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Don’t you never try to look behind my eyes

You don’t wanna know what they have seen.

—Frank Zappa, “A Token of My Extreme”






BEFORE

Colomba bent over Giltine and determined that she was dead, while Dante furiously wheeled around on Leo. “There was no need for that. There was no fucking need!”

Leo put a new clip in his gun, then went over to Colomba. “Is she dead?”

“Yes.” God, she’s tiny, thought Colomba. She couldn’t weigh a pound over ninety. “What was that explosion, Dante?”

“One of Giltine’s old friends tried to arrange an escape route for her.”

“And he came mighty close to succeeding,” said Leo, grabbing the knife that Giltine had dropped.

“Leo, you know that you’re contaminating a crime scene, don’t you?” asked Colomba.

“How careless of me.”

Something about the way he said it sent a shiver down Dante’s spine. “Don’t touch her!” he shouted. But it was too late, because Leo had plunged the knife into Colomba’s belly and then twisted it, ripping the wound wider.

Colomba felt her stomach turn to ice and she fell to her knees, dropping her pistol, watching as her blood filled her hands. She watched as Leo punched Dante and knocked him to the ground and then bent over Belyy. The old man stared at Leo in horror, incapable of moving because of the terrible pain in his pelvis. “If you spare my life, I’ll make you a rich man,” the old man said.

“Dasvidaniya,” said Leo, and cut the man’s throat with as much indifference as you’d use to cut a slice of cake.

Dante crawled toward Colomba, who was curled up in a fetal position, already in a lake of blood. “CC,” he said, with tears in his eyes. “Don’t move. Now I’m going to compress the wound. I’ll compress your—”

Leo grabbed Dante and yanked him to his feet. “It’s time to go,” he said.

Dante felt his internal thermostat shooting past level ten, level one hundred, level one thousand, and Leo’s face became a dark dot at the edge of a megascreen in Berlin, and then the passerby who, months before that, had triggered the psychotic episode that had sent him to the Swiss clinic. “So it’s you,” he murmured.

“Be good, little brother,” said Leo, then he wrapped his hands around Dante’s throat and squeezed until he lost consciousness. Then he slung Dante’s inert body over his shoulder.

The last thing Colomba saw was Dante’s hand trying to reach out to her over Leo’s shoulder. She wanted to tell him that she’d save him, that she’d win out over everything, that they’d never be apart again, but she uttered the words only in her dream.

When the EMTs showed up to save her from death’s door, Leo and Dante had already disappeared, and no one had seen them go.

It took a week of searching to determine beyond the shadow of a doubt that Leo Bonaccorso had never existed.
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CHAPTER I





1

Darkness.

Dante is suffocating. The darkness crushes him like cement, grinding him, shattering his bones. It enters his mouth, seeps into his lungs. He can’t scream. He can’t seem to move, much less vomit. He faints again, and his exhausted slumber is a black screen upon which his memories burn. He sees a woman in green who smiles at him, dripping with blood. The sound of an explosion. The screams.

The screams awaken him.

Darkness. Darkness. Darkness. Darkness. Darkness. Darkness. Darkness. Dar—

Light.

It’s only for an instant, a fraction of a second too brief to measure. But Dante latches onto it. His eyes drink in the light, and he starts to think again. A little bit. He can smell wood and dust. He thinks back to the explosion he heard and felt … did something fall on his head? Is he in a hospital?

The strain is too much for him. He recedes back to the black screen. He goes back to his memories. To the woman covered with blood with the strange name in that strange place that resembles a discotheque. To the five bullets hurtling toward her. Dante manages to see them moving through the air like snails and slamming into her back. The woman’s flesh turns to gelatin, her face becomes liquid, her smile shatters into a thousand pieces. On her left collarbone and on her belly, two small volcanoes of flesh erupt. The volcanoes rip open and the two bullets that have made the complete passage through her body burst out into the open air, spraying blood and bone fragments in all directions. The woman starts to fall forward. Behind her …

Darkness.

Dante is awake but he doesn’t make the mistake of opening his eyes right away. First he tries to feel his own body, to reconstruct it in spite of the waves of pain that wash over him whenever he moves. He realizes that he’s lying on his back and that something is constraining his wrists and ankles. He has leather in his mouth; something soft is wrapped around his hips. Otherwise, he’s naked. Has he been intubated? Is he in serious condition? He remembers the sound of a diesel engine that was vibrating in his skull. It was a boat engine. Maybe that’s how they transported him to the hospital.

He tries to move his hands and the pain in his wrists only worsens. They’re fastened with something sharp, something that sinks into his flesh with every movement.

Plastic zip ties.

Zip ties are the cheapest form of handcuffs available on the market, but they’re not standard issue in hospitals. He isn’t in a hospital. He’s somewhere else.

He’s being held prisoner.

The wave of horror takes him back to the screening room of his memory. The movie resumes and the woman in green continues falling, allowing Dante to look behind her. There are glass cubicles, little rooms shattering now, garishly colored plastic furniture, dust, and rubble. And bodies on the ground. Men in tuxedoes, women in evening gowns. All drenched in blood. Even in his hallucinatory state, Dante realizes that he saw that explosion with his own eyes. He was there. He doesn’t know how long ago it happened. But he knows it was in Venice.

He opens his eyelids, back in the present once again, and he focuses on the tiny dot of light above him, looking at it out of the corner of his eye, more sensitive to light now. As he turns his head, he sees it shift, disappear, and reappear. He’s not looking directly at the ceiling of a darkened room; there’s something between him and that dot of light. Something, he realizes only in that moment, that’s very close. A wooden grate.

Those are airholes.

He’s closed in a wooden crate.
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The blood started flowing again after the blizzard that hit the Marche region. Many small towns and villages between the Monti Sibillini and the steep slopes of Monte Conero remained cut off, and the department of disaster management, Italy’s Protezione Civile, was forced to distribute food with helicopters. In those days of brutal snowfall, hundreds of heads of livestock froze to death after their stables collapsed—in one case, dying along with their owner. Though it was far from the epicenter of the blizzard, the long dirt road that connected the tiny village of Mezzanotte to the paved provincial road was buried in snow, and that meant the tanker truck that normally delivered liquid propane gas to the houses scattered over the hillsides was now stranded down in the valley. One of these houses—right at the far end of the dirt road, perched high atop a sheer cliff that tumbled dozens of yards straight down behind it—was a poorly maintained gray-stone farmhouse. It had been built by peasants at the end of the nineteenth century, and subsequently expanded and modified, generation after generation, often without taking into account the slightest concept of uniformity or consistency. There were windows of every size, shape, and color, five front doors, and patches of different materials in the walls; the most recent wing of the house had been built out of cement, following the curve of the soil instead of excavating a foundation, and so the farmhouse wound up with one section that was two stories tall and another section that had only one floor, like a gray wedge plowed into the earth. Withered bushes and hedges protruded out of the blanket of snow that covered the garden, along with weeds and vines that blocked it from view.

The boiler was in the cellar, its surface scratched by the countless wrenches that had been used on numerous occasions to unhook its pipes and scrape out the calcium buildup that constantly threatened to block them. The boiler sucked natural gas from a long conduit that ran under the garden, all the way out to the buried tank just beyond the fencing, one of the many fuel tanks that the truck had been scheduled to refill.

At two in the morning, the boiler sucked down the last drops of liquid propane gas, coughed like a decrepit old lunger, and stopped working.

A woman with iridescent green eyes, broad shoulders, and high prominent cheekbones lay on her back in bed, listening to the creaking of the radiators as they cooled now. Her name was Colomba Caselli, she was thirty-five years old, and she was an adjutant deputy captain of the state police, on leave since a phantom had stabbed her in the belly and kidnapped Dante Torre, the Man from the Silo.

Fifteen months had passed since then.

No one had heard a thing about either of them in all that time.
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Colomba got up, switched on the electric kettle to brew a cup of tea from a used teabag, donned an old parka over her indoor tracksuit, and stepped out the front door into the harsh wind. Outdoors, everything was white and icy, the dirt driveway a brilliant white serpent that wended away into the milky nothingness. The only sounds that could be heard were the gusting of the wind and the cawing of the ravens.

Colomba pulled the hood down over her forehead to protect her face from the blasts of pulverized ice and trudged all the way around to the gray lean-to made of corrugated metal roofing that stood next to the gate. She had a box of kitchen matches that she’d stuck in her pocket, its rattling emphasizing every step she took. She’d never lit a fire in the fireplace, but she knew there was a stack of firewood under that lean-to, buried under years of clutter and plastic.

Instead, though, she froze in place before she got there, standing knee-high in the fallen snow.

From behind the woodpile ran a line of human footprints. Someone had climbed over the fence and lowered themselves to the ground on the other side, only to vanish behind the house.

Colomba couldn’t move, she couldn’t turn her head, she couldn’t stop staring at the footprints that designed a half arc in the dazzling white snow, passing just inches from the outside wall.

Her hand darted down in search of her pistol, and only when she found the pocket empty did she remember that she’d left it in the drawer of her nightstand. The first few months after being released from the hospital she used to take her gun to bed with her, and she’d regularly wake up with the taste of mineral oil in her mouth. Why the fuck had she given up that habit?

Was it because you were starting to feel safe? a voice asked her, a familiar voice inside her head, a voice so clear that she could have sworn it had come from right behind her back.

Her lungs shut down, and she lost her balance. She fell on her back, right onto the skeletal branches of a rosebush that had run wild. Staring up into the white sky, she could only think that the end had finally arrived.

She braced for the swooping knife blade. She braced for the gunshot. She braced for the stab of pain.

But nothing happened.

Little by little, Colomba regained the use of her rational mind. Her trembling came back under control.

She slid down off the rosebush and got to her feet. Leo Bonaccorso—the phantom from her previous life—would never have left his footprints out in plain sight where she could have seen them. She would simply have found herself face-to-face with him one day when she opened her eyes first thing in the morning—as he silently finished murdering her in her sleep.

Unless he has something else in mind. Maybe he means to lure me somewhere else to …

“Cut it out,” she muttered, furious at herself. “You nut job, you asshole.”

She took another look at the footprints—she certainly hadn’t imagined them—and ran into the house to get her Beretta. Holding it at arm’s length, gripping it with both hands, she followed the intruder’s footprints around to the tool shed at the rear of the house, which served as a storeroom for old junk. The bolt was undone, the door was ajar, and something was rustling inside in the darkness. Colomba raised the handgun to eye level. “I see you! Put your hands behind your head and come out.”

There was no answer. The rustling sounds fell silent.

“I’m going to count to three: don’t make me lose my temper. One, two …”

Before reaching three, Colomba strode the couple of yards that separated her from the shed and shoved the door open with the tip of her boot. Daylight revealed the massive silhouette of a man standing amid the old sticks of furniture shrouded in cobwebs. He was half-hidden behind the side of a clothes closet, and Colomba could only glimpse his back.

“I told you to come out of there!”

She took a step forward: the intruder hunched even further behind the tall cabinet, but now at least Colomba could see him. He was strapping big, all muscle and fat, and his hair was yellow as straw. He was wearing nothing but an old tracksuit and a pair of felt slippers. Trembling with fear, he stood with his face to the corner.

“Who are you? Turn around, and let me take a look at you.”

He didn’t move, and it was Colomba who finally stepped closer to him, discovering a face that was pink and hairless. He couldn’t have been any older than eighteen, and he was staring into the empty air, expressionless. Colomba wondered whether he was like that all the time, or if he was in a state of shock. All the same, she lowered her handgun. “What are you doing here? Are you lost?” she asked. The boy didn’t answer. Without warning, he bolted toward the door, with stiff, uncoordinated movements, his slippers spraying dirty water as he ran. Colomba grabbed him. The boy bit her hand, and so she tripped him, sending him sprawling headlong, facedown in the snow. “Come on, stop acting like an ass,” she said. “I don’t want to hurt you. I just want to know who …” The words died in her throat.

The snow around the boy had turned red.
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Colomba knelt down next to the boy, conquering her plunge into panic. Had he hit something? A rock? Any of the pieces of junk scattered across the ground?

“Where are you hurt? Let me see.”

The boy turned over and lay there staring at her, his eyes wide open and full of confusion.

He’s in a state of shock; before long he’ll pass out from loss of blood. Colomba unzipped his tracksuit.

Underneath was a T-shirt drenched in blood—blood that was starting to clot.

Ignoring the boy’s inarticulate laments, she lifted the T-shirt, revealing the bare flesh beneath. There was no wound. She felt around to make sure and the boy tried to pull back, then she decisively rolled him over onto his belly and examined his back: nothing there, either, and nothing on his legs.

Colomba tucked his clothing back in place: the blood wasn’t his. Good.

Are you sure that’s a good thing?

She helped him to his feet and the boy stood wobbling in front of her. “If you try to run away again, I won’t be so nice, okay?” she told him. “Come inside before you freeze to death.”

The boy didn’t move.

“Into the house.” Colomba pointed him in the right direction. “That way.”

The boy didn’t follow the hand that she pointed. Colomba took him by the arm, ignoring his efforts to wriggle free, and dragged him after her into the kitchen, which also served as a dining room, occupying half of the ground floor. That space had once been a stable, built directly beneath the master bedroom to heat it with the warmth from the clustered livestock. The walls were covered with stains, and the furniture, dating back to the pre-IKEA era, was covered with dust. Perched atop a three-legged kitchen stool was a portable television set, turned on, though with the sound off, and tuned to an all-news station. Colomba never turned it off.

She wrapped the boy in a blanket, then took the cordless phone from atop the credenza to call the nearest police station, only to discover without anything like surprise that the phone line was down. The cables ran high over the fields for miles, winding through the tree branches to a switchboard that dated back to before World War II. All it took was a gob of spit to short-circuit the whole network, much less a massive blizzard. Anyone who lived around there made sure to equip themselves with cell phones and short-wave radios, but Colomba had neither device.

She looked at the boy with distaste.

Once again, she tried to ask his name, but he wouldn’t even look at her. Was he deaf? She dropped a spoon, and saw him start at the sound. No, he wasn’t deaf. He just wasn’t listening.

“If you don’t talk to me, I’m going to have to try to see if you have any ID. All right?” she asked him. “Okay, silence is a form of consent.”

The boy put up no resistance to her search, recoiling only when Colomba touched his bare flesh, after which he’d scrub away at it with his fingers as if he somehow felt filthy. In his pockets she found neither wallet nor identification, but on his wrist, under the sleeve of his sweatshirt, Colomba found a green plastic bracelet.

Hello, my name is Tommy and I’m autistic. I don’t like to talk or be touched. If you find me unaccompanied, please call this number.

Colomba cursed herself for the idiot she was. “Ciao, Tommy. Pleased to meet you … Sorry I didn’t understand before this.” She turned the bracelet over and found the same message in Greek. Lots of foreigners had purchased little villas on the hills of the Marche, so much more affordable than the houses in the neighboring region of Tuscany. No doubt Tommy’s parents were among their number. There was also a useless—for now—telephone number and a home address, a street in Montenigro about an hour’s walk away, under normal conditions. In slippers? In the snow? Hard to say how long it would take.

“How did you get all the way over here? Were you with someone who hurt themselves?” Colomba asked, and as before received no answer. She sat down on the other end of the sofa, feeling exhausted as if the hour she’d just spent had lasted an entire day. She felt an overwhelming desire to get back in bed.

But she had Tommy to deal with. And his bracelet.

“I should have just let you run away,” she told him. “Now you’d be somebody else’s problem.”

She put her parka back on and went out to start the old Fiat Panda 4x4. She hadn’t used it since she’d last gone out for groceries three weeks earlier, but as soon as she hooked the emergency charger up to the car battery, the starter turned over and the engine roared to life.

As she waited for it to warm up, Colomba applied the snow chains she’d extracted from the car’s trunk, freezing her fingers to the bone and cursing under her breath as she did so. Every so often she’d walk over to take a look at Tommy, who still sat hunched over on the sofa. He’d taken off his blanket and seemed indifferent to the icy temperature. Colomba vaguely recalled that indifference to the cold was one of the symptoms of autism. Dante had told her so.

Once she’d gotten the snow chains onto the tires, Colomba dragged Tommy into the car, tethering him in place with two seat belts in the back seat, and then crept up the driveway, with the engine grinding along in first gear.

Her hands were sweating. She passed the house of her first neighbor, so to speak, a good mile and a half away, a peaceful man who lived alone—a beekeeper—and then she reached the intersection with the provincial road. There were no other cars out, and she felt lost on an alien planet made of ice. Her breathing faltered, growing labored, and a cramp in her stomach made a sheet of icy sweat break out all over her body.

She pulled the hand brake and got out. Standing in the snow, she forced herself to breathe calmly, staring at a bright blue break in the cloud cover.

It’s just a few miles. Nothing will happen, she told herself. But something, she knew, already had.
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Tommy tapped on the glass of the car window, and Colomba snapped back to full consciousness.

“Okay, okay, I get it,” she said. Tommy wouldn’t stop and was going to keep tapping the rest of the way. Colomba took another couple of deep ice-cold breaths, then got back behind the wheel. The provincial road had only a thin layer of snow on it, and her snow chains on the asphalt sounded like machine guns. At the turnoff for Montenigro, she found herself looking at a Carabinieri checkpoint, two squad cars on either side of the road and uniformed soldiers with submachine guns and their faces bright red with the cold.

She slammed the brakes on. From the back seat, Tommy let out a shrill shriek and lay down, out of sight.

Colomba turned to look at him. “There’s no need to be afraid, Tommy. There must have been a car crash,” she told him, knowing how unlikely that actually was. “Now, you wait here for me, all right?” She shut the door, leaving the boy in the car, and walked over to the small cluster of Carabinieri. One of them was a young woman with a head of red curls, who was directing the nonexistent traffic with a paddle.

“Signora, you’re going to have to turn around. The road is closed.”

Colomba read her insignia. “Good morning, Corporal. What seems to be going on?”

“Routine police work, ma’am,” said the redhead, in the tone of voice that amounted to None of your fucking business. “You’d better go the long way round.”

“Maybe you can help me. I found a boy who’s lost. His name is Tommy Melas. He’s autistic and needs to get back to his parents as soon as possible.”

“Wait here.” The corporal hurried away and a few minutes later she was back, with a tall bald man in his early fifties, his chin trimmed with a small neat gray goatee. He was dressed in a well-worn hunter’s suit, but there was no mistaking the fact that he, too, was in the military. The man hesitated a tenth of a second before extending his hand, and Colomba realized that he’d recognized her. “I’m Sergeant Major Lupo, commander of the Portico station.”

“I’m Colomba Caselli, but you already knew that.”

“Where is your security detail, Deputy Chief?”

“I don’t have one,” she said in a hurry. “Listen, the boy walked all the way to my house, he’s just lucky he didn’t freeze to death, but he ought to be seen by a doctor.”

“Your house in …”

“In Mezzanotte. I shut him up in the car because I’m afraid he’s going to hurt himself, but also because his clothing is covered in blood. Drenched in it.”

Colomba pointed to him. Inside the car, Tommy continued to tap on the window at the same rhythm, indifferent to everything else.

Lupo ran his hand over his whiskers unhappily. “Listen, Deputy Captain, I’ll get straight to the point. Tommy’s parents were murdered last night.”

“Oh, Christ …” said Colomba.

“We received the call two hours ago, and we’ve just put out the alert for the boy. Thanks for having spared us a lot of grueling work.”

“It was pure coincidence.”

“Do you mind waiting for me at the café while I get the boy situated?” he asked, pointing her to the establishment just before the curve in the road. It was an old tobacconist that also served as a milk bar, as was often the case in small towns. “Have an espresso and put it on my tab.”

“I’m going to guess that I don’t really have an alternative.”

“I think you know so, even better than I do.”

Colomba knew it perfectly well and she did as she’d been told, though she ordered a cup of tea with lemon instead of an espresso. She sat down at the only table, next to the little plate-glass window. In the café there were three old men, discussing what was going on, while the Asian barista was texting on her cell phone.

She saw Tommy appear at the far end of the road, surrounded by Carabinieri who were gently herding him along. The boy managed to bolt from the little group by knocking the redheaded corporal to the pavement, but instead of running away, he simply galloped straight for the ambulance and lunged inside. From where she sat, Colomba couldn’t see anything more until Lupo came out with a large bag containing the boy’s clothing. She looked back down into her teacup.

Lupo arrived ten minutes later and sat down beside her. “The boy seems in reasonable shape,” he told her.

“Does he have any relatives around here?”

“Not that we know of. Right now we’re taking him to a farmstay in Cartoceto until we can find a better place to put him up.” He ordered an espresso, and the barista prepared it for him without once taking her eyes off the screen of her cell phone. “He’s legally an adult, but he certainly can’t be left all alone.”

Colomba thought back to the boy’s frightened eyes and tried to picture him in one of the old converted farmhouses that dotted the countryside, full of vacationers during the summer months but by now surely empty and alone. She felt sorry for him, a feeling that lately she’d largely reserved for herself. “He was home when the murders took place, I’d have to imagine.”

“I imagine the same thing. And he ran away in his slippers. Did he tell you anything when you found him?”

“No, not even his name. I’m not even sure he knows how to talk.”

“Had you ever met before? Did you know his parents?”

“No.”

“Neither did I, we didn’t see them out and about much.” Lupo put on a pair of half-rim reading glasses and undid his jacket. Underneath it he wore a sweater decorated with embroidered sombreros and burros; he pulled a sheet of paper out of an inside pocket. “The mother’s name was Teresa, she came from Turin. The stepfather’s name was Aristides, and he was Greek,” he said, skimming his notes. “Tommy is actually the mother’s son from her first marriage. His last name is Carabba. His real father died when he was five or six years old. Now he’s nineteen.”

Colomba raised her right hand. “Thanks for all that. But it’s none of my concern.”

“Maybe, a little bit, it actually is.” Lupo fooled around with an early-model iPhone before handing it to her. “This is Tommy’s bedroom, the way we found it today.”

All she could see of the bedroom was the headboard of the bed and a wall covered with photographs. Colomba pinched the picture to enlarge it and discovered that the pictures on the wall were all of the same person.

Her.
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Colomba handed back the cell phone without a word. Even here, she thought. She chewed on the lemon that had been rinsed in the tea, with an even grimmer look on her face. She’d been hoping that she’d left her compulsive admirers behind her. Lupo studied her expression. “You don’t seem very surprised, Deputy Captain.”

“After the bloodbath in Venice, my face has become public property. And then there are all those fans of Dante’s who think that I was the one who made him disappear.”

“Yeah, I think I’ve read something about that. The world is full of idiots.”

“According to Dante, seventy percent of the population. And a hundred percent of the men and women in uniform,” she added with a sad smile.

Lupo grimaced sympathetically. “He must have been a lot of fun to be around, this Torre.”

“He still is,” Colomba snapped. Then, more calmly: “I don’t know where he is, but he’s alive.”

“Certainly, sorry about that.” Lupo smiled consolingly at her. “According to the neighbors, Tommy almost never talks, but when he wants to, he’s capable of expressing himself more or less like a child.”

“You need a specialist. I knew a few people in Rome, but here I wouldn’t know who to point you to.”

Lupo smiled apologetically. “While we’re trying to figure that out, what do you say to giving it a try yourself?”

“My job was to bring him to someone who could take care of him, and that’s what I’ve done. And that’s where my duty ends.”

“The boy admires you. Maybe he’d be willing to talk to you, and any additional information we can get would be a big help.”

Colomba clenched the cup a little tighter. “Even if Tommy told me something, it wouldn’t have any legal value. If he’s as seriously autistic as he seems, he has no juridical capacity.”

“But he could help us identify whoever was responsible for the murders. And now that you’re no longer on the force, you don’t need authorization to talk to Tommy, the way I would.”

Colomba thought back to the pictures covering the wall. She sighed. “Have the SIS already examined the crime scene?” The SIS was the standard abbreviation for Scientific Investigation Squad, the unit in charge of crime-scene forensics.

“No. And I don’t know when they’ll get here, in this weather.”

“Then I’d like to take a look at the house before talking to the boy,” she said, hoping that Lupo would refuse so that she could take that thought off her mind.

Unfortunately, that’s not the way things went.
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Colomba followed Lupo, entering the center of Montenigro for the first time since she’d been a child. Now many of the houses in the little village that dated back to Romanesque times stood abandoned and in ruins. For the most part, it was inhabited only by old people who rounded out their pensions by hunting for truffles, and now the old folks were all out in the street, eagerly watching in spite of the risk of freezing to death. There were even a few new houses, the kind you’d find on the outskirts of Milan. The Melas home was one of these: ochre yellow with a large veranda propped up by garish fake-marble columns.

A small knot of soldiers were stamping their feet to keep warm behind the two-toned tape that was blocking access. An elderly brigadier let them through, and Colomba instinctively reached into her pocket to flash her police badge. Of course, it was no longer there. On her last day in Rome she’d hurled it against the wall of the squad room, coming dangerously close to hitting the chief of the Mobile Squad in the head. Maybe they’d melted it down, or crushed it in a hydraulic press. She had no idea what they did with the badges of officers out on extended leave.

They put on latex gloves and shoe covers, taking them out of a cardboard box on the front steps. “Any signs of breaking and entering?” she asked.

Lupo shook his head. “I haven’t seen any.”

The snow had started falling again, thick and fast; the rain gutters were gurgling and the windows were so many blind, luminous eyes. They passed a front hall filled with shoes and umbrellas and entered the villa’s kitchen. Colomba saw a bottle of mineral water overturned in the sink, with an almost complete print of a bloody hand. There were more handprints on the refrigerator, and on the floor was an array of bare, bloodstained footprints. Colomba felt sure they belonged to the boy.

“What a mess,” she muttered.

“Yes, Tommy made quite a mess. The fingerprints are his, we checked it out on the fly while we were changing him.”

Colomba followed the crimson fingerprints down a hallway whose walls were covered with photographs of birds of prey, and then into the living room. On the main wall hung the wedding pictures of Signor and Signora Melas. Signora Melas was projecting a virtual fountain of uncontainable joy in her white wedding gown, too tight around her stout hips, while Signor Melas stood, lithe and athletic in his black suit, smiling into the lens.

Lupo removed a sheet of paper from the breast pocket of his shirt and put his glasses back on. “They got married a year and a half ago, according to their residence permits. But we just took a quick look at the system, there was no time to do any more searching than that.” He used his elbow to shove open the door into the master bedroom.

“They were killed in here, and it’s not a pretty sight,” he said. “You can spare yourself the experience, if you prefer.”

“I’m sure I’ve seen worse,” said Colomba.

She was right, but the scene was still quite repugnant. The bodies of the Melases, man and wife, looked as if they’d wound up under a truck, if the driver had then put the truck in reverse and run over them again a couple more times for good measure. They lay in their blood-drenched bed, he on his side, his legs tangled in the covers, a hand half-detached from the wrist, and she on her back. The woman’s right leg had slid to the floor, as if it had been nailed down while she was trying to escape, the bone of the tibia protruding from the flesh. The blows had been so violent that his red-striped pajamas and her lace-trimmed nightgown were in shreds. Colomba decided that the mortal blows must have been to the head. The back of the man’s skull had been flattened, his scalp shoved forward until it sloughed over onto his forehead; the woman’s head, in contrast, ended above the eyebrows, where there was nothing but a slosh of gray matter and hair. Colomba felt the taste of the lemon rising up from her stomach. “Did you find the weapon?”

“Not yet. What do you think it could have been?”

“From the indentations, probably a hammer, and a heavy carpenter’s hammer, for that matter, with a square face. A big one, too.”

“And how many assailants do you think there might have been?”

“I’m not a ‘white jumpsuit,’ ” Colomba replied in a flat tone, using the jocular nickname for members of the forensics squad.

“But you were on the homicide squad, you must have seen more things than I have.”

“I can make some educated guesses, such as that the blows were delivered with a single weapon, used in alternation between the two victims.” Colomba pointed at the ceiling. There were arcs of blood that intersected like the beams in a barrel-vault ceiling. “… The vertical swipes were produced by the murderer when he raised the weapon after inflicting the blow. While the horizontal swipes were—”

“—when he changed targets. Back and forth,” Lupo said, proving that he knew more than he was saying. “So there might have been just one attacker.”

“There could have been ten, if they’d just handed the weapon from one to the other and were careful to maintain the same angle of attack.”

“But you have to admit that that’s unlikely.”

Colomba hesitated, undecided about what answer to give. She didn’t like Lupo’s persistent stance. “Let’s get out of here.”

They went back to the living room, under the eyes of the photos of the murdered couple. Colomba could imagine the pictures on their headstones, not too far in the future.

“Do you think it was a robbery?” asked Lupo.

“Well, what do you think?”

“I’m usually called upon to investigate calf rustlers and quarreling neighbors,” said Lupo, with a shrug. “My opinion isn’t worth a plugged nickel.”

“I’ve seen experienced officers lose their lunch at the sight of corpses in these conditions. You seem quite at your ease.”

“Sometimes cattle thefts can go horribly wrong.”

Colomba shook her head: if Lupo wanted to go on playing the ignorant rube, that wasn’t her problem.

“A robber will kill out of fear, to keep from being identified, or as a punishment for victims who’ve refused to go along. The Melases, in contrast, were murdered in their sleep, or just about.”

“And considering that a hammer isn’t the kind of murder weapon we’d expect from a hardened criminal, what are we supposed to think? That this was a crime of opportunity? A crime of passion?”

Colomba finally saw red. “Just stop beating around the bush. You think it was the boy who did it. You’re just hoping he’ll sob on my shoulder and confess.”

Lupo smiled. “What can I say, Deputy Captain? I’m open to all possibilities.”

“What motive would Tommy have had?”

“The boy is sick, he doesn’t need a motive.”

“Autism is a syndrome, not a disease,” said Colomba. “People with severe cases, like Tommy, do sometimes hurt other people because they don’t know how to control their own strength or because they have violent outbursts of anger. Slaughtering your own parents in their sleep is quite another matter.”

“Jeffrey Dahmer was autistic.”

“Maybe he had Asperger syndrome,” Colomba replied. “That’s very different from Tommy, who isn’t capable of taking care of himself. He could have caught his parents off guard, but his movements aren’t coordinated enough to be able to kill them both before they had time to react. You saw the way he moves.”

“He might have been lucky.”

“Let’s take a look at his room.”

At first, Colomba thought she’d walked into a broom closet. The one window had been covered with a large piece of cardboard and there was only a single bed, a footlocker, and a small cabinet without doors, containing Tommy’s clothing. The sheets were decorated with Disney characters, and there was an old PC on a small table, next to an equally old ink-jet printer that was, however, perfectly maintained. But what caught Colomba’s eye were the photographs of her. There were at least a hundred of them, either printed on copy paper or cut out of newspapers. Tommy had hung them up so that they practically covered the walls and part of the ceiling.

“Quite a spectacle, isn’t it?” said Lupo. “Do you think that they forced him to stay in here?”

Colomba studied the room. “No. There’s no bolt on the door, there aren’t any ropes. Maybe he was just more comfortable having it like this.”

“Maybe he thought he was a vampire.”

Colomba pretended not to hear him and instead inspected the bed and floor. Sheets rumpled, no blood: Tommy hadn’t gone back to his room after finding his parents dead. Or after killing them. He’d run away without putting on anything heavy to keep him warm. Nothing but the clothes he’d been sleeping in. “Sergeant Major, could you leave me alone in here for a few minutes?”

“Is there some problem?”

“No, I just want to have a moment or two to think things over and get a general idea.”

“Don’t take too long, if you don’t mind. If someone happens to see you here, I’ll have a lot of explaining to do.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

Lupo left the room. Colomba waited until the rustling sound of the shoe covers had faded away, then turned on Tommy’s computer, hoping it wasn’t password-protected. It wasn’t. She quickly found the folder containing the pictures of her and deleted it, then emptied the trash and started the disk-scrubber program. A good technician could no doubt recover those pictures, but not the first reporter to pay a bribe to gain access to the interior of the house. She turned the computer back off and tore the pictures off the walls, starting with the one of her in her uniform, with the gold braid of a full detective. Some of the pictures were printed on the letterhead stationery of a certain Dr. Pala, Psychiatrist and Developmental Therapist for the Young; the address was in a neighboring town. She crumpled those sheets over the big ball of papers she’d already crushed together and stuck the whole agglomeration under her jacket. With the walls bare now, the room seemed even darker and more unsettling. Dante, she decided, would have died if he’d been confined to a place like that. Maybe it was the other way around for Tommy, though.

He walked two miles, don’t forget that.

She turned off the light and left the room, discovering immediately that she’d really had no time to waste, because a van with the logo of the SIS was parked just outside the front gate. The “white jumpsuits” were almost fully dressed and were briefly lingering in conversation with Lupo. She pretended not to have seen them and quickly but nonchalantly darted around the corner of the house, where she set fire to the crumpled ball of paper with the matches she still had in her pocket. By the time Lupo caught up with her, there was nothing left but a will-o’-the-wisp clump of ashes and a vague outline of scorched cinders.

Lupo shook his head. “Well done. Very nice work! Thanks for having treated me like a complete idiot!”

“They would have been on the front pages of the newspapers even before the pictures of the victims,” Colomba replied, in all sincerity. “I used to have people sneak into my apartment in Rome to tell me about their theories. I don’t want them to know where I live now.”

“The only reason I’m not going to file a criminal complaint against you is that I respect what you’ve been through. But don’t push your luck, ‘heroine of Venice.’ ”

“Don’t call me that,” Colomba snarled.

“I didn’t make up the phrase. So now do you intend to do what you promised?”

“You mean, am I going to help you frame Tommy?”

“I don’t want to frame anybody. I just want to avoid wasting a lot of time spinning my wheels.”

“No doubt they’ll send someone down to help you with the investigation.”

“This is my district, Deputy Captain. Are you coming or not?”

“Whatever the boy might tell me, I’m not going to testify. He’ll have to tell someone else the same thing, of his own free will.”

“Any other conditions or stipulations? Do you want a stretch limousine?”

Colomba shook her head. “I just want you to forget that you know where I live. Do you think you can do that?”

Lupo nodded. “Let me show you the way.”
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The farmstay where Tommy was being held until a relative or social services could take custody of him was called Il Nido—the Nest—and it was a fancier version of the farmhouse where Colomba lived: three times the size, with a swimming pool, stables, and riding grounds, surrounded by a vast meadow where two piebald ponies were stamping the snow in unmistakable disgust.

Tommy was being guarded by the redheaded lady carabiniere and an older colleague of hers in a single room with the shutters closed and the one table lamp switched on. Tommy looked even more enormous in here, sitting on the bed in tracksuit pants and a yellow T-shirt that was too small to cover his belly. He had to weigh almost 350 pounds.

“Open the shutters, Concio, this place looks like a cellar storeroom,” said Lupo.

“That’s the way he likes it, Sergeant Major, sir,” the redhead replied. “He doesn’t like being outside. He whined and moaned the whole way.”

“He walked two miles,” said Lupo. “He’s had plenty of fresh air to breathe, and then some.”

“He was in a state of shock. You saw the room he was living in, didn’t you?” said Colomba.

“Sure, I saw, okay. You two stand guard in the hallway,” said Lupo. “I’ll let you know when you can come back in.”

The two officers chorused “At your orders” and stepped out into the hall.

“You need to leave, too, Sergeant Major,” Colomba said.

“I won’t say a word.”

“If Tommy wanted to talk to you, he’d have done it by now. Get out.”

“I’ll be right outside the door.”

Colomba shut the door in his face, then grabbed a chair and dragged it toward the bed. Tommy was playing solitaire with a deck of cards, bouncing slightly on his haunches. He moved the cards around according to no apparent logic, but with meticulous precision in his fingertips.

Once again, Colomba felt pity for him, and once again, it was as painful as using a muscle that had long ago fallen asleep. Big though he was, he still looked as defenseless as a bear in a cartoon. “Ciao, Tommy,” she said to him with a fake smile. “How do you feel? Did they treat you all right?”

Tommy went on playing, but more slowly now, spying on her out of the corner of his eye.

“I’m sorry about what happened to your parents. I came here because maybe you’d like to talk about it with me.”

Tommy sat there with a card hovering in midair. Then he slowly set it down, muttering something, and for the first time Colomba heard his baritone voice.

“Did you want me to protect you? Or did you want to tell me something?” she asked.

Tommy sang a jingle from a television commercial.

The music and tone were identical, but the words were pure nonsense. Colomba could feel her level of irritation rise, but she clamped down on it immediately. “Let’s try again, Tommy. And let me tell you something. Being here makes me uncomfortable. I really wish I didn’t have to deal with something as ugly as your parents’ death. If I’m doing it at all, it’s because I think I can help you.”

The boy said nothing, but Colomba had the impression that he’d understood. “Did you do something you shouldn’t have, Tommy?”

Tommy shook his head, with an exaggerated movement, like a little kid.

“Did you hurt your parents, because you lost your temper?”

No.

“Are you telling me the truth?”

Tommy nodded.

Colomba wanted to believe him. “Did you see who it was? Did you know them?”

Tommy took a very long time to set down the card, but he still didn’t answer.

“I’d be afraid if I were in your shoes, believe me,” Colomba said. “But you’re safe here. No one’s going to hurt you.”

Tommy sat motionless, with doubt stamped on his face, Then, with shaking fingers, he gathered up the cards and laid them out again in rows on the bedcovers, divided by suit and in rising rank; once he’d finished organizing them, he raised his forefinger.

“Should I take one?”

Tommy nodded.

Colomba smiled. “There are people who talk and talk and you can’t figure out what the fuck they’re trying to say … You don’t belong in that category.” She reached out a hand toward a card at random, but Tommy tapped the blanket again. Colomba froze: Tommy didn’t want her to choose, he wanted her to pick a specific card that he had in mind. “Okay. Not this one. Farther up, farther down?”

Moving her hands in concentric circles, she reviewed all the cards … until Tommy started tapping frantically. Colomba stopped her hand again: her fingers were dangling over the king of diamonds. As she picked up the card, the boy’s eyes grew as large as saucers, as if he was afraid of it. The king was a young man, depicted in profile, with long hair, royal mantle, and crown. He was wearing a heavy necklace with a large pendant and in one hand he gripped an ax. The little sun that shone down on him was a gold coin, and at the center of it was a laughing red face. Colomba had never paid much attention to that card, and now it struck her as frightening more than amusing. The ax could certainly represent the murder weapon, but why a king?

She turned the card to face Tommy, but he didn’t look at it. “Was it someone with long hair who came into your house? Or someone with a strange hat?”

Tommy shook his head. No.

“A burglar who took money?”

Another no.

Colomba was still struggling to come up with another question when Lupo came in. In his defense, it should be said that he knocked first, but then he hadn’t waited for an answer, either. “The medical examiner wants to take a look at the boy. Do you think I could …”

Tommy reacted as if he’d just been jabbed with a live high-tension wire. He leaped off the bed, knocking over the nightstand and sending cards and blankets in all directions. He stopped, standing with his face to the wall, fingers laced behind his back, eyes shut tight. He was trembling violently and gasping for breath.

Lupo snapped his fingers in front of the redhead who stood as if in a trance in the doorway. “Wake up. Call the doctor, the boy’s having an anxiety attack.”

Colomba felt as if she were having the anxiety attack. She was trembling as badly as the boy.

This can’t be, she thought.

But hadn’t she seen him do the exact same thing in the tool shed? She hadn’t deciphered his actions back then, because she hadn’t seen his face, but this time …

Tommy moaned, gluing his body to the wall as if he were trying to pass through it. A stream of saliva dangled from his slack-jawed mouth. Struggling to move, Colomba hugged him from behind and, for a few seconds, clung to him, breathing in time with him.

“Everything’s okay, Tommaso. You’re safe now. You’re a good son,” she whispered in his ear.

She’d used the word “son” intentionally, even though it scorched her mouth. Tommy relaxed all at once and practically tumbled over onto her. Then he wriggled free and started gathering up the scattered cards, collecting them in order of suit and rank.

In the meantime, the redhead had come back with a gray-bearded man wearing a three-piece suit. If he hadn’t been in his early seventies, he might have seemed like a hipster, but he was the medical examiner. “Everyone out, please,” he said imperiously. “And next time, ask a doctor whether it’s safe to get close to him. Ask me.”

Colomba had left the room at the word everyone, and now Lupo chased after her down the hallway.

“I didn’t think I was going to scare him like that. Before this, he never even looked me in the face.”

“It must have been because he was surprised. Who knows why. Ask the doctor,” Colomba said flatly. She sped up her pace.

“If he says the boy’s all right, you could try again. Again, on an informal basis.”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because I can’t help you more than I already have, Sergeant Major. If you wanted a confession, he’s not going to give me one. Not only because he seems incapable of verbalizing, but because I don’t believe he was the one who did it.”

She tried to walk around Lupo, but he planted himself right in her path. “You saw the house yourself, Deputy Captain. The clothing, the handprints …”

“Get out of my way.”

“I can understand why he would have gotten scared, but you?”

“I’m not scared. I’m just irritated about all the time you’re making me waste.”

“You’re a bad liar, Deputy Captain. What did the boy tell you?” Colomba darted around him and got into her car, half expecting to see Lupo jump onto the hood to stop her, but that didn’t happen. On the township road to Mezzanotte, she kept the accelerator floored, with the snow chains machine-gunning along on the asphalt. She swerved a few times and came frighteningly close to a head-on crash with a truck, but steering into and out of her slaloming skids, she always managed to regain control of the vehicle. She didn’t even know that she was driving; hers were automatic movements guided by nothing more than a speck of consciousness. The rest of her mind had gone three years back in time.

On that day of a bygone year, a younger Colomba was standing in front of ten rusty shipping containers in the countryside not far from Rome; the ten containers were arranged among the stumps and scrub brush in the yard of an old working farm. The special forces had cordoned off the area and the bomb disposal team had deactivated the triggers of the plastic explosives that sealed the hatches. When they opened the containers, the bright sunlight had blinded the people being held captive in them. The oldest prisoner was twenty, the youngest six, and they were almost all in terrible conditions of health. Some of them had taken to their heels, running uncertainly on legs that could barely carry them, but most of them had remained motionless in their cells. They had been bent to the will of a man who believed himself to be God, and who had done as he’d pleased for thirty long years, kidnapping and murdering children, raising them like battery hens, inculcating in their minds the supreme directive, the order that demanded obedience, on pain of death.

Never look outside.

When the hatch opened, they had been taught to turn and face the closest wall, their hands behind their backs.

Just as Tommy had done.

Colomba didn’t know how or when, but Tommy, like Dante, had been the Father’s prisoner.
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The Father is there, in the crate, with Dante. Dante can hear him breathing by his side. He hears his faint voice deriding him, the touch of his hands. Dante doesn’t know how to escape, he can’t even shift his position. The lid of the crate is just a couple of inches out of reach of his forehead. Otherwise, he’d eagerly slam his head into it until it killed him. He’d beg, if his mouth weren’t gagged; he’d rip the veins out of his limbs with his teeth.

Why can’t he just die? He prays to a God he doesn’t even believe in to strike him down on the spot with a lightning bolt, to kill him now. The screams in his head become deafening; he trembles and drools.

He doesn’t know how much time has passed when he regains consciousness, so exhausted that he’s practically calm. The Father is no longer there with him. Colomba has killed the Father to save Dante’s life.

Dante thinks as little as possible about the silo in the countryside outside of Cremona where the Father held him captive for thirteen years. But now he’d gladly trade this place for that. At least there he had a bucket for his physical needs and not the adult diaper that, he now realizes from tentatively touching himself, girds his hips.

His relative state of calm is vanishing, and now Dante can feel his inner drooling idiot begin to rear his head. He concentrates on the rudimentary form of self-taught meditation that he’s developed, a discipline that before now he’s used only as a way of fighting the symptoms of withdrawal from various pharmaceuticals. He visualizes the image that he’s associated with calm and well-being: Gudetama. Gudetama is a character from Japanese anime cartoons, an egg yolk with arms and legs who spends his time napping and complaining. Maybe not what a Zen master would have recommended, but then Dante believes in freedom of choice. Gudetama brings about the desired effects, and Dante’s respiration starts to return to normal, he can feel himself calming down. Dante imagines Gudetama slithering lazily and oozily through the air holes in the crate and sprawling on the cover, inhaling fresh, open air. And he can surely do it, too; if he only gets busy, freedom is only inches away.

Dante has spent his life studying ways of picking locks and getting out of chains, in the constant fear that the Father might return to get him. He can open a padlock with a bobby pin held between his teeth, he can get out of a straitjacket by dislocating his shoulders, he knows the exact right spot to hit a metal handcuff to break it open. Even easier with a plastic handcuff. His left hand, the bad hand, is a single twisted mass of scar tissue. His metacarpal bones never did solidify entirely and that makes his hand even more flexible and compressible. Dante manages to jerk it repeatedly so that it slithers through the plastic noose, though the edge lacerates his flesh as he does so. Gudetama whines and thrashes unhappily. Dante lays Gudetama down again. With his bad hand, he now frees his other hand, and using both hands together, he unfetters his ankles. Finally, he removes the mouth bit. It was fastened with a buckle on the back of his neck, and now that he sees it he realizes that it’s a bit of masochistic gear, the rubber ball that sex slaves put in their mouths to muffle their screams. He wonders how Colomba would have reacted if she’d seen him tricked out like that. Colomba, with that … straitlaced mind-set of hers. He misses Colomba, but he’s afraid to think of her, because it summons her up the way he saw her last, clutching at her belly as blood spilled out of it, her eyes wide open in shock and pain. He doesn’t know how much time has gone by (hours? days?), but he still hasn’t quite digested the fact that Colomba failed to protect him from his abductor, that she had been unable to vanquish the bad guys, the way Wonder Woman might have. With all the time that he’s spent with her as a … “consultant,” Dante has learned to trust Colomba, to rely on her implicitly. He always felt safe when she was around, he felt protected.

Attracted.

But remembering the past will do nothing to save him. Dante stretches his limbs as much as he can in that limited space, only a smidgen bigger than his body itself, with a foot or so of empty air above him, between his face and the air holes. He tries to push it, but the lid won’t budge; in fact, it doesn’t even creak.

Like a stone tomb covering.

That’s the wrong image and, sure enough, Gudetama promptly vanishes. Dante pounds with his hands and his forehead against the wood until he can no longer see a thing due to the blood dripping into his eyes. He loses consciousness and when he regains it, he can taste the vomit in his mouth. He has to get out of there before he goes stark raving mad.

Dante massages his good hand to restore feeling, then runs it around the corners of the lid above his head. There are no hinges or movable parts that he can detect. The lid is screwed down from outside. Dante makes a deal with himself: if he can’t find a way of opening the crate, and soon, he’ll slit his wrists. The buckle to the mouth bit has a pointy tongue about an inch long, he’ll be able to use that. Strangely, the idea of killing himself cheers him up in his partial delirium: he won’t have to die like a rat in a trap, it will be quick and painless. But in the meantime he has other tasks to tend to. Dante feels around on the bottom of the crate, and suddenly he touches something strange. Circular cuts in the wood, about the diameter of an eraser on the end of a pencil. He presses down on one with his fingernail and pops out a tiny wooden lid. And underneath it …

It can’t be, he must be dreaming again. And yet, his fingers, trained by his thousands of solitary experiments, can’t be mistaken.

Inside the hole there’s a trick screw, the kind that magicians use for nut-and-bolt puzzles, or to close false bottoms. It seems perfectly ordinary, fastened with a normal nut on the outside, but there’s a hidden detail: the threaded shaft isn’t part of the head, it’s only screwed in. So the head can be unscrewed without touching the nut. Dante tries it and can feel it turning under his fingernails, he can hear the wood creak, and the gap between the bottom and walls of the crate grows wider. Dante undoes the screw entirely and then does the same thing with the three other screws concealed at each of the crate’s four corners. And now the bottom sags loose.

Dante pulls his legs up against his skeletal chest and pushes with both feet. The heavy crate rises above him. A gust of fresh air reaches his nostrils, scented with dust and grass. He slides out, reduced now to a quivering heap of aching muscles and tendons and nerves, and the sides and top of the crate fall back to the ground with a thump that echoes through the empty stillness. He loses control of himself for a few seconds, shouting and ripping the oversize diaper off his body. Rolling on the chilly cement floor. But it all passes quickly. He struggles back onto his feet, feeble but angry, ready to duke it out with anyone who might think of trying to lock him up again. Though he hates violence, he’s willing to use teeth and nails if necessary. Eager to do it, in fact, yearning to inflict violence. He sees the face of the man who called himself Leo Bonaccorso before his eyes again, dreams of beating that smile off his face. He dreams of locking him in a dark hole in the ground and giving him a taste of his own medicine. But only after asking him, once and for all, what the fuck he was thinking when he used an illusionist’s trick trunk to imprison Dante. Was that all he had at hand? Or was it some kind of a sadistic game?

He reaches down and picks a length of electric cable off the floor, as thick as a banana and twice as long. He’s ready to hit his captor in the teeth with it, and he hopes it’ll hurt. But there’s no one there. He’s inside a rectangular warehouse, three hundred or so feet long on the longer side, with a roof held up by cement pillars. The light he had glimpsed is the light of the moon, which is refracted through the filthy glass of the skylight. The moon has almost set, while the sky is growing brighter. Everything around him is ramshackle and decrepit; a tree branch has shattered one of the windows and is now growing into the building; there are climbing vines and rotting dead leaves. He hears the cry of a bird of prey and the wind. Nothing else. No cars, no people, no electric generators, none of the sounds that we associate with civilization. And the smell, the smell isn’t the right one. Venice reeked of saltwater and fried foods, cigarettes and seaweed. This place smells of wild plants and animals and plastic, it smells of an old fire. And there’s no scent of human beings, except for his own odor.

Dante thinks of The Day of the Triffids. Of Z Nation. Maybe the apocalypse has taken place while he was in the crate. Now that he’s able to think with something approaching his entire brain, he knows that it’s not solely to his own credit that he’s been able to keep from going completely gibbering insane. For his entire adult life he’s managed his moods and symptoms through drugs, and he can sense traces of something distinctly chemical circulating in his veins. An antipsychotic of some kind, most likely, a tranquilizer or something. He finds the spot where the moonlight is strongest and examines himself. His arms have swollen veins, and there are broken capillaries as well as bruises. Injections, IVs. They put him to sleep.

For how long?

He feels his beard, which is growing out, soft and patchy. That’s only a couple of days’ growth. But he can’t know whether or not someone shaved him while he was sleeping. Panic pulsates inside him. Dante forgets just how strange the situation is and runs desperately toward the flaking metal door of the warehouse. In the second that it takes before he touches it with his good hand, he envisions himself pushing on it in vain, and then slowly starving to death.

Instead, the door swings open easily, pulling with it the branches of the climbing vines, and now Dante is standing at the center of a large cement courtyard. He’s in a military complex, reduced to ruins. Some of the buildings remind him of the high Soviet style of the Cold War. At the far end of the courtyard looms a building that he’s never seen in his life, but which he recognizes immediately. It’s practically identical to how he’s always imagined it, or dreamed it. That place has been called by many different names, but to its prisoners it’s only ever had one name.

The Box.
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The dumb luck that had been watching over Colomba’s driving finally ran out at the last curve on the dirt road before her house, and the Fiat Panda rammed nose down into a ditch full of icy water. She slammed her face against the steering wheel and split her lip, which finally brought her back in touch with reality. She didn’t remember much of the crazy drive from the farmstay, but she could still feel the tingle of fear up and down her spinal cord.

But fear of what?

The Father was dead. Only eleven of his prisoners had survived, Dante among them, and Tommy wasn’t one of them.

Are you absolutely sure of that?

They still didn’t know all there was to know about the Father. They were very far from knowing everything. The Father had died without giving any testimony or leaving any documentation of all he had done, and his only known accomplice, the German, was serving three consecutive life sentences without once having opened his mouth to speak. What proof did they have that there were no other prisons they just hadn’t found yet, no other prisoners?

Colomba dabbed at her lip with the rag she used to clean the windows and abandoned the car to its fate. She trudged back into the house, battling the icy wind, treated her bruises and cuts, and drank a cup of tea that stung her lip.

Tommy with his demented gaze continued to hover in her mind, until she finally forced herself to concentrate on more practical matters. Like the frost that was starting to build up on the windowpanes and the dank chill that was rising out of the sofa.

Make a choice, either go get firewood or else you freeze to death.

Despite the fact that the second option tempted her mightily, she finally opted for the first. She went out with a shovel to clean the snow off the woodpile, causing little avalanches directly onto her head, then she walked into the tool shed and pulled out an old ax held together with nails. She could see Tommy in her mind’s eye again, shivering in the shadows of the tool shed, his oversize silhouette pressed against the wall. She shut the door behind her, hoping that that ghost would stay outside, and started chopping. It was a slow and laborious operation, not only because of the dull blade, but also because after every other blow of the ax, Colomba stopped to listen. She felt anxious when she couldn’t hear any background noises, even though she also felt practically certain that she wasn’t going to see any new intruders, real or imaginary, at least for the rest of that day.

Reasonably certain.

The Father was dead and Colomba didn’t believe in zombies. Even if Tommy had been one of the old lunatic’s prisoners, that didn’t mean he hadn’t actually slaughtered his parents. In fact, that would have been a justification, considering what he’d been through. If that was what had really happened.

Tommy might have seen that position depicted in some documentary, or he could have listened to the account of one of the survivors from the silos. At least a couple of them had been capable of speaking coherently and had been interviewed hundreds of times. Or else it was just a coincidence.

And what are the odds that one of the Father’s victims, someone nobody’s ever heard of, would be living two miles away from your house? Far more likely that you’d be struck by lightning while winning a turn of the wheel at roulette.

Tommy’s room really did seem like one of the Father’s cells, though. And then there were all those pictures of her.

She filled the wheelbarrow with logs and emptied it in the kitchen, but lighting the fire in the fireplace proved even more demanding than chopping the wood. The flue drew little if at all, and the balled-up newspaper she used as kindling kept going out; in the end, Colomba ran out of patience and just poured a bottle of stain remover over the wood. The stench of petroleum filled the room, but the fire blazed up with a roar, and Colomba narrowly avoided losing both eyebrows. She took the card that she had stolen from Tommy out of her pocket and wedged it into the mirror of the medicine chest in the bathroom. A king, a rich man, a chief … She’d need to talk to Tommy again, try to figure it out.

In her pocket, she even had the scrap of paper with the address of his psychiatrist. He didn’t live far away, in fact.

Cursing herself and her stubborn mind, unwilling to relax and forget about things, Colomba picked up the phone and, discovering that the line had been restored, called for a taxi.
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Dr. Pala had his office high in the hilly part of San Lorenzo, just a short stroll from the seventh-century Benedictine abbey. A black woman came to answer the door. She had an Afro and wore a cocktail dress. The dimly lit lobby had frescoed ceilings and was scented with patchouli. The woman smiled at Colomba, who stood in the doorway in her parka that reeked of wet dog. “Buongiorno, please come in. If you’ll remind me of your name, I’ll check your appointment for today.”

“I don’t have an appointment. I just need to speak with the doctor. Ten minutes, at the most. My name is Caselli.”

“I’m afraid he’s expecting a patient …”

“This is about Tommaso Carabba. Tommy. Or maybe he’s registered under Melas, I’m not certain what surname you have him under.”

The secretary sized Colomba up, eyeing her for a moment. “Melas … Can you tell me anything else?”

“No.”

The secretary ushered her into the waiting room, a small parlor, dimly lit, with a small leather sofa and two etchings by De Chirico. After a couple of minutes, a hulking man in his early sixties emerged from his office; he had long white hair and two pairs of eyeglasses dangling around his neck. His sweater and trousers were both black, as were the flip-flops on his feet. His toenails were beautifully manicured. “Please come in, Signora Caselli,” he said.

His office had colorful furniture made of plastic and rubber, nature posters, a wooden Pinocchio that stood a yard tall, and a blackboard with the conjugation of the verb “to be.” Colomba sat down in an armchair that seemed to be made of Lego blocks.

“Is Tommy well?” Pala asked as he sat across from her in an orange armchair.

“Yes, but I’m afraid I have to give you some bad news. His parents were murdered last night.”

Pala was stunned. “Oh Lord. Who did it?”

“The Carabinieri think it was Tommy. I’ve met him and I have my doubts.”

“Are you a relative?”

“I’m an ex-cop. Colomba Caselli, you can look me up on Google.”

Pala slumped against the backrest of his chair. “There’s no need. Certainly, I wouldn’t have recognized you with your short hair, and above all, I didn’t expect to see you here today … but Tommy is an admirer of yours, Commissario Caselli.”

“Deputy captain, actually. Ex.”

“So you have no professional interest in Tommy.”

“No. Strictly personal.”

Pala shook his head. “Just give me five minutes. Let me make a couple of phone calls, you can stay here if you like.” He asked Caterina, the young woman at the reception desk, to cancel the next appointment, then he pulled a pack of vanilla-flavored cigarillos from the desk. “Care for one?”

“No, thanks.”

Pala opened the window and lit one. Outside was the building’s inner courtyard, similar to a convent’s cloister, and a chilly wind was blowing, but it didn’t seem to bother the doctor a bit.

“How were they killed?” he asked, after a moment’s hesitation.

“Hammered to death in their sleep.”

Pala smoked in silence for a handful of seconds. “I know that this is a stupid question but … was it painful?”

“They probably lost consciousness immediately, if they even ever woke up.”

“If they were in their bedroom, then they obviously weren’t invading Tommy’s personal space …”

“Exactly.”

“Then I really don’t believe that it could have been him. He’s autistic, his bouts of rage don’t take place without a trigger. Certainly, it’s always possible they might have done something that Tommy could have interpreted as a threat, but I’d rule that out: his mother knew how to handle him. So it must have been someone else.”

Lupo and his convictions about the murders wouldn’t hold up for long with a diagnosis of that sort, Colomba thought, but deep down, she, too, would have preferred to get the thought out of her mind. “Any idea of who else it might have been?” she asked.

“Explain the reason for your personal interest, first.”

“This morning Tommy ran all the way to my house. He was still covered with his parents’ blood.”

Pala seemed perplexed. “So you live in Montenigro?”

“No, in Mezzanotte, in the Valfornai.”

“Tommy never goes out alone. Often his mother was unable to bring him here, and I’d have to go there. He suffers greatly from exposure to open spaces. He must have been terribly frightened to have covered all that distance.”

“He was.”

“I need to see him … Do you think they’d let me have a meeting with him?”

“That depends on the magistrate and the expert appointed by the court. They’ll be expected to certify that Tommy is incapable of understanding and formulating intent.”

“Tommy is perfectly capable of understanding and formulating intent. He just needs to be cared for.” He heaved a sigh of annoyance. “I shouldn’t be talking about a patient of mine with you.”

“Clearly, I can’t force you to confide in me, Doctor. But I should warn you that soon, my place will be taken by a sergeant major who can’t wait to wrap up this investigation.”

“You don’t seem to place a lot of trust in your colleagues.”

“Ex-colleagues. If you want to protect Tommy, don’t answer their questions, and consult a lawyer. It will take a while before they’re able to issue any court orders, and new facts may emerge in the meantime.”

“What sort of new facts?”

Colomba shook her head. “I have no idea. Why don’t you just start by helping me.”

Pala stubbed out his cigarillo on the windowsill and sat back down.

“One question each.”

Colomba thought she’d misheard him. “Excuse me?”

“I don’t know you and I don’t know whether I can trust you. You could get me in trouble with the association, or you could start trouble for Tommy. So, what I’m offering is one question each, take it or leave it. Or else threaten me with the handgun you have in your belt.”

Colomba realized that the bottom of her sweatshirt had hiked up, uncovering the grip of her sidearm. She tugged it down. “I’m authorized to carry it.”

“I certainly hope so. You start. What do you want to know?”

“How long have you been seeing Tommy?”

“Seven months.”

“And before that?”

Pala smiled. “My turn now. Do you think that Tommy’s innocent only because he was scared when you saw him, or do you have another reason?”

“I don’t think it. Now it’s my turn.”

“Hold on there. You didn’t answer my question.”

Colomba glared at him. “You’re making up rules to suit your purposes … Let’s just say that I have some doubts. And let’s say that I’d like to resolve it. Now answer the previous question.”

“The Melases didn’t live here. They moved here eight months ago from Greece. The mother didn’t have the resources to afford a specialist there, and so she entrusted him to the Greek public institutions. My turn now. What keeps you from turning away, from simply ignoring him? Your sense of duty?”

“My sense of guilt. I’m not looking to collect any more than I already have,” said Colomba, falling silent a second after saying it. It wasn’t like her to confide in a stranger. “Would you have noticed if Tommy had been subjected to serious abuse, considering his condition?”

“Do you mean sexual abuse?” Pala seemed alarmed. “Do you have any reason to think that’s happened?”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“Because it’s a particularly thorny matter,” Pala said, after pausing to reflect briefly. “An autistic child’s reaction to abuse is frequently to accentuate their self-harming behaviors, such as banging their head against the wall or chewing on their fingers. But if the abuse had taken place before I first saw him, then I wouldn’t have noticed any changes. And speaking of abuse and trauma, who’s helping you to overcome yours?”

“No one. I don’t have any traumas,” Colomba said hastily. “Did Tommy have any marks or scars?”

“I’ve never seen him without a T-shirt. None on his arms. Now it’s my turn again. You deny that you’ve ever suffered a trauma. And yet, you show yours to the world.”

“Is that a question?”

“No, this is the question. How many days have you been wearing that Charlie Brown sweatshirt?”

“What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

“Answer or stop playing.”

“I don’t remember. That’s the truth, I swear it.”

Pala put on a pair of glasses and paused to study her. “From the ring around the collar, I’d say it’s been a week. You’re not taking care of yourself, you’re not getting enough sleep, and you’re not washing up enough. I doubt that was your personal style, really, prior to the Venice terror attack.”

Colomba planted both elbows solidly on Pala’s desk, her green eyes seething like twin emerald tornadoes. “Listen. Last night I ran out of propane, and I don’t usually see a lot of people. So, yeah, I’m a little dirty and down at the heels. But I’m trying to help Tommy, and if you don’t want to lend a hand, then frankly you can go fuck yourself.”

Pala recoiled against the back of his chair. “And I doubt you were this touchy before.”

“You’re wrong there, I’ve always hated having other people pick through my brains. Well?”

“Ask whatever you want to know.” Pala sighed. “I’ll keep quiet about the rest.”

“What sort of people were Tommy’s parents? And don’t answer in monosyllables.”

“I didn’t see enough of the stepfather to be able to offer any kind of judgment. It was the mother who brought Tommy to see me or else received me when I made a house call. She seemed reasonably happy.”

“Wow, some endorsement.”

“I don’t know how much she really loved her husband and to what extent she was just bound to him by a sense of gratitude for having changed her quality of life. It was hard for her, living alone with her son.”

“Why did they come here, of all places? Didn’t she want to get back to her home?”

“I have no idea. She said that her husband was in love with this part of the world. In fact he was constantly out and about in the woods taking pictures of birds and plants.”
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