out of our way, and get the others out of the way, too!”

“This isn’t right! This is our church!” the Arab protested again. Three or four others behind him shouted their approval. New slogans began to be chanted.

“I don’t give a damn if this is your church. You have ten seconds to get out of the way, or else we’ll get you out of the way. Is that clear?”

Infanti shouted the last phrase, and the line of riot cops moved toward the group, raising their shields. Colomba instinctively got between them, flashing her badge in the face of the highest-ranking officer there. “Down, boys. This isn’t helping,” she said.

The director of the mobile unit studied the badge, then studied Colomba. “You’re not in charge of this operation,” he said.

True. And I’m already doing the exact opposite of what I ought to be doing. “Your name is?”

“I’m Inspector Enea Antioco . . . Deputy Chief.”

“Well, Inspector Antioco, if you charge the crowd for no good reason, you’ll be in big trouble. Is that clear?”

Antioco reddened with anger to the tips of his ears, but he ordered his men to stop. Now there’s one more member of the club of cops who hates my guts, thought Colomba. She ordered the Amigos to stay with the Riot Police and caught up with Infanti. “Ciao, Carmine.”

“Deputy Chief Caselli?” he asked with the face of someone chewing a lemon, and a rotten one, to boot. There was a time when they’d been on a first-name basis, but that time was long gone. They walked a short distance away to be able to talk without shouting. “What are you doing here?”

“I’m putting up with all this. All right, so what’s going on?”

“You saw for yourself, they don’t want to let us in. I’m going to have to order my men to charge.”

“Where’s the cultural mediator?”

“There weren’t enough of them. We’re operating in an emergency situation, Deputy Chief. Which is why I’m going in now, and it’s just too bad if someone gets hurt.”

“Look, give me five minutes.” Without waiting for an answer, Colomba went over to the crowd and stopped a couple of feet away from the front row of protesters, then addressed the man in the brown suit right behind them. “Go tell the imam I want to speak to him.”

“There is no imam.”

Colomba took a step forward and gestured toward her own face. “Stop being a fool and get moving. I’m trying to prevent a real mess. Rafik knows me.”

The man said something in Arabic to those near him and vanished indoors. A few minutes later, the crowd in front of the door opened up, forming a narrow passageway through which came an old man with a kufi on his head and a large white djelabba blowing in the wind. He wore a gray beard and a pair of eyeglasses with enormous rims. He moved slowly, as if walking on a beach.

“Deputy Chief Caselli,” he said in perfect Italian when he was face-to-face with her. He didn’t look her in the eyes; he never did with women not wearing a veil.

“Imam Rafik.”

“There are no terrorists here. ISIS is our enemy, too.”

“Sure, but we still have to check, Imam. You know how it works.”

“You’ll have to convince them.” He pointed to the crowd. “I’m not their commander. I’m only their guide.”

Colomba pointed toward the ranks of the Riot Police. Behind them, she now saw men from the NOA, or anti-terrorism operational units, with ski masks on their faces and submachine guns in their hands. “You see them, Imam? I’m not their commander, either, and I’m having a very hard time holding them back. Do you really want one of your faithful to be badly hurt? I’m begging you. There are children here.”

The imam kept looking at some invisible point beyond Colomba’s left ear. “We don’t have anything to do with the train. Allah the All-Merciful condemns the killing of innocent people.”

“I believe you. But I still have to check.”

The imam gave her a sidelong glance—the most he would do—then nodded his approval.

Colomba went back to Infanti, who was smoking and fuming in a slow smoulder. “They’ll move. The imam will act as your guide.”

“About time,” he said, disgruntled.

“But I’m going in, too,” said Colomba. “The imam knows me, and I know the place.”

“I could ask you to leave, you know that?”

“Try it.”

Infanti didn’t try it. With 20/20 hindsight, it would have been better if he had.
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First the special forces entered the center, then Infanti, Colomba, and the Amigos, leaving the Riot Police outside to do the brute labor of identifying all those present. The interior looked like a bar without alcoholic beverages and smelled of spices and bleach. There were a few wooden tables and a bar where glasses, water bottles, and a large teakettle stood. On the walls hung photographs of Arabic personalities and a flag with a crescent moon. The search continued without interference until they tried to go downstairs into the gymnasium and the imam took up a stance in front of the door. “You have to take your shoes off,” he said.

“I beg your pardon?” Infanti couldn’t believe his ears.

“Downstairs, it’s a mosque. You go into a mosque with bare feet.”

“Now I’m fucking sick and tired.” Infanti jerked the imam aside, and the man threw himself theatrically to the ground like a soccer player pretending to have been tripped, shouting as if someone were trying to slit his throat.

“Cut it out, you asshole!” Infanti barked. “I barely even touched you!”

The imam shouted even louder.

Before Colomba had a chance to calm him down, from outside she heard a cacophony of shouts in Arabic and Italian and a series of dull thuds.

Colomba ran to the window to look out. Twenty or so of the faithful were trying to get in, and the riot cops were blocking their way with billy clubs and shields. A young Arab fell to his knees, grabbing his head, and blood oozed out through his fingers. Others were on the ground, shielding their faces and legs with their hands, as small knots of policemen clubbed and kicked them. From farther off, a few people were throwing glass bottles that shattered against the riot cops’ helmets. Antioco ordered his men to charge, and everything turned into a welter of shouting and human beings hurting each other.

Colomba went running back to the imam, who had been bound with plastic handcuffs and was leaning against the wall, looking as if he could barely stay on his feet. A member of the NOA team tried to block her way, but she sidestepped him easily. “Make them stop immediately,” she told the imam.

“No shoes,” he said again.

“He wants to become a martyr,” said Guarneri behind her.

“Don’t you get started, too,” Colomba silenced him, doing her best to make herself heard above the ruckus.

Meanwhile, Infanti was struggling in vain to open the door to the gymnasium. It was wedged shut and made of metal, impossible to kick down. “Where’s the key?” he asked the imam, but the man didn’t even look up and started praying in a low voice.

“Blow the lock off this door,” Infanti said to the NOA men in exasperation. One of them radioed outside for the necessary equipment.

The shouting from outside was getting louder and louder. There was also the dull thump of teargas shells, and the pungent odor penetrated indoors, making everyone’s eyes itch and stream.

Suddenly, Colomba had an idea, and she assembled the Amigos. “Go get the shoe covers from the car,” she said.

Guarneri, who had understood, growled, “I’d rather hang that guy up by the beard, forget about shoe covers.”

“Don’t bust my balls, Guarneri. And don’t force them to beat you up.” Colomba’s temples were pulsating from her headache.

The Three Amigos went out the door and pushed through the crowd, returning a few minutes later, Alberti with one of the sleeves of his jacket torn.

“Took you long enough.”

“Do you have any idea what’s out there, Deputy Chief?” Guarneri asked, breathing hard and heavy.

She grabbed the cardboard box out of his hands and went back to the imam to wave it under his nose. “You see these? We’ll put them on; that way we won’t track in any dirt.”

The imam looked at the shoe covers mistrustfully. “Are they clean?”

“Don’t make me lose my temper, because I’m the only one here who’s not itching to dynamite the place.” Colomba grabbed him by the arm and dragged him to the door. One of the NOA agents followed them, while Infanti and the others looked on in astonishment. “Now it’s your turn,” said Colomba, throwing open the door.

From outside, whiffs of teargas and muffled shouts came in, even though the view was blocked by the last line of riot officers. Antioco lowered the radio when he saw them. “What’s going on?”

“Tell your people to be good for a second,” said Colomba. Then she shoved the imam slightly. “Come on.”

“Take the handcuffs off.”

Colomba rolled her eyes and then used the switchblade to liberate him. “There.”

The imam rubbed his wrists. Then he raised his arms into the air and shouted in Arabic to the faithful clustering in front of the policemen’s shields. The din sharply quieted and then became the silence of the tomb. The imam spoke in a more normal tone of voice, silencing with imperious gestures the questions being shouted from the other direction. The crowd of the faithful stopped pressing forward.

“Be good boys now,” Colomba told Antioco before dragging the imam back inside and shutting the door behind her.

“I like your style, Deputy Chief,” said the NOA agent who had stayed by the door. He seemed to be amused.

Colomba could see only his blue eyes behind the ski mask, but he had a friendly voice. She smiled at him. “Let’s try and file this case away without kicking up any more dust.”

“I’ll let my partners outside know they won’t need the battering ram anymore.”

Colomba looked at the imam. “They won’t need it, will they?”

In response, he simply pulled a key out of a drawer behind the bar and opened the door to the cellar.

The police went down the stairs in their initial formation, the NOA agent taking the lead and the rest following, until they found themselves in a large rectangular room with tiny high windows at street level and a floor made of chipped, battered cement. The temperature was ten degrees cooler, and there was a stench of sweat and dampness. Along one wall, prayer rugs were piled up; on another wall, an arch decorated with miniature flowers and leaves had been painted: the mihrab, indicating the direction of Mecca. The room was empty.

“You see? Nothing there,” said the imam.

“Turn the place upside down,” said Infanti, smoke practically pouring out of his ears. The officers started moving furniture and pulling up floor mats.

“I know that you feel only contempt for our religion,” the imam said to Colomba.

She shrugged. “I’m not prejudiced. If anything, that’s what you feel toward women, it seems to me.”

“ ‘Do not give a woman power over you to trample on your dignity.’ ”

“That’s what I was saying.”

The imam smiled. “It’s the Bible, Deputy Chief, the Book of Sirach. There are fanatics in all religions. Even fanatics who have no religion, however strange that may seem to you.”

Colomba smiled in spite of herself. “I have a friend who would like you, Imam. He always wants to outsmart everyone, just like you.”

“We’re good here,” said the friendly NOA agent. “There’s no one to be found.”

Infanti walked over to the imam. “You know that I could shut this place down?” he snarled.

“Allah the Most Perfect will merely find another, better place for us, in His immense wisdom.”

Infanti shook his head in disgust and then gestured to the others, who filed out. Colomba stopped him. “It turned out all right, and that’s what matters.”

“It turned out all right for you. You humiliated me in front of the other men. To defend those people.”

“I wasn’t defending anyone.”

Infanti lit a cigarette. “You’ve changed, Deputy Chief.”

“Changed how?”

“What happened with the Father. It didn’t do you any good. And now you don’t think like one of us anymore.”

Colomba was too tired to go on arguing. “Let’s get out of here,” she said.

Infanti crushed his cigarette out against the wall, then flicked it into the center of the room with a sneer of contempt. “Agreed. It stinks like an old goat down here.”

Colomba looked at the cigarette butt, ashamed of her colleague’s behavior, then her gaze dropped to some gray marks on the floor. She cocked her head to see more clearly. “Infanti . . .” she said without taking her eyes off the floor.

“Why don’t you have your friend the imam pick it up, Deputy Chief.”

“Don’t be an ass.” Colomba pointed. “What does that look like to you?”

Infanti looked at it against the light. “Footprints?”

“Of someone wearing shoes.”

“So?”

“Who comes in here wearing shoes?” asked Colomba.

Infanti followed the tracks over to a wall where an old set of Swedish exercise bars hung, the only surviving piece of equipment from the gymnasium’s previous life. “Now, that’s strange,” he said, reaching through the horizontal bars toward a section of wall that looked smoother than the rest.

It was too late by the time Colomba realized what Infanti was doing. She shouted at him to stop, but Infanti had already given the wall a push. She heard a metallic sound, and a section of the wall swung on hinges, revealing a cubbyhole where something moved in the darkness.

“Carmine! Come away from there!”

He didn’t have time to move. The last thing he saw was the blinding flash from the muzzle of a twelve-gauge.
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The shotgun that fired at Infanti was loaded with cartridges for hunting wild boar. Each shell contained nine oversize pellets capable of punching through three stacked planks of wood at point-blank range, leaving a blast hole the size of a dinner plate.

Three of the nine buckshot pellets went astray into empty air, and four more impacted the Kevlar plates of the bulletproof vest, discharging enough kinetic energy to knock Infanti a foot and a half backward. The last two pellets found flesh. The first one penetrated under the left cheekbone, knocking out three teeth and a piece of tongue. The second one found an unshielded area and drilled through the shoulder to the clavicle. Infanti was unconscious before he even hit the floor, leaving an arc of red drops as he fell.

Colomba desperately fumbled for a pistol that seemed to slip out of her grip as she extracted it. The shotgun fired again, this time in her direction, and she heard the pellets whizzing over her head: they slammed into the wall, kicking up puffs of plaster dust. She galloped toward one of the three columns at the center of the gymnasium as the sound of the gunshots continued to echo off the reinforced concrete walls. At that very instant, an Arab in his early twenties, wearing a white T-shirt and a pair of torn jeans, emerged shouting from the cubbyhole. The cubbyhole was an old vertical passageway where the main sewer line once ran, a yard deep and equally wide, where the man had been hiding ever since the police had surrounded the building. Pumping the shotgun, he loaded a fresh shell. Colomba was vulnerable and confused, her head ringing with the blasts, and she couldn’t seem to line up her shot. She was too far from the column to hope for that to protect her, too slow to fire. She felt like an insect trapped in honey, exposed, weighed down. And in spite of the distance, the barrel of the shotgun had become enormous. A black sun that was about to scorch her, engulf her.

About to kill her.

Oh, God.

At that instant Colomba realized for certain that she wouldn’t be able to do it in time. She was going to die in that lightless cellar that reeked of sweat and gunpowder, she was going to die because she had foolishly hurled herself headfirst into something she didn’t understand, into an unstoppable descent that began in a train full of corpses.

As she continued to strain to lift the pistol that moved through the air with all the weight of the world, Colomba saw the other man’s fingers tighten on the trigger. She felt as if she could hear the clicks of the gearing as it transmitted the pressure of his fingers to the hammer and then to the firing pin and the primer at the base of the shell. She perceived the gunpowder as it took flame and the resulting gas expanded turbulently in the shell like a tiny cloud of fire. Then the shotgun barrel vanished, obscured by a shadow: it was the imam, shouting and waving his arms.

Colomba never would find out what the imam was saying—she recognized only the word la, Arabic for “no”—because the gas burst out of the barrel, driving before and dragging with it the pellets and smashing them into the imam’s body at twice the speed of sound. Unlike Colomba, the imam wore no protection against projectiles save that of his faith, which proved insufficient—at least in this world. All nine pellets tore through him between his chest and his lower belly, exiting through his spine. A second ago there had been an intact body in front of Colomba; a second later, a mass of meat disintegrating amid jets of blood.

In the meantime, Colomba’s pistol had completed its upward arc into firing position, and she fired. Her index finger moved so fast on the trigger that the twelve gunshots sounded like a single prolonged explosion. Colomba shouted as she fired and went on shouting as the young man with the shotgun staggered backward, shot in the chest and the face, and then fell against the wall with the sound of wet rags. He stayed glued to the wall for a brief second, then started to slide down it, pushed by his convulsions: his brain was in tatters, but his body’s organism continued to respond to the imperative of survival, the need for flight. Colomba kept pulling the trigger, though it was firing nothing now, without once taking her eyes off that body while it crumpled as if emptied of bones, as if it had become nothing more than a vaguely human-shaped container that was slowly deflating.

Colomba stopped shouting and recovered sufficiently to eject the clip from her pistol and slam home the spare clip, shifting her gaze to the hole behind the Swedish exercise bars, afraid that it might spew forth more armed assailants. But nothing moved, even as, out of the corner of her eye, Colomba saw the space around her transfigured. If she stared right at it, everything slipped away, but just a fraction of an inch outside her field of view, the gym was crawling with shadows and flames, silent screams, tables flying through the air, spinning like Frisbees.

She could feel her breath fail her, and she fell to her knees. She hit the cement with the knuckles of her free hand until they were lacerated, and the pain, as always, helped to chase the nightmare away. A nightmare that she thought had been deleted for good.

Her eyes filled with tears, and she crawled over on all fours to Infanti’s body, pressing her fingers against his blood-smeared throat, checking for a pulse. It was faint but steady, even though the left part of his face had become a pulp of hamburger meat. Colomba repressed her retching, pulled a handful of paper tissues out of her pocket, and used them to compress the wound in an attempt to stop the hemorrhaging.

There were footsteps coming down the steps. Colomba raised her pistol. It was Esposito and Alberti.

“Deputy Chief!” yelled Esposito. “Don’t shoot.”

Colomba lowered her weapon. “We need an ambulance.”

“What the fuck happened?” asked Esposito.

Colomba went on compressing Infanti’s wound. “There was an armed man hiding in a hole. Call that fucking ambulance.”

“There’s no radio reception here. No fucking reception at all,” said Alberti, bursting into tears.

Esposito smacked him hard. “Wake up, kid! Go outside and call the EMTs, they’re right behind the Riot Police. Get going!”

Alberti ran out of the room while Esposito bent over the imam. “This man is still alive.”

“Spell me here,” said Colomba.

Esposito took her place, and Colomba stood up, discovering that she was covered with blood right up to the elbow. Don’t complain, this could have been your blood, she thought. She was still short of breath, and she was shaking. She wasn’t really there, this was just a nightmare out of her past. Like the train and like Paris.

She hadn’t really just killed a man.

The imam was holding his ripped-open midsection, murmuring a prayer. His voice was very weak, the blood spreading out in a puddle underneath him. “Help is on its way,” Colomba told him.

The imam seemed to regain lucidity and stopped praying. “Omar was a good boy. He was afraid,” he said in a faint thread of a voice.

“Omar?”

“Omar Hossein . . . the boy who shot me.”

“Was he involved with the train?”

The imam had started to pray again, faster this time, as if well aware that time was running out. Colomba repeated the question, shaking him. Beneath her fingers, she could feel the lack of flesh, the fragile bones.

“No. He was a real Muslim, but he knew you wouldn’t believe him . . . because he knew . . . the men from the video.”

Colomba felt the adrenaline surge through her. “Who are they, Imam?”

The imam’s gaze faltered. “Criminals . . . fake ones . . . it’s all a fraud,” he murmured.

Colomba shook him gently. “Please, tell me who they are.”

“I don’t know. Let me go now.” He started praying in Arabic again.

Colomba realized that she couldn’t insist. She took the imam’s hand, slimy with blood, and gripped it. “Thank you for saving my life.”

The Imam looked her in the face for the first and last time, and for the first and last time he smiled at her, his teeth red with blood. “It wasn’t me, it was Allah the Almighty, worthy is He of praise. He has a purpose for you, even if you don’t know that yet.” Then his jaw fell slack and he died.

Colomba stood up like a sleepwalker and carefully looked around at the gymnasium, transformed into a slaughterhouse, with Esposito, who continued to compress Infanti’s wounds, murmuring curses and words of encouragement under his breath. Two corpses and someone on the verge of death, blood, stench. If you’d stayed outside, maybe nothing at all would have happened, she told herself. The burnt gunpowder was stinging her skin.

Two EMTs came down the stairs with their stretcher folded, followed by a small knot of officers. They moved Esposito aside and got busy with oxygen masks and tubes.

Behind the EMTs came three NOA agents, including the friendly one, and Antioco from the Riot Police. “Holy shit,” said Antioco the minute he walked in. “What the fuck happened here?”

“We’re going to need reinforcements,” said the nice NOA officer. “People are showing up upstairs.”

“Could you hear the gunshots outside?”

The likable NOA guy shook his head. “No. There was too much noise. And it’s well insulated down here.”

The uniforms kept swarming, talking and shouting, stopping a few yards short of the bodies and cramming the stairs. Colomba clapped her hands twice to attract their attention. “Listen up! Everyone! As far as the people of the center know, the imam is still alive, understood? He’s here and he’s helping us question a suspect.”

“Why do we have to spout bullshit?” asked Antioco.

“Do I seriously have to explain that to you?”

Antioco opened his mouth to say something, then shut it again.
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