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          Midway upon the journey of our life

          I found myself within a forest dark

          Forthe straightforward pathway had been lost.


          
            The Divine Comedy, Inferno, Canto I

            Dante Alighieri, translated by

            Henry Wadsworth Longfellow
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   1 


  Allan Prime peered at the woman theyd sent from the studio, pinched his cheeks between finger and thumb the way he always did before make-up, then grumbled, Run
  that past me again, will you?


  He couldnt work out whether she was Italian or not. Or how old, since most of her face was hidden behind a pair of large black plastic-rimmed sunglasses. Even  and this was
  something Prime normally got out of the way before anything else  whether she was pretty. Hed never seen this one at Cinecitt and a part of him said he would have noticed if
  only in order to ask himself the question: Should I?


  She looked late twenties, a little nervous, in awe of him maybe. But she was dressed so much older, in a severe grey jacket with matching slacks and a prim white shirt, its soft crinkly collar
  high up to her neck. It was a look out of the movies, he thought. Old movies from back when it was still a crime to be skinny and anything less than elegant. Particularly her hair, a platinum
  blonde, dyed undoubtedly, fixed behind her taut, stiffly held head in a bob that, as she walked into the living room of his apartment, hed noticed was curled into a tight apostrophe.


  It was an effect he found strangely alluring until the connection came to him. Unsmiling, eyes hidden behind heavy shades that kept out the burning July morning, Miss Valdes  although the
  Spanish name didnt fit at all  resembled one of the cool, aloof women hed watched in the downtown theatres when he was a kid in New York, rapt before the silver screen. Like a
  cross between Kim Novak and Grace Kelly, the two full-bodied celluloid blondes hed first fallen hotly in love with as he squirmed with adolescent lust in the shiny, sticky seats of any
  number of Manhattan flea-pits. He hadnt encountered quiet, fixated women like this in the business in three or four decades. The breed was extinct. Real bodies had given way to rakethin
  models, exquisite coiffure to makeshift mussed-up messes. Or rather the species had moved on, and he knew what kind of job it did now.


  It made death masks of people. Living people, in his case.


  Signor Harvey say . . . she repeated in her slow, deliberate Italian accent, as if unsure he quite understood. Her voice was low and throaty and appealing. More Novak than Kelly,
  he thought.


  Harveys a jumped-up jerk. He never mentioned anything to me. Weve got this opening ceremony tonight, in front of everyone from God down. The biggest and best movie of the
  decade and I get to do the honours.


  It must be an honour to be in Signor Tontis masterpiece.


  Allan Prime took a deep breath.


  Without me itd be nothing. You ever watch Gordys Break?


  I loved that movie, she replied straight away, and he found himself liking the throaty, almost masculine croon in her voice.


  It was a pile of crap. If it wasnt for me the thing wouldnt have made it outside the queer theatres.


  He truly hated that thing. It was the kind of violent fake arthouse junk the Academy liked to smile on from time to time just to show it had a brain as well as a heart. Hed played a
  low-life hood in a homosexual relationship with a local priest who was knifed to death trying to save him. When the clamour petered out, and the golden statue was safely stored somewhere he
  didnt need to look at it, Allan Prime decided to make movies for people, not for critics. One a year for almost three decades. Nothing that followed gave him another nomination.


  The lack of Oscars never bothered Prime too much, most of the time. From the Eighties on hed become more and more bankable, a multi-million-dollar name who always brought in an army of
  female fans in love with his chiselled Mediterranean looks, trademark wavy dark hair and that slow, semi-lascivious smile he liked to throw in somewhere along the line.


  Except now. Hed tried, and every time he began to crease up for the famed smirk, Roberto Tonti had gone stiff in his directors chair, thrown back his hoary aquiline head with its
  crown of grey hair like plumed feathers and howled long and loud with fury.


  This is what I do, Prime had complained one day, when the verbal abuse went too far. He was in costume, a long, grubby medieval gown, standing in front of a blue screen,
  pretending to deliver some obscure speech to a digitized dragon or some other monster out of a teenage horror fantasy, though he couldnt see a thing except lights and cameras and Tonti
  thrashing around in his chair like some ancient, skeletal wraith.


  Not when you work for me, Tonti screamed at him. When you work for me, you . . . A stream of impenetrable Italian curses followed. . . . you are mine.
  My puppet. My creature. Every day I put my finger up your scrawny, coked-up ass, Allan, and every day I wiggle a little harder till your stupid brain wakes up. Stop acting. Start being.


  Stop acting. Start being. Prime had lost count of the number of times hed heard that. He still didnt get it.


  Tonti was seventy-three. He looked a hundred and fifty and was mortally sick with a set of lungs that had been perforated by a lifetimes tobacco. Maybe hed be dead before the movie
  got its first showing in the US. They all knew that was a possibility. It added to the buzz Simon Harveys little army of evil PR geckos had been quietly building with their tame hacks all
  along.


  Allan Prime had already thought through the directors real-life funeral scene. Hed release one single tear, dab it away with a finger, not a handkerchief, showing he was a man of
  the people, unchanged by fame. Then, when no one could hear, hed walk up to the casket and whisper, Wheres that freaking finger now, huh?


  Or maybe the bastard would live for ever, long enough to dance on Primes own grave. There was something creepy, something abnormal about the man, which was, the rumours said, why
  hed not sat at the helm of a movie for twenty years, frittering away his talent in the wasteland of TV until Inferno came along. Prime swallowed a fat finger of single malt, then
  refilled his glass from the bottle on the table. It was early, but the movie was done, and he didnt need to be out in public until the end of the day. The penthouse apartment atop one of the
  finest houses in the Via Giulia, set back from the busy Lungotevere with astonishing views over the river to St Peters, had been Allan Primes principal home for almost a year. It was
  empty save for him and Miss Valdes.


  This is for promotion, right? he asked.


  Si, the woman said, and patted her briefcase like a lawyer sure it contained proof. She had to be Italian, surely. And the more he looked at her, the more Prime became
  convinced she wasnt unattractive either, with her full, muscular figure  that always turned him on  and very perfect teeth behind a mouth singularly outlined in carmine
  lipstick. Mr Harvey say we must have a copy of your face, because we cannot, for reasons of taste, mass-market a version of the real thing. It must be you.


  I cut myself shaving this morning. Does that matter?


  I can work with that.


  Great, he grumbled. So where do you want me?


  She took off her oversized sunglasses. Miss Valdes was a looker and Allan Prime was suddenly aware something was starting to twitch down below. She had a large, strong, almost mannish face,
  quite heavy with make-up for this time of day, as if she didnt just make masks, she liked wearing them herself. The voice, too, now he thought about it, sounded off, artificial.
  Posed. As if she wasnt speaking in her natural tongue. Not that this worried him. He was aware of a possibility in her eyes, and that was all he needed.


  On the bed, sir, Miss Valdes suggested. It would be best if you were naked. A true death mask is always taken from a naked man.


  Not that Im arguing, but why the hell is that?


  The corner of her scarlet mouth turned down in a gesture of meek surprise, one that seemed very Italian to him.


  We come into the world that way. And leave it too. Youre an actor.


  He watched, rapt, as her fleshy, muscular tongue ran very deliberately over those scarlet lips.


  I believe you call it . . . being in character.


  He wondered how Roberto Tonti would direct a scene like this.


  Will it hurt?


  Of course not! She appeared visibly offended by the idea. Who would wish to hurt a star?


  Youd be surprised, Prime grumbled. This curious woman would be truly amazed, if she only knew.


  She smoothed down the front of her jacket, opened the briefcase and peered into it with a professional, searching gaze before beginning to remove some items Allan Prime didnt
  recognize.


  First a little . . . discomfort, she declared. Then . . . That carmine smile again, one Allan Prime couldnt stop staring at although there was something that
  nagged him. Something familiar he couldnt place. Then we are free.


  Miss Valdes  Carlotta Valdes, he recalled the first name the doorman had used when hed called up to her announce her arrival  took out a pair of rubber gloves and
  slipped them onto her strong, powerful hands, like those of a nurse or a surgeon.
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  At five minutes past four Nic Costa found himself standing outside a pale green wooden hut shaded by parched trees just a short walk from the frenzied madness that was
  beginning to become evident in and around the nearby Casa del Cinema. The sight of this tiny place brought back so many memories, some of them jogged by a newspaper clipping attached to the door
  bearing the headline, Dei Piccoli, cinema da Guinness. This was the the worlds smallest movie theatre, built for children in 1934 during the grim
  Mussolini years, evidence that Italy was in love with film, with the idea of fantasy, of a life that was brighter and more colourful than reality, even in those difficult times. Or perhaps, it
  occurred to him now, with the perspective of adulthood informing his childhood memories, because of them. This small oak cabin had just sixty-three seats, every one of them, he felt sure, deeply
  uncomfortable for anyone over the age of ten. Not that his parents had ever complained. Once a week, until his eleventh birthday, his mother or father had taken him here and together they had sat
  through a succession of films, some good, some bad, some Italian, some from other countries, America in particular, since the Disney features always seemed to play well in Rome.


  It was a different time, a different world, both on the screen and in his head. Costa had never returned much to any cinema since those days. There had always seemed something more important to
  occupy his time: family and the slow loss of his parents, work and ambition, and, for comfort, the dark and enticing galleries and churches of his native city which seemed to speak more directly to
  his growing self. Now he wondered what hed missed. The movie playing was one hed seen as a child, a popular Disney title prompting the familiar emotions those films always brought out
  in him: laughter and tears, fear and hope. Sometimes hed left this place scarcely able to speak for the rawness of the feelings that the movie had, with cunning and ruthlessness, elicited
  from his young and fearful mind. Was this one reason why he had stayed away from the cinema for so long? That he feared the way it sought out the awkward, hidden corners of ones life, good
  and bad, then magnified them in a way that could never be shirked, never avoided? Some fear that he might be haunted by what he saw?


  He had been a widower for six months, before the age of thirty, and the feelings of desolation and emptiness continued to reverberate. The world moved on. So many had said that, and in a
  way theyd been right. He had allowed work to consume him, because there was nothing else. There, Leo Falcone had been subtly kind in his own way, guiding Costa away from the difficult cases,
  and any involving violence and murder, towards more agreeable duties, those that embraced culture and the arts, milieux in which Costa felt comfortable and, occasionally, alive. This was why, on a
  hot July day, he was in the pleasant park of the Villa Borghese not far from three hundred or more men and women assembled from all over the world for a historic premiere that would mark the
  revival of the career of one of Italys most distinguished and reclusive directors.


  Costa had never seen a movie by Roberto Tonti until that afternoon when, as a reward for their patient duties arranging property security for the exhibition associated with the production, the
  police and Carabinieri had been granted a private screening. He was still unclear exactly what he felt about the work of a man who was something of an enigmatic legend in his native country, though
  he had lived in America for many, many years. The movie was . . . undoubtedly impressive, though very long and very noisy. He found it difficult to recognize much in the way of humanity in all its
  evident and very impressive spectacle. His memories of studying Dantes Divina Commedia in school told him it was a discourse on many things, among them the nature of human and divine
  love, an argument that seemed somewhat absent from the film he had sat through. Standing outside the little childrens cinema, it seemed to Costa that the Disney title it was showing
  contained rather more of Dantes original message than Tontis farrago of visual effects and overblown drama.


  But he was there out of duty. The Carabinieri had been tasked with protecting the famous actors involved in the year-long production at Cinecitt. The state police had been given a more
  mundane responsibility, that of safeguarding the historic objects assembled for an accompanying exhibition next to the Casa del Cinema: documents and letters, paintings and an extensive exhibition
  of original paintings depicting the civil war between the Ghibellines and the Guelphs which prompted Dantes flight from Florence and brought about the perpetual exile in which he wrote his
  most famous work.


  There was a photograph of the poets grave and the verse of his friend Bernardo Canaccio that included the line:


  Parvi Florentia mater amoris.


  Florence, mother of little love, a sharp reminder of how Dante had been abandoned by his native city. There was a picture, too, of the tomb the Florentines had built for him in 1829, out of a
  tardy sense of guilt. The organizers notes failed to disclose the truth of the matter, however: that his body remained in Ravenna. The ornate sepulchre in the Basilica di Santa Croce, with
  its call to honour the most exalted of poets, was empty. The poet remained an exile still, almost seven hundred years after his death.


  The most famous Florentine object was, however, genuine. Hidden on a podium behind a rich blue curtain, due to be unveiled by the actor playing Dante before the premiere that evening, sat a
  small wooden case on a plinth. Inside, carefully posed against scarlet velvet, was the death mask of Dante Alighieri, cast in 1321 shortly after his last breath. Costa had found himself staring at
  these ancient features for so long that morning that Gianni Peroni had walked over and nudged him back to life with the demand for a coffee and something to eat. The image still refused to quit his
  head: the ascetic face of a fifty-six-year-old man, a little gaunt, with high cheekbones, a prominent nose, and a mouth shut tight with such deliberation that this mask, now grey and stained with
  age, seemed to emphasize: I will speak no more.


  Costa was uneasy about such a treasure being associated with the Hollywood spectacle that had invaded this quiet, beautiful hillside park in Rome. There had been a concerted and occasionally
  vitriolic campaign against the project in the literary circles of Rome and beyond. Rumours of sabotage and mysterious accidents on set had appeared regularly in the papers. The talk, in some of the
  gutter press, suggested the production was cursed because of its impudent and disrespectful pillaging of Dantes work, an idea that had a certain appeal to the superstitious
  nature of many Italians. The response of Roberto Tonti had been to rush to the TV cameras denying furiously that his return to the screen was anything but an art movie produced entirely in the
  spirit of the original.


  The more sophisticated newspapers detected the hand of a clever PR campaign in all this, something the productions publicity director, Simon Harvey, had vigorously denied. Costa had
  watched the last press conference only the day before and come to the conclusion that he would never quite understand the movie industry. Harvey was the last man he expected to be in charge of a
  production costing around a hundred and fifty million dollars, a good third over budget. Amiable, engaging, with a bouncing head of fair, curly hair, he appeared more like a perpetual fan than
  someone capable of dealing with the hungry masses of the world media. But Costa had seen him in private moments too, when he seemed calm and quickthinking, though prone to short bursts of
  anger.


  The people he had met and worked with over the previous few weeks were, for the most part, charming, hard-working, dedicated but, above all, obsessive. Nothing much mattered for them except the
  job in hand, Inferno. A war could have started, a bomb might have exploded in the centre of Rome. They would never have noticed. The screen world was theirs. Nothing else existed.


  Nic Costa rather envied them.
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  An hour after they had walked out from the private showing, blinking into the strong summer sun, Gianni Peronis outrage had still to diminish. He stood next to Leo
  Falcone and Teresa Lupo elaborating a heart-felt rant about the injustice of it all. The world. Life. The job. The fact they were guarding ancient wooden boxes and old letters when they ought to be
  out there doing what they were paid for.


  More than anything, though, it was the movie that got to him. Teresa had, with her customary guile, wangled a free ticket to the event, though she had nothing to do with the security operation
  the state police had in place. Early on in their relationship hed realized the cinema was one of her few pet obsessions outside work. Normally he managed to pass over an interest he failed
  to share. Today it was impossible.


  Roberto Tonti is a genius, Gianni, she declared. A strange genius, but a genius all the same.


  Please. Im still half deaf after all that racket. Ive got pictures running round my head Id really rather not have there. And youre telling me this is
  art?


  All true art is difficult, said a young, confident male voice from behind them. They turned to see a man of about thirty in the full dress uniform of a mounted Carabinieri officer,
  flowing cloak, shiny black boots, and a sword at his waist. The harder it is to peel an orange, the better it will taste.


  I dont believe weve met, Falcone replied, and extended a hand which was grasped with alacrity. The carabiniere had materialized unbidden and in silence, presumably
  fleeing the noisy and, it seemed to Peroni, increasingly ill-tempered scrum by the cinema. The officer was tall, good-looking in a theatrical, too-tanned way, with rather greasy hair that looked as
  if it might have seen pomade. The Carabinieri often seemed a little vain, the old cop thought, then cursed himself for such a stupid generalization.


  Bodoni, the man announced, before turning to Teresa and Peroni to shake their hands too. Please. Let me fetch you another drink. There is prosecco. Is this a problem
  on duty? I think not. It is like water. Also I have a horse, not a car. He can lead me home if necessary.


  No beer? Peroni grumbled.


  I doubt it. The officer shook his head sadly. Let me fetch something and then we may talk a little more. There is no work to be done here, surely. Besides . . . He
  stood up very straight at that moment, inordinately proud of himself. . . . my university degree was in Dante among other things. It shall be of use at last.


  He departed towards the outdoor bar leaving Peroni speechless, mouth flapping like a goldfish.


  I love the Carabinieri, Teresa observed, just to get the men going. They dress so beautifully. Such delicate manners. They fetch you drinks when you want one. They know
  Dante. And hes got one of those lovely horses somewhere, too.


  Falcone stiffened. He was in his best evening suit, something grey, probably from Armani as usual. After the screening Teresa had elbowed Peroni and pointed out that the old fox had been
  speaking at length with a very elegant woman from the San Francisco Police Department. The entire exhibition moved on to America once the show at the Villa Borghese was over. The Californians had a
  team working on liaison to make sure every last precious historical item stayed safe and intact throughout. Teresa had added  her powers of intelligence-gathering never ceasing to amaze him
   that Leos on-off relationship with Raffaella Arcangelo was now going through an extended off phase, perhaps a permanent one. A replacement girlfriend seemed to be on the
  inspectors mind.


  I studied Dante at college for a while, Falcone noted. And Petrarch.


  I read Batman when I wasnt rolling around in the gutter with drunks and thieves, Peroni retorted. But then I always did prefer the quiet intellectual
  life.


  Teresa planted a kiss on his damaged cheek, which felt good.


  Well said, she announced before beaming at the newly returned carabiniere who held four flutes of sparkling wine in his long, wellmanicured hands.


  As a rendition of La Divina Commedia, Bodoni began, I find the film admirable. Tonti follows Dantes structure to a T. Remember . . .


  The man had a professorial, almost histrionic manner and a curious accent, one that almost sounded foreign. The Carabinieri had a habit of talking down to people on occasion. Peroni gritted his
  teeth, tried to ignore Teresas infuriatingly dazzling smile, and listened.


  . . . this is an analogy for the passage of life itself, from cradle to grave and beyond, written in the first example we have of terza rima. A three-line stanza using the pattern
  a-b-a, b-c-b, c-d-c, d-e-d, et cetera, et cetera.


  Peroni downed half his glass in one go. I got that much from the part where the horsesnakedragon thing chomped someone to pieces.


  Bodoni nodded.


  Good. Its in the numbers that the secret lies, and in particular the number nine, which was regarded as the angelic integer, since its sole root is three,
  representing the Trinity, which itself bears the sole root one, representing the Divine Being himself, the Alpha and the Omega of everything.


  Do you ever get to arrest people? Or does the horse do it? Peroni asked, aware that Teresa was kicking him in the shin at that point.


  Bodoni blinked, clearly puzzled, then continued.


  Nine meant everything to Dante. It appears in the context of his beloved Beatrice throughout. Nine are the spheres of Heaven. Correspondingly  since symmetry is also fundamental .
  . .


  Nine are the circles of Hell, Peroni interrupted. See. I was listening. Worse than that, I was watching. He scowled at the glass and tipped it sideways to empty the
  rest of the warm, flat liquid on the concrete pavement outside the Casa del Cinema. It didnt take a genius to understand that last part. The three-hour movie was divided into nine component
  segments, each lasting twenty minutes and prefaced with a title announcing its content, a string of salacious and suggestive headings  the wanton, the gluttonous, the violent  that
  served as a warning for the grisly scene to come. It still looked like a bad horror movie to me. Very bad.


  As it was meant to, Teresa suggested. Thats Roberto Tontis background. You remember those films from the 1970s?


  Anathema, Mania, Dementia, Bodoni concurred.


  Dyspepsia, Nausea . . .? Peroni asked. Has he made those yet? Or does the rubbish we just saw have an alternative title? All that . . . blood and
  noise.


  Bodoni mumbled something unintelligible. Peroni wondered if hed hit home.


  It was Teresa who answered.


  Blood and noise and death are central to art, Gianni, she insisted. They show us its impossible to savour the sweetness of life without being reminded of the
  proximity, and the certainty, of death. Thats at the heart of gialli. Its why I love them. Some of them anyway.


  Peroni hated that word. The yellows. To begin with it had simply referred to the cheap crime thrillers that had come out after the war, in plain primrose jackets. Usually they were
  detective stories and private eye tales, often imported from America. Later the term had spread to the movies, into a series of lurid and often extraordinarily violent films that had begun to
  appear from the Sixties on. Gory, strange supernatural tales through which Tonti had risen to prominence. Peroni knew enough of that kind of work to understand it would never be to his own taste.
  It was all too extreme and, to his mind, needless.


  I hardly think anyone in our line of work needs reminding of a lesson like that, he complained, finding his thoughts shifting to Nic, poor Nic, still lost, still wandering listless
  and without any inner direction two seasons after the murder of his wife.


  We all do, Gianni, she responded, because we all, in the end, forget. She took his arm, a glint in her pale, smart eyes telling him she knew exactly what he was
  thinking.


  He and Falcone had ambled to the childrens cinema earlier and seen the poster there, Peroni mentioning it to Nic in passing, noting how interested hed seemed. Teresas hand
  felt warm in his. He squeezed it and said, very seriously, Give me Bambi any time.


  Theres a death in Bambi, she pointed out. Without it thered be no story.


  He did remember, and it was important. His own daughter had been in tears in the darkness when they went to see that movie, unable to see that her father was in much the same state.


  This is an interesting work also, the Carabinieri officer, Bodoni, interjected. He was, it seemed to Peroni, something of a movie bore, perhaps an understandable attribute for a
  man who spent his working day indolently riding the pleasant green spaces of the Villa Borghese park. The state police had officers in the vicinity too, since it was unthinkable they should not
  venture where the Carabinieri went. A few were mounted, though rather less ostentatiously, while others patrolled the narrow lanes in a couple of tiny Smart cars specially selected for the job. It
  was all show, a duty Peroni would never, in a million years, countenance. Nothing ever happened up here on the hill overlooking the city, with views all the way to the distant dome of St
  Peters and beyond. This wasnt a job for a real cop, simply ceremonial window-dressing for the tourists and the city authorities.


  You can go and watch it now if you like, Falcone said, looking as if he were tiring of the mans presence too. Its showing in the little childrens
  cinema. We saw the poster when we were doing the rounds.


  So did Maggie Flavier, Teresa added. Charming woman for a star, and a perfect Beatrice too. Beautiful yet distant, unreal somehow. I spoke to her and she didnt look
  down her nose at me like the rest of them. She said she was going to try and sneak in there. Anything to get away from this nonsense. Apparently theres some hiccup in the proceedings. Allan
  Prime has gone missing. They dont know whos going to open the exhibition. The mayors here. A couple of ministers. Half the glitterati in Rome. And they still cant decide
  whos going to raise the curtain.


  Thats show business, Falcone agreed with a sage nod of his bald, aquiline head, and a quick stroke of his silver goatee.


  Thats overtime, Peroni observed. Thats . . .


  He stopped. There was the most extraordinary expression on Bodonis very tanned and artificially handsome face. It was one of utter shock and concern, as if he had just heard the most
  terrible news.


  What did you say? the officer asked.


  Theres some argument going on about the ceremony, Teresa explained. Allan Prime, the actor whos supposed to give the opening speech, hasnt turned up.
  They dont know wholl take his place. The last I heard it was going to be Tonti himself.


  No, no . . . he responded anxiously. About Signora Flavier. She has left the event?


  Only to go to the little childrens cinema, Falcone replied a little testily. Its still within the restricted area. As far as Im aware. Personal security
  is the responsibility of the Carabinieri, isnt it?


  We just get to guard things, Peroni grumbled.


  But it was useless. The man had departed, in a distinct hurry, glittering sword slapping at his thigh.
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  Costas eyes stayed locked on the poster for Bambi, outside the Cinema dei Piccoli. An insane idea was growing in his head: perhaps there was an opportunity to
  spend a little time in the place itself, wedged in one of those uncomfortable tiny seats, away from everything. Before he could find the energy to thrust it aside, a soft female voice asked, in
  English, Is this a queue for the movie?


  He turned and found himself looking at a woman of about his own age and height. She was gazing back at him with curious, very bright green eyes, and seemed both interested and a little nervous.
  Something about her was familiar. Her chestnut hair was fashioned in a Peter Pan cut designed, with some forethought, to appear quite carefree. She wore a long dark blue evening dress that was
  revealing and low at the front, with a pearl necklace around her slender throat. Her pale face was somewhat tomboyish, though striking. He found himself unable to stop looking at her, then,
  realizing the rudeness of his prolonged stare, apologized immediately.


  No problem, she replied, laughing. Everything about her seemed too perfect: the hair, the dress, her white, white teeth, the delicate make-up and lipstick applied so precisely.
  Im used to it by now.


  The woman had movie business written all over her, though it took him a moment to realize.


  She returned his stare, still laughing.


  You really have no idea who I am, do you?


  He closed his eyes and felt very stupid. In his minds eye he could see her twenty feet tall on the screen in the Casa del Cinema wearing a flowing medieval robe, her hair long and fair
  and lustrous, an ethereal figure, the muse, the dead lover Dante sought in his journey through the Inferno.


  Youre Beatrice.


  The charming smile died.


  Not quite, she said with a slow deliberation. Thats the part I played. My name is Maggie Flavier. She waited. Nic Costa smiled blankly. You still
  havent heard of me, have you?


  No, he confessed. Not beyond Beatrice. Sorry.


  Amazing. He had no idea whether she was delighted or offended. And whom do I have the pleasure of addressing?


  Costa showed her the ID card. She glanced at it.


  Police, she noted, puzzled, and nodded at a couple of distant carabinieri on matching burnt umber mares, black capes flowing, gleaming swords by their sides.


  One of them . . .


  Theyre Carabinieri, he corrected her. Military. Were just civilians. Ordinary. Like everyone else.


  Really? She didnt seem convinced by something. The movie . . .


  Costa pointed to the Casa del Cinema.


  The premiere is over there. This is just a little place. For children.


  She extended her arm out towards the wall and he caught a faint passing trace of some expensive scent.


  Posso leggere, she said in easy Italian, pointing to the article about the cinema on the door, and then the poster for the cartoon, reading out a little of each to prove her
  boast.


  I meant this movie, she added, now in English again. A few minutes of peace and quiet, and a fairy story too.


  I thought you were in the fairy story business already.


  Lots of people think that. She touched his arm gently, briefly. You could join me. Two fugitives . . . she nodded back towards the crowd near the Casa del Cinema.
  . . . from that circus.


  She seemed . . . desperate wasnt quite the right word. But it wasnt too far wrong. He did recognize Maggie Flavier, he realized. Or at least he could now match the image of her in
  life with that on the screen, in the public imagination. Her photo had been in the papers for years. She was a star, one whod attracted a lot of publicity, not all of it good. The details
  eluded him. He was happy to leave it that way. The artificiality of the movie business made him uncomfortable. Being close to so many Americans, finding himself engulfed in such a tide of pretence
  and illusion, had affected Costa. He would have preferred something routine, something straightforward, such as simply walking the streets of Rome, looking for criminals. The seething ocean of
  intense emotion that was a gigantic movie production left him feeling a little stranded, a little too reflective. It was a relief to look Maggie Flavier in the eyes and see a young, attractive
  woman who simply wished to step outside this world for a moment, just as he did.


  Costa spoke to the man in the ticket booth. His ID card did not impress. It was the presence of a famous Hollywood star that got the small wooden doors opened and the two of them ushered into
  the tiny dark hall where the movie was now showing to a small audience; their tiny heads reflected in the projector beam.


  Only for a little while, he whispered into her ear, as they sat down.


  Certo, she murmured, in a passable impersonation of a gruff Roman accent, and briefly gripped his arm as she lowered herself into the small, hard seat.


  He started to say, a little too loudly, But you must be back for the . . .


  She glowered at him, eyes flaring with a touch of amused anger, until he fell silent and looked at the screen. Bambi was with his mother fleeing the unseen hunters guns, racing through
  snow fields, terrified, shocked by this deadly intrusion. Finally the little fawn came to a halt, spindly legs deep in snow, suddenly aware that he was alone, and the larger, beloved figure of his
  mother was nowhere to be seen.


  It never ceased to touch him, to break his heart to see the defenceless, fragile creature wandering the woods lost and forlorn in a series of lonely dissolves, searching, coming to realize, with
  each solemn step, that the quest was helpless. This wasnt just a movie for children. It was an allegory for life itself, the endless cycle from innocence to knowledge, birth to death, the
  constant search for renewal.


  Perhaps this clandestine visit wasnt such a good idea. Something about this tiny place made him feel sad and a little wretched. He glanced at the woman by his side and felt his heart rise
  towards his throat.


  Maggie Flavier, who had seemed so quiet and self-assured when he met her outside the little wooden cinema, sat frozen in the tiny cinema chair, hand over her mouth, eyes glassy with tears and
  locked to the screen.


  I think . . . he said, and took her hand, . . . we should get out of here.
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  Peroni watched the carabiniere disappear into the crowd milling around the entrance to the Casa del Cinema. The mood there didnt seem to be improving.


  Maybe theyve realized people wont like it, Peroni wondered. Maybe theres  how much? A hundred and fifty million dollars and some very big
  reputations?  all about to go down the pan.


  Teresa gave him a caustic look.


  Stop being so bitchy. This is the biggest movie to be made at Cinecitt since Cleopatra. It wont fail.


  Cleopatra did.


  Those were different times. Roberto Tonti has a hit on his hands. You can feel it in the air. She glanced at the crowds of evening suits and cocktail dresses gathered for the
  premiere. Cant you?


  Falcone handed his untouched glass to a passing waiter.


  Possibly. The critics say it could be an unmitigated disaster, financially and artistically.Or a runaway success. Who cares?


  Peroni scanned the shifting crowd. Some of them cared, he thought. A lot. Then his eyes turned away from the milling crush of bodies and found the green open space of the park.


  He was astonished to see a lone figure on a chestnut stallion, galloping across the expanse of verdant lawn leading away from the cinema complex. Bodoni of the Carabinieri didnt look the
  fey, aesthetic intellectual hed appeared earlier. Hed been transformed, the way an actor was when he marched on stage.


  This Bodoni looked like a soldier from another time. He charged across the dry, parched summer grass of the park of the Villa Borghese, down towards the Cinema dei Piccoli.


  High in the officers hand was the familiar silhouette of a gun.
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  They sat on the wall outside the Cinema dei Piccoli.


  Maggie looked a little shame-faced. Im sorry I went all boohoo. Bag of nerves really. Youre lucky I didnt throw up. Im always like this at premieres. I took
  three months off after Inferno and it feels as if it never happened. Now I have to do it all over again. Be someone else, somewhere else. Oh, and you dropped this in your rush to bundle me
  out of there . . .


  His battered leather wallet was in her hands, open to show the photo there. Emily, two months before she died, bright-eyed in the sun, her golden hair gleaming on the day they took a picnic in
  the gardens on the Palatine.


  No need to explain, Costa said, glancing at the picture, then taking it from her. I dont know why films do that. Its not as if theyre real.


  Her green eyes flashed at him.


  Define real. Bambis a bitch. Disney knew how to twist your emotions. Its a scary talent, real enough for me. She stared at the grass at their
  feet. They all have it.


  Who?


  Movies and the people who make them. We exist to screw around with your heads. To do things youd like to do yourself but lack the courage. Or the common sense. Its a small
  gift but a rare one, thank God. Beats waiting on tables, though. She hesitated. Your wifes lovely.


  Yes, he replied automatically. She was.


  He was distracted watching what was coming their way from the gathering by the cinema complex, trying to make sense of this strange, unexpected sight. He knew what the park Carabinieri were
  like. They were indolent toy soldiers. Usually.


  The woman with the Peter Pan haircut sat next to him looking like a child whod been placed inside her shimmering blue evening dress on someones orders, someone whod created
  her for a ceremony, or another hidden purpose. She held a damp tissue in her pale slender fingers. Her make-up had run a little from the tears.


  Did something happen back there? he said, and nodded in the direction of the gathering. At the premiere?


  He could hear the distant clatter of hoofs as the horse galloped towards them with a strange, stiff figure on its back. She squinted at the sunlight and said, I dont think so.
  Allan Prime hadnt turned up to make his speech. Thats unusual. Hes normally dead reliable. She registered the movement ahead of them, and began squinting even
  harder.


  Costa stood up and said, Go inside, please. Now.


  Why?


  He didnt like guns. He didnt like the sight of a carabiniere in full dress uniform storming madly across this normally peaceful park in their direction.


  The rider was getting closer. She rose to stand next to him. Her arm went immediately through his, out of fear or some need for closeness, he was unsure which. Briefly, Costa wanted to laugh.
  There was something so theatrical about this woman, as if the entire world was a drama and she one more member of the cast.


  Let me deal with it, Costa insisted, and took one step forward so that he was in front of her, confronting the racing horse that now made a sound like an insistent drum roll, or
  the rattle of some strange weapon, as it flew closer.


  The officer pointed his weapon in the air and loosed off a shot. From somewhere nearby a dog began to bark maniacally. The mans insane dash across the green grass of the Villa Borghese
  had only one point of focus, and it was them.


  Who the hell is that? Maggie asked.


  As Costa watched, the uniformed man leaned forward in the saddle, as if preparing for one final assault.


  It felt as if hed walked unbidden onto some movie set, one with a script he couldnt begin to fathom. The carabiniere was in a crouch, racing furiously to close the distance that
  separated them. The sight reminded Costa of some old movie, The Charge of the Light Brigade maybe. Something that began as a show of bravado and ended in a shocking, unforeseen tide of
  bloodshed.


  Heres an idea. Lets not find out.


  He turned and grabbed her slender arm, both tugging and pushing her towards the closed wooden door of the tiny cinema. Soon there was a thunderstorm of desperate hoofs behind them and the
  rhythmic beat of the animals angry snorts. He got her inside, protesting still.


  Dont cops here carry guns? she demanded, dragging herself out of his arms as he pushed and kicked a way in, opening up the black interior in which the movie still played
  over a handful of small heads.


  To go to the cinema? Costa asked, bewildered. Please . . .


  Maggie! Maggie!


  The carabiniere was screaming for her as he fought to control the horse. Costa had seen enough cowboy films to know what came next. Hed dismount. Hed come for them.


  Who is this guy? she pleaded, struggling against him.


  Your biggest fan? Costa wondered, before he bawled at the attendant to call for the police.


  Of course he didnt carry a gun, Costa thought. Or even a radio. They were there for what was supposed to be a pleasant social event, and to watch lazily as someone unveiled a
  seven-hundred-year-old death mask. Not to encounter some crazed carabiniere who rode like John Wayne, and seemed able to handle a weapon just as well.


  It was a struggle to force her further inside. There was a fire exit sign on the far side. He found the light switches and turned the black interior of the cinema into a sea of yellow
  illumination. No more than seven kids sat in the tiny seats in front of him, each turning to blink at him resentfully.


  Go out the other side, Costa yelled at them.


  No one moved.


  Bambis not finished, a small boy with a head of black choirboy hair objected. He could have been no more than five or six and didnt look as if anything would
  move him.


  Maggie Flavier was strong. She fought as Costa dragged her over to the projection room, a place hed visited once, when he was a child, in the company of his father. Then he kicked open
  the little wooden door, saw there was no one inside and thrust her into the cubicle, ordering her to keep quiet, then shutting the door to keep her from view.


  When he turned round, he found daylight streaming through the entrance again. The carabiniere walked in, the black gun in his right hand, held at an angle, ready for use.


  Costa walked up to block his way.


  There are children here, officer, he said calmly. What do you want?


  Im not an officer, you idiot, the man in the uniform said without emotion. Where is she?


  Put down the gun. Then we talk.


  I dont wanna talk.


  His accent was strange. Roman yet foreign too, as if he came from somewhere else.


  Put down . . .


  The man moved quickly, with an athletes speed and determination. In an instant the carabiniere had snatched the small, complaining child from the nearest seat, wrapped his arm round the
  boys chest, picked him up and thrust the weapons blunt nose tight against his temple. The young eyes beneath the choirboy cut filled with tears and a wide-open, fearful
  astonishment.


  Where is she?


  Costa thought he heard voices outside. The cinema attendant must have got someones attention. What that meant when this lunatic had achild in his grip . . .


  Let go of the child . . . he began.


  Im here, Maggie Flavier said, opening the door of the projection room at the back of the theatre. What do you want?


  She stood silhouetted in the entrance to the cubicle, something trailing from her left hand, something he couldnt quite make out.


  The figure in the uniform turned to look in her direction. He didnt relax his hold on the child for a moment.


  I want you, he said, as if the question was idiotic. Doesnt everyone? I want . . .


  Perhaps it was an actors talent, but somehow Costa knew she was about to do something.


  To hell with everyone, Maggie Flavier said, and tugged on whatever she held in her fingers.


  It was film. Costa could hear noises coming from the projection room, frames of movie rattling, jamming, held inside the machine that gave them life. Unconsciously hed realized what had
  happened to the showing of Bambi as the attacker entered the room. It had somehow frozen on a single frame. She must have done that. She had to be in control.


  Maggie Flavier yanked hard on the snaking trail of celluloid and something snapped, came free.


  The carabiniere stared in her direction, curious, angry, uncertain what to do.


  Nic Costa gazed at his feet, guessing what came next. The film fell free in the projector gate. Bright, piercing white light, as brilliant as a painters vision of Heaven, spilled into the
  room.


  The boy in the uniformed mans arms squirmed and screamed. The carabiniere swore, a foul English curse, and tried to shield his eyes. Costa, not looking for a moment towards the
  projectors beam, laid a heavy, hard blow to the visible area of the mans stomach, unable, he knew, to reach the weapon, intent, still, on releasing the child. He punched again. There
  was a cry of pain and fury. His left hand closed on the boys back, his right struggled to pull him free. Costa was kicking and flailing with his feet and his legs, intent on coming between
  man and hostage.


  Then something else intervened. A large silver circular shape crossed his vision and dashed against the carabinieres head. Maggie Flavier had a film can and she was using it, along with
  some pretty choice language too.


  The weapon turned to face Costas chest. The barrel barked, the black shape jumped in the mans hand.


  The woman struck again, hard, with such force the firearm fell back, still in their attackers grip. The boy wriggled free and fled the moment his small feet touched the floor. Costa
  closed in, took the mans forearm, forced it back, sending the weapon upwards into one of the hot overhead lights in the low wooden ceiling.


  There was a scream. Pain. Heat on skin. The handgun tumbled to the floor. The carabiniere turned and stumbled out of Costas hold, was free again, was scrabbling, half-crouching, towards
  the gun, too close to it for anyone to intervene.


  Run, Costa ordered, unable to understand why he was still standing, why he could feel no pain.


  She didnt move.


  No. Are you hurt?


  Run!


  I dont need to. Cant you see?


  He could, and he didnt understand how he knew she was correct, but she was. The individual in the Carabinieri uniform, now stained with dirt and dust from the floor of the Cinema dei
  Piccoli, wouldnt come back to them. It was written in his defeated, puzzled, angry face. As if his part was over.


  Leave the weapon, Costa barked. Leave the weapon alone.


  It was useless. The man retrieved the gun, then laughed and half-fell, half-ran out of the door, out into a warm golden Roman evening.


  She started to take one step to follow. Costa put out a hand to prevent her.


  That was a mistake, he said.


  He knew what happened when wild men flailed around with weapons in public, particularly in a protected, special place, full of officers determined to guard those in their care.


  He could, and he didnt understand how he knew she was correct, but she was. The individual in the Carabinieri uniform, now stained with dirt and dust from the floor of the Cinema dei
  Piccoli, wouldnt come back to them. It was written in his defeated, puzzled, angry face. As if his part was over.


  Whats happening? she asked and started to brush past him.


  No! Costa commanded, with more certainty than hed used in many a long month.


  He stepped in front of her and stared into the womans foreign yet familiar face.


  You never walk towards the line of fire, Costa said, his finger in front of her face, like a teacher determined to deliver a lesson that had to be learned. Never . .
  .


  He was shocked to see that, for the first time, there seemed to be a hint of real fear in her face, and he was the cause, not the madman who had attacked them for no apparent reason.


  Outside the shouting ended and the staccato sound of gunfire began.
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  They heard it from the Casa del Cinema. The volley of pistol shots sounded so loud and insistent it sent every grey, excitable pigeon in the park fleeing into the radiant
  evening sky.


  Nics there somewhere . . . Peroni said instantly, alarmed.


  Falcone and Teresas eyes were on the podium. Peroni couldnt believe their attention was anywhere but the source of that awful, familiar sound.


  Its the Carabinieris job, Falcone answered, not looking at him for a moment. Nic can take care of himself.


  To hell with the Carabinieri! Im . . .


  Peroni fell silent. The dark blue uniforms of their rivals seemed to be everywhere. Officers were shouting, yelling into radios, looking panicked.


  On the podium Roberto Tonti, with a gaggle of puzzled, halffrightened politicians and minor actors around him, was droning on about the movie and its importance, about Dante and a poets
  vision of Hell, all as if hed never noticed a thing. The tall, stooped director looked every inch of his seventy years. His head of grey, swept-back hair seemed the creation of a make-up
  department. His skin was bloodless and pale, his cheeks hollow, his entire demeanour gaunt. Peroni knew the rumours; that the man was desperately sick. Perhaps this explained his obsessive need to
  continue with the seemingly interminable speech as the commotion swirled around them.


  . . . for nine is the angelic number, Tonti droned on, echoing the words of the strange carabiniere theyd met earlier. This you shall see in the work, in its
  structure, in its division of the episodes of life. I give you . . .


  The movie director tugged on the braided rope by the side of the curtain. The velvet opened.


  . . . the creator. The source. The fountainhead.


  The casket came into full view. Peroni blinked rapidly to make sure he wasnt dreaming. Someone in the crowd released a short, pained cry. He watched the woman next to him, some
  half-familiar Roman model from the magazines, elegant in a silk gown and jewels, place her gloved fingers to her lips, her mouth open, her eyes wide with shock.


  The Carabinieri became frantic. They didnt know where to look, towards the childrens cinema and the sound of shooting, or at the platform, where Tonti was now walking stiffly away
  from the thing he had revealed, an expression of utter distaste on his cold, sallow face, as if he resented the obvious fact that it had somehow stolen his thunder.


  Falcone was pushing his way through the crowd, elbowing past black-suited men with pale faces and shrieking female guests.


  Teresa, predictably, was a short step behind.


  Oh well, Peroni grumbled, and fell in too, forcing his big, bulky body through the sea of silk and fine dark jackets ahead of him, apologizing as he went.


  By the time he reached the small stage outside the entrance to the Casa del Cinema the area around the exhibit case was empty save for Falcone and the pathologist who stood either side of the
  cabinet staring at what lay within, bloody and shocking behind the smeared glass. Peroni felt quite proud of himself. Thered been a time when all this would have made him feel a little
  sick.


  He studied the object. It appeared to be a severed head covered in some kind of thin blue plastic which had been slashed to allow the eyes and mouth to be visible. The material enclosing most of
  what stood in place of Dantes death mask was pulled painfully tight. So much so that it was easy to see the features of the face that lay beneath. It was an image that had been everywhere in
  Rome for weeks, that of Allan Prime. This was the face of the new Dante, visible on all the posters, all the promotional material that had appeared on walls and billboards, subway trains and buses.
  Now it had replaced the death mask of the poet himself. Sealed inside the case by yards of ugly black duct tape, it was some kind of cruel, ironic statement, Peroni guessed. Close up, it also
  looked not quite real  if the word could be applied to such a situation.


  Two senior Carabinieri officers materialized at Falcones side. He ignored them.


  This is ours, the older one declared. Were responsible for the safety of the cast.


  Falcones grey eyebrows rose in surprise. He didnt say a thing.


  Dont get fresh with me, the officer went on, instantly irate. You were supposed to be looking after the mask.


  Peroni shrugged and observed, One lost piece of clay. One dead famous actor. Do you want to swap?


  Its ours!


  What? Teresa asked. A practical joke?


  Slyly, without any of the men noticing, she had stolen the short, black truncheon from the junior carabinieres belt. The pathologist now held it in her right hand and was quietly aiming a
  blow at the blood-smeared glass.


  Touch the evidence and I will have your job, the senior carabiniere said, more than a little fearful.


  Same here, Falcone added.


  This is evidence, gentlemen, Teresa replied. But not of the kind you think. She looked at each of them and smiled. Were in the movie business now,
  remember? Do the words special effects mean anything at all?


  The short baton connected with the top of the glass cabinet. Teresa raked it round and round. When she had enough room to manoeuvre she reached in and, to the curses of both Falcone and his
  Carabinieri counterparts, carefully lifted out the head and held it in her hands, turning the thing round, making approving noises.


  Teresa ran one large pale finger along the ragged line of blood and tissue at the base then, to Peronis horror, put the gory tip to her mouth and licked it.


  Food colouring, she said. Fake blood. Its the wrong shade. Didnt you notice? Movie blood always is. Flesh and skin . . . its all a joke. The
  tissue at the ragged torn neckline came away in her fingers: cotton wool stained a livid red, stuck weakly to the base of the head with glue.


  Her fingers picked at the blue latex cladding around the base of the neck and revealed perfect skin beneath, the colour and complexion of that of a store-window dummy. Peroni laughed. Hed
  known something was wrong.


  But why? she asked, puzzled, talking entirely to herself.


  She turned the head again in her hands, looked into the bulbous eyes staring out of the slits made in the blue plastic. They were clearly artificial, not human at all. It was all legerdemain,
  and obvious once you learned how to look.


  Then Teresa Lupo gazed more closely into the face and her dark, full eyebrows creased in bafflement. She pulled back the blue plastic around the lips to reveal a mouth set in an expression of
  pain and bewilderment. More plastic came away as she tore at the tight, enclosing film to show the face. There was a mask there. It had been crudely fastened to a store dummys head to give
  it form. She removed sufficient of the film to allow her to lift the object beneath from the base. Then she held it up and rotated the thing in her fingers.


  Hair, she said, nodding at the underside. Whiskers. Her fingers indicated a small stain on the interior, near the chin. And thats real blood.


  She glancedat Falcone, anxious, bemused.


  This is from a man, Leo, Teresa Lupo insisted. Allan Prime.


  The inspector stood there, a finger to his lips, thinking. The Carabinieri couple said nothing and looked at one another. More of their officers were pushing back the crowd now. Peroni could
  hear the whine of an ambulance siren working its way to the park.


  She placed the mask on the podium table and rotated the pale dummys head in her hands, ripping back the remaining covering.


  Theres something else, she murmured.


  The words emerged as she tore off the blue film. They were written in a flowing, artistic script across the top of the skull. It reminded Peroni of the hucksters props they found when
  they raided fake clairvoyants taking the gullible to the cleaners. They had objects like this, with each portion of the head marked out for its metaphysical leanings. In this case the message
  covered everything, from ear to ear, as if there were only a single lesson to be absorbed.


  Lasciate ogne speranza, voi chintrate, Teresa said, as if reciting from memory. Abandon all hope, you who enter here. She shook her head.
  Damnation in the mind of a poet. Thats what was written on the Gate of Hell when Dante entered.


  A noise made Peroni glance back at the crowd. Costa was walking through looking pale but determined, a gun hanging loose in his hand. By his side was the actress from the movie, her eyes
  downcast and glassy.


  Costa joined them, nodded at the dummys head in Teresa Lupos hands, and asked, What happened?


  The pathologist told him before Falcone could object.


  And you? Falcone demanded.


  Maggie Flavier was staring at the mask, shocked, silent, her cheeks marked by lines of smudged mascara.


  Costa glanced at her and said, It seemed as if someone was trying to attack Miss Flavier. Then . . .


  The senior Carabinieri man found his voice.


  This is our case. Our evidence. I have made a phone call to Maresciallo Quattrocchi, Falcone. He was called away briefly. Now he returns. You learn. This cannot . .
  .


  He fell abruptly silent as Costa lifted the handgun, pointed it at the fake head and loosed off a shot. The sound silenced them all. Maggie stifled a choking sob. There was nothing new there
  when the smoke and the racket had cleared. No damage. Not another fresh shard of shattered glass.


  Blanks, Costa told the man.This was his gun. I took it from his corpse while your men danced around it like schoolgirls. Theyve just shot dead a defenceless man
  taking part in some kind of a sick prank. Why not go investigate that?


  Th-this . . . the officer stuttered.


  Enough, Falcone interjected and glanced at Costa. Assemble a team, sovrintendente. Subito.


  Teresa was already on the phone, and standing guard over the objects on the podium table.


  Where does Allan Prime live? Falcone asked.


  The officer said nothing.


  I know, Maggie Flavier said. Do you think . . . ?


  She didnt finish the sentence.


  You can tell us on the way, Falcone said, then called for a car.
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  They sat in the back of the Lancia, with a plain-clothes female driver at the wheel.


  Sir, Costa said, as they slowly negotiated the bickering snarl of vehicles arguing for space in the Piazza Venezia. Miss Flavier . . . I dont understand why she
  should be here.


  The woman by his side gave him a puzzled look but remained silent.


  Falcone sighed then turned round from the passenger seat and extended his long tanned hand. Maggie Flavier took it. She was more composed now and had wiped away the stray make-up from her face.
  She looked younger, more ordinary. Prettier, said a stray thought.


  My name is Leo Falcone. Im an inspector. His inspector.


  Nice to meet you. Why am I here?


  He gave her his most gracious and charming of smiles.


  For reasons that are both practical and political. You were the victim of some strange kind of attack. Perhaps a joke. But a poor one it seems to me. Allan Prime . . . Maybe it was a joke
  in his case too. I dont know and I would like to. One man is dead. Prime is missing. The Carabinieri, meanwhile, are wandering around preening themselves while trying to work out which day
  it is. We have no need of complications.


  Falcone stared at her openly.


  Would you rather they have regard for your safety? Or us? The choice is yours, naturally.


  My safety?


  Just in case.


  Whats going on here? she demanded. I was supposed to be at a movie premiere tonight. People shooting blanks. Fake death masks. Her bright, animated face fell.
  Someone getting killed. She looked at Costa. Why did they shoot him anyway?


  Because they thought he was dangerous. They didnt know any better. Whoever he was . . .


  Not Carabinieri, thats for sure, Falcone intervened.


  Whoever he was, Costa continued, this is now a real case and its not ours. He caught the dismay in the inspectors eye. Im sorry.
  Thats a fact, sir. The Carabinieri were given the job of security. Also, theres the question of jurisdiction. Allan Prime is an American citizen. If hes missing, someone has to
  inform the Embassy and allow them a role in the investigation. We all know the rules when a foreign citizens involved. We cant just drive away with a key witness and hope its
  all ours. I should never have left the scene in the first place, or taken that weapon.


  The car came to a halt in the traffic in Vittorio Emanuele. He didnt understand why they were taking this route. There were quicker ways through the tangle of alleys behind the Campo dei
  Fiori. A good police driver should have known about them.


  The woman at the wheel turned and smiled at them.


  The US authorities are involved already, she said. So dont worry on that front. Captain Catherine Bianchi. San Francisco Police Department. Is there a better way than
  this? I dont drive much in Rome usually. I lack the fortitude.


  She was about forty, slim, with a pleasant, bright face, Italian-looking he would have said until he looked at her hair. It was straight and immaculate, coal-coloured with a henna sheen, tied
  back behind her head in a severe way that would have been rare on a Roman woman. She spoke good Italian, though with an American inflection. This was the woman hed heard about; the one
  whod caught Falcones eye.


  The inspector outlined a faster route to the Via Giulia, with a degree of patience he would never have used on one of his officers.


  Can I hit the siren? she asked.


  No, Falcone replied. That will just give them notice.


  Give who notice? Maggie Flavier asked.


  The Carabinieri, of course, he answered.


  Costa looked out of the window, at the people and the cars, the familiar crush of humanity in his native city.


  He understood why Maggie Flavier was in the car. A man had died in the gardens of the Villa Borghese. Some strange, gruesome caricature of a human head had been substituted for the precious
  death mask of Dante which they were supposed to be guarding. A world-famous actor was missing, and his co-star had been the victim of an attack that seemed to be some kind of pointless prank.


  There were crimes here, perhaps serious, perhaps less so. Leo Falcone clearly had no desire to try to go near the shooting. It would have been pointless. The man who attacked them had been
  killed by the Carabinieri. Only they could investigate themselves. What Falcone was quietly attempting to do was position himself to steal any broader case concerning the death mask and, more
  importantly, the fate of Allan Prime. The two principal national law enforcement agencies in Italy usually managed to avoid turf wars over who handled what. In theory they were equals, one
  civilian, one military, both capable of handling serious crimes. Often the decision about which organization handled a case came down to the simplest of questions: Who got there first?


  We will have to offer them a statement, Costa insisted. Miss Flavier and I. We were witnesses.


  Theres no hurry, the inspector observed. Neither of you knows this man, do you? Nor did you see how he died. Its better that Miss Flavier remains in our
  company. For her own sake.


  Absolutely, the American policewoman insisted from the front seat. No question about it.


  Maggie Flavier leaned back in the deep leather of Falcones Lancia, flung her arms behind her head and sighed, I love Italy.


  She gazed at Costa, smiling wanly, resigned. He found himself briefly mesmerized by her actors skill, the ability she possessed to turn her gaze upon someone, seize his attention, to look
  at him with her bright green eyes and hold his interest, make him wonder what came next. This was the way she stared into the camera lens. For reasons he couldnt quite pinpoint he found that
  thought vaguely disturbing.


  Whys that? he asked.


  Here I am being kidnapped by two charming Roman cops. And why? So you can steal some case you dont understand right from under the noses of the opposition.


  At the wheel of the Lancia as they negotiated the narrow, choked lanes of the centro storico,Catherine Bianchi chuckled and said, You got it.


  Costa didnt laugh though. Nor did Leo Falcone, who was on his mobile phone, engaged in along, low discussion he clearly didnt want anyone else to hear.


  They rounded one more corner, past a house, Costa recalled, that was once supposed to have belonged to the mistress of a Borgia pope, Alexander VI. An image flashed through his head: Bartolomeo
  Venezianos subtly erotic portrait of Alexanders bewitching daughter Lucrezia, ginger hair crimped, a single breast bared, catching the artists eye with an unsmiling sideways
  glance, the selfsame way Maggie Flavier regarded Roberto Tontis camera, and through it the prurient world at large. It was a strange memory, yet apposite. Lucrezia, like Beatrice, the
  character Maggie played, was an enigma, never quite fully understood.


  The Lancia turned into the Via Giulia, one of the smartest streets in Rome, a place of palatial apartments and expensive antique stores. A sea of blue state police cars stood motionless ahead of
  them. There were dark blue vans of the Carabinieri in among them. Traffic was backed up on the Lungotevere by the river. A battle was looming.


  Maggie nodded at a house in the centre of the tangle of the vehicles.


  Its that one there.


  You know it well? Costa asked.


  Allan threw parties, she said with ashrug. A lot. She looked at him, her smile gone, her face very like the Lucrezia he recalled from the painting hed seen
  when he stole off from some routine immigration duty that had sent him to Frankfurt. Everyone likes a party from time to time, dont they?


  She paused and looked, for a moment, very vulnerable.


  You dont want me to come in, do you? she said, and the question was asked of Falcone.


  The inspector seemed puzzled.


  Would you rather stay here?


  If thats OK. She put a hand to her close-cropped hair, tousled it nervously, the way a child did. Youll think Im crazy but I get a feeling for things
  sometimes. Ive got one now. Its not good. Dont make me go in there. Not unless you know its all right. I need the bathroom. I need a drink.


  Sovrintendente, Falcone ordered.


  Sir.


  Find two women officers who can take Miss Flavier to the wine bar round the corner. Then you come with me.


  
    
  


   2 


  Gianni Peroni had enjoyed stand-offs with the Carabinieri before. Just never over a dummys head with an apparently genuine death mask attached to it. He had four
  plain-clothes state police officers with him to form a physical barrier between the evidence and the grumbling crowd of smart uniforms and surly faces getting angrier by the moment. The small
  police forensic crew had, meanwhile, gathered what passed for some of the strangest evidence Peroni had ever seen.


  What really took his breath away were the movie people. Roberto Tonti, grey hair flying as his stooped, lanky frame hobbled around the stage storming at anyone within earshot. The dark, heavily
  built producer Dino Bonetti, whod pass for a mob boss any day, stabbing his finger at anyone whod listen, demanding that the evening go ahead. And, more subtly, some quiet American
  publicity man backing them up during the rare moments either paused for breath. Even the Carabinieri baulked at the idea everything could go off as planned. While the arguments ensued, Teresa and
  her small newly gathered team worked quietly and swiftly, placing items very quickly into evidence bags and containers, trying to stay out of the mle. He hadnt told her they
  didnt have long. He hadnt needed to.


  Theres been a death, Peroni pointed out when Tonti began threatening to call some politicians he knew. And . . . he gestured at the bloodied fake head.
  . . . this. The entertainment is over, sir. Surely you appreciate what Im talking about?


  The publicist took him by the arm and requested a private word. Glad to have an excuse to escape the directors furious bellows, Peroni ordered the plain-clothes men not to move an inch
  and went with the man to the back of the stage.


  He had seen Simon Harvey on their visits to Cinecitta` to discuss arrangements for the exhibition. He seemed a professional, obsessed with the job as much as the rest of them, but, perhaps, with
  some rare degree of perspective. Peroni recalled that, on one occasion, the man had given them a brief and apparently academic lecture on Dante and the origins of Inferno, as if somehow
  needing to justify the intellectual rationale behind the movie, to declare, This will be art, promise. This had struck him as odd and unnecessary at the time. But then the movie
  industry was rarely predictable, for ordinary human beings anyway. That day in the film studios hed watched hideously disfigured ghouls sipping Coke, smoking cigarettes and filling in
  crosswords during their time off camera. Hed been glad to get out into the dull suburb surrounding the studio and breathe the fume-filled air after that.


  Listen, Harvey went on. Forget about Roberto and Bonetti bawling you out. Thats how they work, Roberto more than most. The point is this. Theres big money at
  stake here. Italian money.


  Peroni stared at the man, wondering what to make of this strange comment. With his unruly head of wayward fair hair, a face that wasnt as young as it was trying to appear and an attitude
  that varied from servile to importunate, he didnt seem to fit at all.


  Italian money? Peroni asked. What does that mean?


  Harvey cast a backwards glance to make sure no one was listening.


  Do I need to spell it out?


  For me you do.


  The publicist placed a conspiratorial hand on Peronis arm.


  Youre a cop, he said with a sigh. Please dont act the innocent. God knows its been in the papers anyway. Bonetti has all kinds of friends. Government
  friends. He winced. Other sorts. Theres more than a hundred and fifty million dollars running on this horse. Money like that creates debts that need paying. This is your
  country . . . not mine. We both know there are people neither of us want to piss off, not for a three-hour private screening in front of a handful of self-important jerks in evening dress anyway.
  All I ask is you give us a break. Then were done. It wont get in the way. Ill make sure. Thats a promise.


  Peroni couldnt believe what he was hearing.


  Someones been shot. They heard it. We all did. Theres also the question of a death mask which, in case youve forgotten, seems to resemble your missing movie
  star.


  He pointed at the head, which was now on a plastic mat on the podium table, being prodded and poked by Teresa and her deputy, Silvio Di Capua. She caught Peronis eye and he got the
  message straight away. It was time to get the evidence out of there as soon as possible, before the Carabinieri made a determined charge to grab it. The dark blue uniforms seemed to be breeding
  around them, and some of them had fancy stripes and medals on their jackets that denoted the arrival of more senior ranks.


  Ever heard the saying The show must go on? Harvey replied.


  Dont tell me. Its what this absent star of yours would have wanted.


  Precisely. Imagine. All these people can go tell their friends tomorrow they still got to the premiere, even after everything. This is the world I live in, friend. Its about status
  and money and oneupmanship. Inferno is the big release of this summer, worldwide. They get to say they saw it first. We get to keep our backers happy. You escape the phone calls from on
  high. Please.


  This is a police investigation . . .


  No its not, Harvey interrupted. Lets speak frankly. I oversaw those security arrangements. By rights this belongs to the Carabinieri. Not you. All you guys had
  to look after was the stuff.


  The stuff, Peroni repeated.


  No fun doing the menial work while others get to stand in the spotlight, is it? The American smiled. This is within my gift, Officer . . . er, I forget the name.


  Gianni Peroni, he answered. Like the beer.


  He stuck out his hand. Peroni took it.


  Simon Harvey. Like the sherry. Heres the deal. You let this little show go on tonight. Ill do what I can to ensure this investigation goes your way. The Carabinieri
  wont argue. Not till theyve phoned home, and by then you and your friends will be clear away with the goods.


  Peroni thought about this. Harvey had no idea how these matters worked. The probability was that the Carabinieri would get the investigation in any case, however hard Falcone tried to steal the
  job. The men from the military had been given cast and crew security from the outset. It was their call.


  Why would you want to give me a deal like that?


  The head of curly hair nodded in the direction of the dark blue uniforms.


  Because Ive had a bellyful of those stuck-up bastards for the past few months and they wont cut me a deal on anything. Is that good enough?


  Peroni discreetly eyed the opposition. Some boss figure had emerged and was now bravely taking on the police forensic team, not even blinking at Teresas increasingly desperate attempts to
  shout him down. There was strength in numbers, particularly when it came backed up by medals and rank. It was definitely time to go.


  You must have seen that film a million times, Peroni observed.


  A million times is not enough, Harvey replied straight up, and it was impossible to tell whether there was any side to his words whatsoever. Roberto Tontis a genius.
  Id watch it a million times more if I could. Inferno is the finest piece of cinema Ive ever worked on. I doubt Ill ever have the privilege to get my name attached to
  anything better. Whats your point?


  My point, Signor Harvey, is Im willing to let you have your little show. Provided you can help us get out of here the moment my colleagues are ready.


  Its done, he said immediately. You have my word.


  And I want someone to come along with us. Someone from the studio. Bonetti, Tonti . . .


  The man waved his hand in front of Peronis face.


  Dont even think about it. They dont do menial.


  In that case you. Seen inside many police stations?


  Harveys pleasant demeanour failed him at that moment.


  Cant say I have. Is this relevant?


  Not at all.


  Then what am I supposed to talk about? Dante? Ive got a degree in classics. Harvey caught Peronis eye and nodded at the fake severed head. That . . .
  thing. Its about Dante, you know. The line they wrote on the skull . . . Abandon all hope, you who enter here.


  So I gather.


  Teresa had what she wanted. He could see the boxes and bags ready to go. The pathologist took a break from bawling out an entire line of Carabinieri officers to issue a sly nod in his
  direction.


  Harvey wriggled, a little nervous.


  You know something? Weve been getting strange anonymous e-mails. For months. It happens a lot when youre making a movie. I never thought too much about it.


  Strange?


  They quoted that line, always. And they said . . . Harvey tugged at his long hair. . . . they said we were living in limbo. I never took it literally.


  What do you mean?


  The American grimaced.


  I mean literally. The way it appears in Dante. He sighed. Limbo is the first circle of Hell. The place the story begins.


  Just the mention of the film revived some memories Gianni Peroni hoped had been lost. Things seemed to be happening from the very opening moment in Tontis version of the tale. Not good
  things either.


  And then? Peroni asked. After limbo?


  Then youre on the road to Hell.


  
    
  


   3 


  The door to Allan Primes apartment opened almost the moment Falcone pushed the bell. Nic Costa felt as if hed stumbled back through time. The woman who stood
  there might have been an actress herself. Adele Neri still looked several years short of forty and was as slender and cat-like as he recalled. She wore well-pressed designer jeans and a skimpy
  white T-shirt. Her arresting face bore the cold, disengaged scowl of the Roman rich. She had a tan that spoke of a second home in Sicily or beyond and a heavy gold necklace around a slender neck
  that carried a few wrinkles he didnt recall from the case a few years before when she had first come to the notice of the Questura. That had taken them to the Via Giulia too, to a house not
  more than a dozen doors away, one that had been booby-trapped with a bomb by her mob boss husband Emilio as he tried to flee Rome. She was an interesting woman who had led an interesting life.


  I thought I was past getting visits from the likes of you people, she said, still holding the door half open.Do you have papers? Or some reason why I should let you into my
  home?


  We were looking for Allan Prime, Costa said. We thought he lived here.


  He does. When hes around. But this is my house. All of it. Several more in the Via Giulia too. Do you mean you didnt know?


  She gazed at Falcone, thin arms crossed, smiling. Costa recalled seeing the intelligence reports after Emilios death. They said that Adele had taken over leadership of his local clan for
  a while before selling on her interests to a larger, more serious mob and, if rumour was correct, removing herself from the murky world of Roman crime to enjoy her vast, illicitly inherited
  wealth.


  Inspector Falcone. The clever one.


  Signora Neri, Falcone said pleasantly, nodding. What an unexpected delight.


  Quite. So tell me. Why didnt you try to put me in jail? After Emilio got shot?


  Because I didnt think it would stick, Falcone replied, looking puzzled. Isnt that obvious? Im a practical man. I dont fight lost causes over
  trivia. He got one foot over the threshold and tried to look around. This is nothing to do with you. We merely wish to locate a lost Hollywood actor.


  Join the club, she moaned, then stepped back and said, Ill let five of you in here and theyd best have no dirt on their shoes. This place rents for eight
  thousand dollars a week and for that people dont expect muddy cop prints on the carpet.


  Costa issued some orders to the officers left outside then got in first, looking around, wondering where to start. It was obvious really, with her. They let three officers begin to prowl the
  vast, airy apartment. There was a spectacular view of the river and the busy Lungotevere to the front through long windows, with a vista of the dome of St Peters in the distance, and by the
  external terrace a circular iron staircase to what he took to be a roof garden. To their left stood a large open kitchen with the kind of fittings only the rich could think about.


  He sat down on a vast tan leather sofa. Falcone joined him and they waited. She wanted to make an entrance, a point. Adele Neri dodged briefly into the kitchen and came out with a glass of blood
  orange juice, a spremuta freshly pressed, probably from one of the stalls in the Campo dei Fiori around the corner, he guessed. The memories were coming back as he looked at this attractive
  if somewhat hard-faced woman. Emilio Neri had been one of the most important mob bosses in Rome until his past caught up with him. Adele, more than thirty years his junior, with a history in vice
  herself, had been complicit in his downfall, though how much of that was greed and how much hatred for her husband they had never been able to decide. Falcone was right. Some cases simply petered
  out well short of a court hearing, and that of the Neris had been one of them. The gang lord was dead, his empire shattered, soon to be disposed of by his guilty widow. One crime clan left the
  scene, another took its place. Life went on, as it always would. Hed felt happy about Neris fate at the time. A man had died at Costas hand in pursuit of the answers Adele Neri
  had held in her smart, beautiful head all along. He had never quite shaken off a misplaced sense of guilt over that particular outcome.


  Wheres Allan Prime? Falcone asked.


  You tell me. I was supposed to have lunch with him today, at noon. I came over, rang the bell. No one answered, so I let myself in. Then some people phoned from the studio. They said he
  hadnt turned up for the premiere either. She took an elegant, studied sip of the scarlet drink. This is my place. I can do what I damned well like.


  You and Mr Prime . . . Costa asked.


  Landlady and tenant. Nothing more. He tried, naturally. Hes the kind who does that anyway, just to see wholl rise to the bait. Its a form of insecurity, and insecure
  men have never interested me.


  You have no idea where he might be?


  Adele Neri had always seemed a very confident woman. Even for her, though, these seemed ready, easy answers.


  She made a gesture of ignorance with her skinny, tanned arms.


  Why should I? He pays the rent. I indulge him with lunch from time to time. Its a kindness. Hes like most actors. A lot less interesting than he thinks. A lot less
  intelligent too. But . . . She gazed at them, thinking to herself. This isnt like him. Hes a professional. He told me he was going to that premiere tonight. He moaned
  about it, naturally. Having to perform, for free. The woman laughed. Allans an artist, of course. Or so hed like to pretend. All that razzmatazz is supposed to be
  beneath him.


  Girlfriends . . . Falcone began.


  Dont know, dont care, she interrupted. He had women here. What do you expect? He had a few parties early on, and I had to get someone to speak to him about
  that. There are some nice old people living in the other apartments. They dont like movie types wandering around with white powder dripping from their noses. Its not that kind of
  neighbourhood. Also . . .


  She stopped. There was something on her mind, and she was unsure whether to share it with the police, Costa thought.


  Also what? he asked.


  Why should I tell you people anything? What do I get in return?


  The inspector frowned.


  Some help in finding your tenant, perhaps. Does he owe you money?


  Three months outstanding. Show business people never pay on time. They think we should be grateful theyre here at all. That we should put up a plaque on the wall when theyre
  gone.


  Twenty-four thousand dollars, Falcone observed. A lot of money.


  Dont insult me. I spend more than that in one day when I go to Milan. Ill tell you one thing though. For free. Prime and his cronies had interesting friends. I came to one
  of his parties. Him and that evil bastard Bonetti. The company they kept. She smiled. It was like the old days. When my husband was alive. The same dark suits. The same accents bred
  in cowshit. A bunch of surly sons of bitches from the south who think they own you. That kind never changes. They just put their money in different places. Legitimate ones. And movies too, not that
  theyre the same thing.


  Costa watched her, thinking, then said, You seem to know about the movie business.


  Ive made my contribution. Shits like Bonetti know how to screw you. Its only a million. Think of the tax write-off. If the worst comes to the worst, you get your
  money back anyway. Then . . . She clapped her skeletal hands and the loud noise they made rang round the room like a gunshot. Its gone, and Bonetti or one of his
  creatures is phoning from LA, full of apologies, promising that maybe a little of it will come back one day. After everyone else has taken their cut.


  Adele Neri leaned forward and her sharp eyes held them.


  Allan moves in dangerous circles and he doesnt even know it. I told him but he wasnt the kind of man whod listen to anyone else. A woman least of all. Thats
  the truth. You dont honestly think Id be sitting here waiting for the doorbell to ring if Id done something, do you? Why?


  I cannot imagine, Falcone answered honestly. Do you read Dante, Signora Neri?


  The unexpected question amused her. Adele Neri looked human, warm and attractive and perhaps even a pleasure to know at that moment. It lasted for a second or two, no more.


  Dante? she asked, amazed. Im going to go to the movie some time. Preferably when Allan gets me some free tickets. But reading? She threw back what remained of
  the spremuta. Im the merry widow now, Falcone. I shop, I spend, I travel and when I feel like it, when I see something that interests me, I take a little pleasure. Lifes
  too enjoyable for books. Why leave this world for someone elses? Reading . . . She leaned back and closed her eyes. . . . is for people without lives. No. I know no more of
  Dante than you.


  Actually, I know quite a lot, Falcone replied almost apologetically. Not that it matters.


  It doesnt? she asked. Why?


  Because I find it hard to believe that anyone would commit much of a crime over poetry. However much they might wish us to think it otherwise.


  She went quiet and asked, You really think somethings happened to Allan?


  Hes missing. We have some very strange evidence. One man is dead for sure. Perhaps theres no connection. Perhaps . . .


  She cut the air with her hand and said, This does not involve me. If you want to talk any more we need to do this with a lawyer around.


  Taccone, the old sovrintendente Falcone liked to use, had returned from looking around the apartment and was waiting for the inspector to fall silent.


  You need to see this, he said.


  The two men got up and followed him into what appeared to be the master bedroom. Adele Neri came in behind them. Somewhere along the way shed picked up a packet of cigarettes and was
  quickly lighting one.


  What is it? Falcone asked.


  Costa walked forward to stand a short distance from the bed. He looked at Adele Neri and asked, Didnt you come in here?


  Why would I want to sneak around his bedroom?


  Call in forensic, Falcone ordered. Lets not touch anything. Did you find any signs of violence?


  Taccone shook his head.


  We didnt find anything. Except this.


  The bed was covered with a green plastic ground sheet of the kind used by campers. The shape of a mans body was still visible on it, set deep enough to imprint itself on the mattress
  below. Around the outline of the upper torso there was a faint sprinkling of pale grey powder which grew heavier around the head.


  Taccone reached down and, using a handkerchief, picked up the handle of a brown bucket that had been hidden on the far side of the bed.


  It looks like clay or something, he said. Made up on the spot.


  Costas phone was ringing. Hed placed two requests with the officers left outside on Adele Neris orders. They had news. The doorman who had been on duty that morning had gone
  home at lunchtime. It had taken a while to trace him. Costa listened to what the officer whod finally found the man, in a Campo dei Fiori cafe, had to say. Then he asked to be passed to the
  agente who had handled the second inquiry.


  Seal off this room, Falcone ordered. Assume we have a murder scene.


  We dont, Costa said simply. Theres no CCTV in this building, but weve found one of the staff who was on duty. There are details in the visitors
  book.


  He looked at Adele Neri and asked, Is the name Carlotta Valdes familiar?


  She drew on the cigarette and shook her head.


  No. Is it Spanish?


  Costa nodded.


  It sounds that way. A woman calling herself that arrived to see Allan Prime at eight thirty this morning. They left together around ten. Mr Prime looked very happy, apparently. Expectant
  even.


  Falcone shook his head in bafflement, lost for words for a moment, as if the investigation were slipping away from them before it had even begun.


  A man is dead . . . Costa reminded him.


  He belongs to the Carabinieri, as you have made very clear.


  Also . . .


  Also the death mask we were supposed to protect is missing, Falcone went on. I am aware of that. It may be all we have. A case of art theft.


  Costa struggled to see some sense in the situation. It was impossible to guess precisely what kind of case they had on their hands. The loss of a precious historic object? Or something
  altogether darker and more personal?


  The man who was killed in the park, he continued, regardless of Falcones growing exasperation. Hes been identified. We were told by the Carabinieri as a matter
  of course, at the same time they put in a formal request for an interview. I need to report to them with Signora Flavier.


  Well? Falcone asked.


  His name was Peter Jamieson. He was an actor, originally from Los Angeles. The man moved to Rome a decade ago, principally playing bit parts, Americans for cheap TV productions at
  Cinecitt.


  Falcone looked ready to explode.


  Tell me. Did he have a part in Inferno?


  Non-speaking. Barely visible. Then he added, not knowing quite why, Theres no reason why anyone from the cast should have recognized him at all.


  The inspector pointed a bony finger in Costas face, as if hed found the guilty party already.


  If this is some kind of publicity stunt gone wrong I will put every last one of those painted puppets in jail.


  If . . . Costa repeated, and found himself staring again at the powder on the bed, and the silhouette of Allan Primes head outlined there.
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  Maresciallo Gianluca Quattrocchi was furious on several fronts. The screening had begun without his permission. Key pieces of evidence had been removed from the scene by
  the morgue monkeys of the state police, under the supervision of Teresa Lupo, a woman Quattrocchi had encountered, and been bested by, in the past, on more than one occasion. And now Leo Falcone
  had placed a team in Allan Primes home without any reference to the Carabinieri, though the state police inspector knew full well that security for the film cast was not his responsibility
  and never would be.


  As a result Quattrocchis bull-like face appeared even more vexed than normal and he found himself sweating profusely inside the fine wool uniform he had chosen for an occasion that was
  meant to be social and ceremonial, not business at all. He stood at the back of the projection room, temporarily speechless with fury, not least because his principal contact within the crew, the
  publicist Simon Harvey, appeared to have been spirited away by Falcones people too. All he got in his place was the smug, beaming Dino Bonetti, a loathsome creature of dubious morality, and
  two young, pony-tailed Americans with, it seemed to him, a hazy grasp of the seriousness of the situation.


  While everyone else wore evening dress, the two young men had removed their jackets to reveal T-shirts bearing the name Lukatmi, with a logo underneath showing some kind of
  oriental goddess, a buxom figure with skimpy clothing, a beguiling smile, and multiple arms, each holding a variety of different cameras  movie, still, phones, little webcams of the kind the
  Carabinieri used for CCTV  all linked into one end of a snaking cable pumping out a profusion of images into a starry sky.


  Quattrocchi peered more closely. There were faces within the stars, a galaxy of Hollywood notables  Monroe, Gable, Hepburn, James Stewart, their heads floating in the ether.


  Note, the skinny one identified by his shirt as Josh Jonah, Founder, Ideologist, Visioneer, ordered, the absence of noise.


  I can hear you, Quattrocchi snapped, to no avail.


  If we were in an ordinary projectionists room, Jonah continued, we wouldnt be able to have this conversation. There would be film rattling through the
  projector. Physical artefacts. Needless expense. Time and money thrown away without reason.


  I am an officer of the Carabinieri. Not an accountant.


  Were all accountants in the end. It was the other American, a big muscular man with a boyish face, a pony-tail and long, wavy dark hair. Quattrocchi peered at his T-shirt.
  It read Tom Black, Founder, Architect, Corporate Conscience. He seemed younger than his peer. A little less sure of himself too. In the sense that we pay for things.
  Youd like to get movies quicker, cheaper, easier, wouldnt you?


  Right now, Quattrocchi blurted out so loudly that he felt sure his voice had carried into the cinema beyond, with its audience of VIPs, I would like to know where Allan
  Prime is, why we have a dead actor in the park out there, and what the hell is going on around here.


  He glowered at their shirts again.


  Who is Lukatmi anyway? Some Indian god? And who the hell are you?


  The two looked at each other and the one called Tom Black smiled.


  That was kind of the positioning we were looking for. Three million dollars got blown there. Worth every penny.


  Were backers, the skinny one boasted. Weve got money in this thing. Without us it would never have got made.


  What . . .? Quattrocchi began to say.


  Lukatmis nothing to do with India either, the quieter American interrupted. Its a play on the English. Look at me. Its a philosophical
  statement about not hiding away, about being a part of the digital lifestream, a star in your own right, out there for everyone to see.


  Like YouTube, Bonetti added, and Josh Jonah howled, No, no, no, no, no! How many freaking times do I have to say this? YouTube is yesterday . . .


  When Google bought them . . . Tom Black shook his head, his broad, young face so sorrowful it looked as if someone had died. It was all over. They dont understand the
  whole mash-up thing. The behemoth days are past.


  Lukatmi is just the medium, not the message, Jonah added, taking over, clearly the boss. Except for the paid-for content, we dont own a damned thing. Its not
  for us to dictate to human beings what they create or what they see. If you have a problem with that, dont watch.


  Quattrocchi realized hed read about these people in the newspapers. Theyd found some loophole that allowed them to be absolved of any legal responsibility for what was, on the
  surface, carried by their network. They were, if he understood this correctly, like a dating agency. Their computers put someone wanting something in touch with someone offering it. The
  relationship was consummated in a way that had, so far, allowed them to escape the attentions of the law, on the simple grounds that they never published anything directly themselves. If the
  material people found on Lukatmi turned out to be copyright, blasphemous, or, with very few restrictions, pornographic, they werent to blame. It was anarchy with a listing on the NASDAQ.
  Millions and millions of people had flocked to their site since it went live less than a year before. The two founders had become paper billionaires on the back of a flotation that had seen staid
  investment houses and international banks pour vast sums of money into a company that seemed to be little more than two geeks with a big and possibly dubious idea.


  One thing still puzzled him.


  What on earth has all this got to do with the movie business?


  Everything, said Bonetti, intervening. This is a revolution. Like when silent movies got sound, when black and white turned to colour. It means we can finally reach people
  direct, any way we want, without getting screwed by the distributors or anyone else. He cast a sour glance at the Americans. They saw it, as the Italian producer intended. Except
  them.


  Quattrocchi massaged his temples. There was a persistent, low ache there and had been ever since the shooting. An internal investigation team was now overseeing that, following the procedures
  after the deaths of civilians at the hands of a Carabinieri team. He wasnt looking forward to having to face them himself. Hed been absent from the Casa del Cinema when that took
  place on highly spurious grounds, a call of a personal nature. That was one more secret to keep under wraps.


  Whod want to watch a movie on a phone? he asked, unable to take his eyes off the screen beyond the room. It seemed to be on fire. The flames of Hell licked everywhere, and
  through them burst the faces of grinning, leering demons, their green and purple mouths babbling profanities and obscenities at the stricken, cowering figure of Dante, who shrank back, the
  beautiful Beatrice at his side, seemingly unmoved by this horrific sight.


  Millions of suckers everywhere, Bonetti crowed. A dollar a clip. A monthly subscription for twenty. And then they go to see it in the cinema anyway. And buy the DVD. Then
  the directors edition. Then the collectors . . . His fleshy face beamed. Its a dream. You sell the same old junk over and over again.


  With absolute efficiency, the skinny one, Josh Jonah, emphasized. Not a wasted piece of celluloid. Not a single cassette or DVD in inventory. And this . . .


  He patted the silver box streaming light into the theatre beyond.


  . . . is ours. Every last piece gets streamed straight here for less money than it costs to produce a single cinema print. The crap the masses turn out gets fed from PC to PC for free.
  The people that junk brings in become the movie audience of the future, and we serve them direct, same price theyd pay in a theatre, but at a fraction of the delivery cost.


  He clicked his fingers.


  Voil. Big money.


  Big money, Bonetti repeated.


  Quattrocchi shook his head and grumbled, So much for art. Also . . .


  This had bothered him all along. The picture on the screen didnt look right. It wasnt as sharp, as detailed, as engaging as hed expect of a movie like this. It felt wrong,
  however smart the toys these kids used to fool Bonetti and anyone else throwing their hats into this particular ring.


  He stopped, unable to believe what he was seeing.


  What on earth is that?


  The scene was dissolving in front of their eyes. The flames faded. The faces of the demons, Dante shrinking in terror before them, now gave way to something else. Quattrocchi had seen Roberto
  Tontis movie that afternoon, at the private screening arranged for them and the state police. He knew for sure that what was now emerging on the screen in front of a selected audience of
  some two hundred international VIPs, politicians and hangers-on had never been there before.


  It was Dante again, still terrified, his face frozen in dread. Or rather Allan Prime. In close-up, grainy, as if from some CCTV camera.


  An open-faced black metal mask, ancient, medieval-looking, enclosed his head, one band fetching up hard against his mouth. The mans horrified features seemed exaggerated behind its bars.
  His eyes were locked and rigid with terror.


  There was utter silence in the project room and in the theatre beyond. Then, nervously, someone in the crowd laughed, and another coughed. A voice rose. Quattrocchi recognized it: the furious,
  coarse bark of Roberto Tonti complaining about something yet again.


  Josh Jonah wiped his skeletal forearm over his eyes.


  Was this an out-take or something? he asked no one in particular. I dont recall seeing it. Tom. Tom?


  The other American was staring at his silver machine, punching keys, watching numbers fly up on the monitor.


  This isnt coming from us. Sweat was starting to make dark, damp stains across his burly chest. He almost looked as frightened as Allan Prime. Or Dante. Whichever,
  Quattrocchi thought. I dont know where its coming from.


  Cut it, Jonah ordered. Stop the frigging thing rolling. If someone else has got hold of the stream . . .


  Sure . . .


  No, Quattrocchi ordered and found he had to drag the American away from his strange projector.


  They both stared at him. Bonetti too, though there was no expression Quattrocchi could read on the producers dark, lined face.


  This isnt part of the show, Josh Jonah stated firmly. Its not supposed to be up there.


  Yes it is. Your stars missing. Someone has taken hold of your toy. What if theyre trying to tell us where he is? Or why? Or . . .


  He was about to say . . . Or both.


  But the words never reached his lips. Two things had happened on the screen. In the right-hand corner a digital stopwatch appeared, counting down from the hour. 59:59, 59:58,
  59:57 . . .


  As it ticked away an object entered from centre left, first in a sudden movement that darted in so quickly he was unable to see what had happened, only the result, that it had inflicted yet more
  pain and fright on the trapped man struggling on the screen in front of them, and that blood was now welling from some fresh wound that had appeared on his left temple.


  The image disappeared. After a long break the picture resumed and Quattrocchi found he was unable to breathe or speak or think for a moment. Some narrow, deadly spear, the shaft as shiny as a
  mirror save for the bloodied tip which had just stabbed the trapped mans head, had slowly emerged, sharp and threatening, aimed once more at his temple.


  The stopwatch flicked over from 58:00 to 57:59. The spear moved on a notch towards Allan Primes head, as if attached to some machine that would edge it forward, minute by minute, until it
  drove into the actors skull.


  Quattrocchi stared at this gigantic, real-life depiction of a captive man waiting to die. There were hints to be found in this sight, surely. Clues, keys to unlock the conundrum. Otherwise why
  broadcast it at all? Simply to be cruel, nothing more? Behind the head he could just make out some shapes in the darkness, paintings perhaps, images, ones that might have been familiar had he
  possessed some way to illuminate the scene.


  Beyond the projection room, out in the cinema, Tonti ceased roaring. Someone moaned. Another voice cried out in outrage. A woman screamed.


  Bonetti threw open the door and bellowed at an attendant, Clear the room, man. Everyone.


  Then he returned and stared at Quattrocchi, shocked, finally babbling, Find him for Gods sake. Find him!


  But where? he asked, to himself mostly, as he held down the shortcut key for headquarters on his phone, praying that there was someone there who was good at riddles.


  He got through. The wrong man answered. Morello. A good officer. Not a bright man. Not the one Quattrocchi hoped for, and there wasnt time to locate others. He had to work with what he
  had.


  The maresciallo changed tack.


  Are we listening to our friends? he asked.


  There was silence on the line. They werent supposed to eavesdrop on the police. And vice versa. But it happened, in both directions.


  We can be very quickly. For anything in particular?


  I would like to be informed of any mention of the actor Allan Prime, from any source whatsoever.


  Of course.


  Good, Quattrocchi said, then got himself put through to forensic.


  While waiting he caught the attention of Tom Black, who stood away from his silver machine, glancing at the flashing monitor with concern.


  I need my scientific officers to see whats happening.


  The young American winced, as if afflicted by a momentary pain.


  Tell them to find a computer and tune in to Lukatmi, he answered glumly. These bastards are putting it out to the public too. Through us. We can stop them, but the only
  quick way would mean we lose the stream here too . . .


  Touch nothing! Quattrocchi roared. He pointed through into the cinema where Prime was screaming on the screen again. The small, deadly spear had moved closer to its destination.
  If we lose that, we lose him.


  Josh Jonah walked up to the machine and peered calmly at the monitor.


  I can read off the URL, he said. Are you ready?
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  One kilometre away, in the forensic lab of the centro storico Questura, the same word was puzzling another law enforcement officer, though one from a very different
  agency.


  URL? Whats a URL? Peroni asked.


  He thought they were in Teresa Lupos morgue to stare at the head of a store-window dummy and the curious death mask that had been attached to it. Also, more than anything from
  Peronis point of view, to talk to Simon Harvey. At the age of fifty-one, with an understanding of the cinema industry which extended to no more than a few security duties at the
  Cinecitt studios over the years, Peroni felt it was time to become better acquainted with the working methods and mores of the movie business, such as they were. He had an inexplicable and
  vague feeling they might come in useful, and that Harvey was a man who could impart much worthwhile information on the subject if he felt so minded.


  No one answered his question. Harvey and Silvio Di Capua had exchanged a brief conversation and the whole game plan seemed to disappear in smoke. While Teresa and her two young white-coated
  trainee assistants played half-heartedly with the head and mask  finding no new information  Di Capua and Harvey had gone over to the nearest computer and started hammering the keys,
  staring at the gigantic monitor as it flipped through image after image.


  Will someone please tell me what a URL is? Peroni asked again.


  Universal resource locator, Di Capua grumbled. What Im typing. Any the wiser?


  No. Enlighten me. How is this helping exactly?


  Teresa came over and gave him a cautionary glance.


  Gianni, she said, if Id been allowed to set up some kind of a crime scene on that stage. If we were in control in any shape or form . . . She opened her hands
  in a gesture of despair. We have nothing to work with. Nowhere to begin. If staring at a computer helps, Im all for it. What else is there?


  This is my fault, Harvey apologized. I didnt mean to start an argument. It was only a suggestion.


  The suggestion being, Teresa explained patiently, that they use the strange, unexplained internet service owned by two American geeks whod helped finance Inferno to try to find out
  what people at large were saying about Allan Prime.


  Think of it this way, Harvey went on. Would you like to be able to tune into every TV newscast around the world that was covering Allan right now? Every little net TV
  channel, every vidcast too?


  Peroni shook his big, grizzled head.


  Every what?


  If it gave us a clue . . . Di Capua said. Id take anything. This thing . . . He blinked, incredulous at the flashing series of moving pictures on the monitor.
  . . . is unbelievable. I never realized . . .


  They bring stuff online before announcing it, Harvey said. Its all part of the hype. You never know what theyll turn up with next. You just have to tune in to
  check.


  Teresa had her head bent towards the screen. Peroni felt like an intruder from a different century.


  How the hell do they do it? Di Capua asked, still in a state of awe.


  Harvey sighed.


  I dont really understand it myself. From what they said its a mixture of reading keywords, transcribing speech, recognizing faces . . . All the TV stations are now online
  and streaming. Add to that new video material. Blogs. Small web stations. I guess they have some way of consuming it all as it appears, reading it, then serving everything up. Google for video and
  audio, only ten times bigger, ten times faster and deadly accurate. Thats why theyre worth a billion or so each.


  Peroni cleared his throat and said, This is so interesting. Is anyone going to find something for me to look at?


  Teresa stepped back, gestured at the screen and said, Take your pick.


  What enthusiasm he had left swiftly dissipated. The monitor was crammed with moving pictures the size of postage stamps, each with odd graphs by the side and a geographical location.


  Allan Primes a star, Di Capua observed. When someone like him disappears its a big story.


  Peroni leaned forward and found himself wishing he could rewind the clock to enter a simpler, more straightforward universe. Each postage stamp video represented a TV channel, usually news,
  seemingly issuing some kind of bulletin about the Prime story. The BBC in London. CBS in New York. A channel in Russia. Somewhere in Japan, Australia, the Philippines . . .


  This cant all be live . . .


  Harvey nodded.


  Pretty much. With Lukatmi if its going out real time its being relayed by them that way. With maybe a few seconds delay, thats all.


  Peroni felt he could soon start to lose his temper.


  This is of no use to me whatsoever. How many channels are there for pitys sake?


  Di Capua hammered some keys and said, More than four hundred sources have run a story on Prime in the last hour.


  Peroni watched as the monitor cleared again, then very slowly came back to life, painting a set of new tiny videos on the screen at a snails pace.


  When the images returned they were all the ones Peroni expected. Local and national news channels, familiar presenters reading out their scripts, all with images of the missing actor and shots
  from the park and the production of Inferno blown up in the background. A counter by the side of the screen was some kind of popularity meter. The audience seemed to be running at seven
  figures and rising, most of them for a single video channel, one that was blacked out at that moment.


  Why cant we watch the one thats top of the list?


  It wont load for some reason, Di Capua said, trying something with the key board. Too many people watching it, I imagine. Or their fancy computer system cant
  cope.


  I want to see it . . . Peroni began, and then fell quiet. Teresas deputy had made the black window occupy the full screen of the path lab monitor. As he watched, the empty
  space filled, line by line, with a real moving image.


  They all crowded round to see. It was a man in fear for his life, trapped inside some cruel and ancient cast-iron head restraint. The digital stopwatch imprinted by his neckline turned from
  28:31 to 28:30 and the seconds kept on ticking. Allan Primes eyes were as large as any mans Peroni had ever seen. He looked ready to die of fright even before the bright, shining
  spear with the blood-soaked tip reached his head, which surely would happen soon.Within less than thirty minutes, or so this strangely hypnotic little movie, surely the most personal Prime had ever
  made, seemed to be saying.


  Teresa leaned over Di Capua and said, Get me some detail.


  Harvey had his face in his hands. His eyes were glazed, filling with tears. Peroni looked at him and said, You dont have to watch this. Why not go and sit somewhere else?
  Ill come for you when theres news.


  Of course Ive got to watch it, the movie man croaked, then dragged up a chair.


  There was no caption. Only the image of the terrified actor, the time ticking away and, by the side of the video, the digital thermometer that was the popularity counter. It was now flashing
  red. Peroni bent down and stared at it. Allan Primes dying moments seemed to be the most sought-after thing in the world at that instant. A real-life drama being watched by a global audience
  that was popping into the tens of millions and growing by the second.


  He pressed a finger against the screen and indicated the area behind Primes quaking head.


  Theres something there, Silvio. Can you bring it up?


  The pathologists hands raced across the keyboard. Primes features began to bleach out. From the dark background it was now possible to make out some kind of shape. Di Capua tweaked
  the machine some more. It was a painting, strange and old and, Peroni thought, possibly familiar.


  Get that to the art people straight away, he ordered.


  Teresa was staring at him. He knew what she was thinking.


  Has Nic got one of those new video phones? he asked.


  You all have them, she said, and folded her arms. Even you if you bothered to look.


  I deal in people, not gadgets, Peroni replied, then called Costa on the fancy new handset the department had, as Teresa indicated, issued to everyone only a couple of months
  earlier.


  Silvio, he said, listening to the ring tone.


  Yeah? the young pathologist answered absent-mindedly, still punching away at the keyboard trying to improve any recognizable detailin the swimming sea of pixelated murk that now
  filled the screen.


  Best give me the URL please.
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  They went back to theLancia in the Via Giulia. Falcone was calling people. No one seemed in a rush to go anywhere quickly. They would wait for the forensic team to arrive and
  watch them go through the clay dust and any other evidence they might find in the apartment Adele Neri had rented to Allan Prime. It felt better outside. Something about the information they had
  gleaned from Neris widow depressed Costa. The movie world was not all glitter. Allan Prime, along with the producer Dino Bonetti, kept the company of mobsters and thieves. Costa wondered why
  he was surprised. There had been plenty of scandals in Italian show business over the years. It shouldnt have come as a shock to discover they spilled over into something as important and
  lucrative as the comeback blockbuster for one of the countrys most reclusive directors.


  Maggie Flavier came and stood next to him by the wall beneath the Lungotevere. The traffic made a dull, physical sound through the stone that separated them from the busy road and the river
  beyond. She was smoking and had the sweet smell of Campari on her breath, a lightness that might have been the onset of drink in her eyes.


  She smiled at him and said, We all lead different lives. Whats yours?


  Being a police officer. Its enough.


  She drew hard on the cigarette then threw it to the ground and stamped out the embers with her shiny, expensive-looking evening shoes.


  In my line of work you become more conscious of words, she said quietly. You used the past tense when you talked about your wife . . .


  He nodded. He liked her directness. Perhaps it was an actors trick. Perhaps not.


  She died seven months ago. He thought of the mausoleum of Augustus, less than ten minutes away on foot, and the terrible events of the previous December.


  Im sorry. Was it unexpected?


  You could say that.


  She breathed in deeply, quickly.


  I dont know what to say. I felt something, thats all.


  Sorrys just fine. There isnt a lot else, he thought. People die all the time. Those who survive get on with their lives.


  She turned to look at the building housing Primes apartment, now surrounded by blue police cars, with still only a handful of Carabinieri vehicles in thestreet.


  Do you know where Allan is yet? Is he OK?


  He was fine when he left here this morning. His eyes fell on Falcone, serious and intent by the door, busy on the phone. Perhaps hes just gone walkabout.


  She shook her head.


  When hes due to open the premiere for the biggest movie of the summer? I dont think so . . .


  The thought wouldnt leave Costas head.


  Could this all be some publicity stunt?


  She stared at him in disbelief. He caught the bittersweet aroma of Campari again.


  Someone died. The premieres been cancelled. A publicity stunt?


  The man who attacked you was an actor. His name was Peter Jamieson. He was an extra on the set of Inferno. Did you know him?


  Maggie Flavier didnt blink.


  A movie sets like a football crowd. The only people I see are the ones Im playing a scene with. I dont even notice Tonti. Just hear him. You couldnt miss
  that. She gazed directly into his eyes, to make the point. I didnt recognize that poor man. Ive never heard of someone called Jamieson. If I had, I would tell you. I may
  be an actor but Im a very bad liar.


  His phone rang. It was Peroni, excited, trying to explain something he clearly didnt understand himself. He heard Teresa snatch the thing from him at the other end.


  Nic, she said anxiously. Dont ask, just listen. Allan Prime is captive somewhere and its being broadcast on the web. Hes in danger. It looks bad. We
  need you to see the pictures and tell us if you recognize anything.


  Pictures?


  Live pictures, she emphasized, then told him how to find the Lukatmi page she wanted him to see.


  Costa had to cut the call to try to get the web on his phone. When he did, and keyed in the address she gave him, all he got was a blank page and a message saying service unavailable. He called
  her back. There was a brief exchange between her and someone who sounded like Silvio Di Capua.


  Forget that idea, she ordered. Silvio says the network must be breaking up under the strain. Everyones watching this poor bastard trying to stay alive. Listen.
  Its possible theres a hint about where he might be. The background to the picture is indistinct but it seems to contain some kind of painting. We think weve captured some of
  it. Were trying to circulate it to the art people here to get their opinion, but theyre all out taking tea with their maiden aunts or something. Look at it for us. Please.


  A beep told him there was an incoming e-mail. Costa opened it, looked, thought for a moment and told her, Its just smudge and ink. Im seeing it on a phone. Tell Silvio to
  get more detail and blow the thing up until its breaking.


  There were curses and shouts on the end of the line. Two more images arrived, each little better than the first. Falcone came over. Costa told him what was happening while Maggie stood by his
  shoulder, trying to peek at what was on the phone. He showed her. Showed Falcone too. It was impossible to recognize anything on the tiny, pixelated screen.


  Bigger, brighter, louder, he ordered.


  They waited. One more e-mail arrived.


  He looked at it and thought of a bright Sunday the previous autumn when he and Emily had bought ice cream from the little cafe near the Piazza Trilussa then set off on a long stroll to the
  Gianicolo, past the house that was supposed to belong to Raphaels mistress, La Fornarina, through the still-quiet part of Trastevere the American tourists rarely found.


  The image was cruelly disfigured by both Silvio Di Capuas digital surgery and the distorting electronic medium through which it had been relayed. But he recognized those lovely features
  all the same, and could picture the figure beneath the face, half naked, racing her scallop-shell chariot over the surf, surrounded by lascivious nymphs and satyrs.


  This is from a painting called Galatea, he said with absolute certainty. Its in the Villa Farnesina in the Via della Lungara in Trastevere. Its just a
  small museum and art gallery, not well known. Quite deserted at night, and in secluded grounds. He thought of the way there across the river. It was perhaps four minutes if they crossed the
  Mazzini bridge.


  Four cars, Falcone ordered, walking back to his Lancia. Leave Miss Flavier under guard here. He opened the drivers door and beckoned for Catherine Bianchi to
  move. In the passenger seat, please, Falcone ordered. She shuffled across immediately. Costa fell in the back.


  From somewhere came the din of a siren. Falcone looked surprised, and more than a little cross. More so when it became apparent from the timbre that it was thesound of the Carabinieri, whose own
  vehicles were now trying to abandon the Via Giulia entirely.


  
    
  


   7 


  Across town, in the control van Maresciallo Gianluca Quattrocchi had positioned outside the Casa del Cinema, there was excitement and amusement.


  Quattrocchi put down the mike and, with the same coded instruction to Morello that he had used earlier, ordered an end to the eavesdropping. Then he closed his eyes and pictured the layout of
  his native city, the place where hed grown up, where he felt he knew every brick and alley, every corner and battered statue. Falcone and his team were in the one-way street of the Via
  Giulia, trapped in the sixteenth-century warren that had once been created as a wealthy suburb for the Vatican across the river, a little way along from Trastevere itself.


  Quattrocchi liked bridges, and had ordered officers and cars to all of the key crossings in the centre of the city, a trick he had developed and perfected in the past. The Tiber would once more
  be his ally.


  Close the Mazzini, he ordered. And the Vittorio Emanuele. There will be only one easy way left to the Via della Lungara then. We go south to the Garibaldi. Falcone will
  never reach there. Not till some time tomorrow.


  This was a Carabinieri case and it would stay that way.
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  It was the smallest camera Allan Prime had ever worked with. The device hung in front of his face, dangling from a flickering light in the ceiling, a wire trailing off
  somewhere to the computer hed seen on the way in. Prime never did get technology. It was tedious, even now. Nothing had ever really mattered except the monocular glass eye that watched him,
  never blinking, never ceasing to pay attention. In his head it had always been there. Even in the dim, dark noisome movie theatres of Manhattan when he was a sweaty teenager dreaming of stardom,
  determined to achieve it, whatever the cost.


  Whatever the cost.


  The idea provided some amusement in his present, odd predicament. He wanted to laugh alongside thesobs that came rippling up from his body, physical reactions, tricks of the trade, not
  conscious, personal responses. He was able to divide the self from acting. That was always the first deceit. And this was acting. He kept reminding himself of that. This whole exercise, once
  complete, would be an end to things. A wiping out of all debts, financial and otherwise, with a considerable prize in private too.


  It hadnt been the decent lunch and a little afternoon delight hed been hoping for following Miss Valdess work on the clay mask. She had turned somewhat coy, to his surprise.
  Long-term, though, maybe it was for the better, a cheap deal too. Hide away for the day. Miss the premiere to stoke up some publicity. Then let her put him in some weird, sadomasochistic rigset up
  in a tiny museum that had been closed for renovation. The camera came out. A fake kidnapping, an act of terror played out in front of millions. A world-famous star in a one-man show that would make
  headlines everywhere. Hell, she sold it so well Allan Prime thought for a moment he would have paid to be in the thing. This one stupid prank would setup queues outside movie theatres everywhere,
  sell millions of pieces of merchandise, bring a flood tide of money into the coffers of Inferno, a cut of which, net after producer fees, would come his way. And the rest . . .


  The performance was what really mattered, though. It always would be.


  So he had allowed himself to be strapped into the black metal frame, worked with her to perfect the focus on the tiny, bug-eyed camera, and sat patiently while she faked the spear thrust into
  his skull  plastic point, stage blood  that was used for the opening sequence to set up the scene.


  Hed done this kind of thing a million times and, given the swift, smooth professional way she went about her business, he assumed Carlotta Valdes  or whoever she really was 
  had too.


  After that, she actually called Action and he was on, moaning and writhing for the tiny white light that sat blinking on top of the camera, unwilling, and unable, to focus on
  anything but the tiny lens for the next sixty minutes, an hour which, Carlotta promised, would make him the biggest, most talked-about star in the world.


  And then the cops would come. Rescue him. One more piece of deceit, of acting, was required to explain his abduction. It was, Prime thought, a piece of cake. He was used to faking it for
  millions. Fooling a few dumb Italian cops would be childs play by comparison.


  The movie business was weird sometimes. It ran in uncertain directions, was diverted by fate and circumstance and, on occasion, pure luck, both good and bad. The debts were worth losing. So was
  the rape complaint that was still hanging over him from the weekend in Rimini three months before. What the dark suits behind Dino Bonetti surely promised  he assumed Carlotta came from
  them, though she never said, and he would never have expected it  was a clean sheet, a fresh start, a vast private payoff, and a mountain of free publicity and global sympathy that would
  make him bigger even than Inferno itself. Plus the fringe benefits only a few  Carlotta among them  understood.


  The unseen clock tick-tocked once more. The device to his left moved another notch towards his face. It would stop, she said, when the rubber tip reached his cheek, before the supposedly
  razor-sharp blade bent beneath the pressure, revealing the legerdemain, exposing the lie. That couldnt be long now. He felt hed been trapped in the rig for hours. It was starting to
  become painful. He couldnt wait for this scene to be over, for the cameras to die, and for her next trick: his astonishing, headline-grabbing rescue.


  Prime was wondering how he could vary the act too. Sixty minutes of writhing and yelling would be boring. Hed be marked, rated, reviewed on this performance, just as on every other.


  So he stopped crying, made an effort to appear to be a man struggling to recover some inner resolve and strength. Then, trying to find some way round the awkward iron bar over his mouth, he
  began to bellow, as loudly as his lungs allowed.


  Carlotta, he cried, not minding he was yelling out her name to millions, since it could only be a sham, like everything else. CARLOTTA!


  There was no reply. None at all. Not a footstep, not a breath, not the slightest of responses. In some chilling, inexplicable way, Allan Prime came to understand at that moment that he was alone
  in the small, dark museum to which she had taken him in the early evening after eating ice cream together in a secluded corner of the Gianicolo.


  Something else. He remembered where hed heard her name before, and the recollection made his blood run cold.


  Carlotta Valdes was a ghost from the past  vengeful, vicious.


  The unseen clock must have ticked again somewhere. The invisible device to his left lurched on a ratchet, ever closer. As it did so it made a heavy, certain clunk, quite unlike that of a stage
  prop, which would have been cheap, throwaway stuff, its own soft, revealing sounds covered by the insertion of a Foley track dubbing menace and the hard clash of metal to lend a little
  verisimilitude to flimsy reality.


  This is for real, Allan Prime thought.


  Real as pain. Or blood. Life. Or death.


  A warm, free flow of stinging liquid was spreading around his crotch. He stared at the bug-eyed camera and began to plead and scream for help, for release, with more conviction than hed
  ever possessed in his life.


  Somewhere at the back of his head he heard Roberto Tontis disembodied voice.


  Stop acting. Start being.


  It sounded as if the vicious old bastard was laughing.
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  Falcone screamed out of the open Lancia window, not at anyone in particular, but the world in general. They hadnt moved more than fifty metres in the Via Giulia, and
  traffic was backing up in every side road around. Sirens blaring, lights flashing, it didnt make a blind bit of difference. These were medieval cobbled streets, made for pedestrians and
  horses and carriages. There was nowhere left for the civilian cars stranded in them to move to allow another past. They were trapped in a sea of overheating metal.


  Costa called the control room and asked what was happening. He looked at Falcone.


  The Carabinieri have thrown up roadblocks on the bridges. They wont even let pedestrians across.


  I will crucify those stuck-up bastards for this . . .


  They think its their case, Costa pointed out. Then, before his superior exploded, he added, We can get there across the footbridge. The Ponte Sisto. Go over, turn
  right and find the Via della Lungara. Its the long way round . . .


  How long will it take? Catherine Bianchi asked.


  Costa was getting out of the car already and signalling to two of the younger men in the vehicle behind to come with him.


  That depends how fast you can run.


  He began to backtrack along the Via Giulia, towards the shallow uphill slope that led to the Lungotevere and the old footbridge crossing, setting up a steady pace, aware hed be well ahead
  of any of the men behind him. Since Emily had died Costa had got back into running, spending long hours pounding the stones of the Appian Way near his home. It helped, a lot sometimes.


  He was at full pace by the time he got to the bridge, pushing past the importunate beggars and their dogs, the hawkers with their bags and counterfeit DVDs. On the Trastevere side he had to leap
  across the bonnets of the cars which were so tightly and angrily backed up along the river they didnt leave space for a pedestrian to get through. Costa ignored the howls of outraged
  drivers. It took five vehicles to traverse the broad riverside road, then he was down, pacing through the Piazza Trilussa, turning in towards the Via della Lungara.


  There were carabinieri everywhere, but no barriers within the road itself yet. They were still getting into position, leaving some movement in the area to allow senior officers to decide their
  tactics.


  Costa took out his police ID, held it high and kept on running. The sight of him took them by surprise so much he managed to get through the gates of the Farnesina and into the beautiful,
  secluded garden before anyone stopped him.


  Finally a large gruff minion stuck out his arm and immediately launched into the customary litany of excuses that were trotted out, on both sides, when some conflict occurred in public.


  I dont have time for this and nor do you, Costa interrupted him. Look at the card, see my rank and tell your superior officer this. I know the Farnesina. Its
  got a history he needs to understand. If you dont take me to him now I will make damned sure afterwards he gets to understand you kept me away. Costa pointed at the small, elegant
  villa that had been built five centuries before on the orders of some wealthy Roman noble as a salon for artists and chancers and beautiful, occasionally dubious women. There are things he
  needs to appreciate.


  Get lost, the idiot said, waving him away. This is nothing to do with you.


  A large, ruddy-faced man in an immaculate uniform swept past. Costa was never good at Carabinieri ranks but something in the officers face spoke of seniority.


  Sir, sir . . .


  He ran into the individuals path waving his police ID. The man looked at him as if this were an act of the utmost impertinence. Costa could see the younger colleagues who had followed him
  from the Via Giulia being apprehended at the villa gates, along with a furious Catherine Bianchi.


  My name is Maresciallo Gianluca Quattrocchi. This crime scene is in our possession. Go away.


  I know this building, Costa insisted. Do you?


  When I wish the opinion of civilians I will ask for it. Now stand aside . . .


  Two sets of strong arms began to pull Costa away. Quattrocchi marched forward, flanked on either side by half a dozen uniformed officers. An elderly civilian was unlocking the doors, seemingly
  shaken by the fuss.


  Its all about illusion, Costa yelled. Trompe-loeil. A trick of the eye. What you see is not whats real.


  Just like the movies, he thought, as he watched the group of men stomp towards the villas elegant entrance. Under the harsh white floods it looked like a sketch from Piranesi scribbled
  into life with the crayons of a giant.


  Quattrocchi turned and, to Costas astonishment, grinned sarcastically then made a coarse and sexual street gesture not normally associated with senior military officers.


  Very little in the Farnesina was as it appeared, Costa recalled, as the dark uniforms of the carabinieri vanished through the doors. There were paintings masquerading as tapestries, a cryptic
  horoscope depicted as a celestial relief, artificial views of a lost Rome that might never have been quite as real as they suggested. It was a temple to both illusion and the sensuality of the
  arts.


  He turned on his heels and headed for the gate. It was quieter now. Falcone was there, and for once he wasnt shouting. The game, for them, was surely lost.
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  Make notes, the maresciallo ordered as they entered. Take photographs. Video. I wish a record of everything. We will release it to the media when
  were done.


  He glanced at his large gold watch, then at Morello, who already had pad and pen in his hands.


  How much time do we have left? he asked, walking on.


  Seven minutes and . . . The carabiniere held up his phone to try to see the picture there. No. Its gone again. Seven minutes at least. Ample time.


  You? Quattrocchi said to the elderly caretaker they had jerked away from the TV soccer in his tiny apartment adjoining the villa. Take us to Galatea.


  This is the Loggia of the Psyche, the little man said with pride, immediately falling into a fawning tourist-guide voice. You will note, sirs, the work of Baldassare Peruzzi
  and Raphael. These fruits, these flowers . . . once this would have opened onto the garden, hence the horticultural theme. And the so-called tapestries, which are painted too. The Council of the
  Gods, Cupid and Psyches wedding banquet . . .


  This isnt a damned social visit, Quattrocchi snapped. Wheres Galatea?


  We dont get many visitors at night, the caretaker replied, hurt. Not from officers of the law.


  Where . . . ?


  Quattrocchi stopped himself, realizing the man had been leading them there all along. Now they had wandered into the loggia, which connected with that of Psyche.


  He stared ahead. The painting was there, and many others too. There was nothing else. The place was empty.


  The maresciallo muttered a curse under his breath, and found himself briefly wishing he hadnt shooed away the young police officer quite so quickly. What had he said? This was a
  place of illusions. The images on the web had guided them  or, more accurately, the state police  to this building, and this room. But one more trick, one more sleight of hand, still
  stood between them and Allan Prime edging towards death.


  Someone told me, Quattrocchi said, that this villa was a place of tricks. What does that mean?


  The caretaker rubbed his hands with pleasure.


  There are many, sir. Allusions. Illusions. Codes and cryptograms. References to the stars and alchemy, fate and the fleeting, intangible pleasures of the flesh.


  Spare me the tourist chat. Where do I look to find them?


  Everywhere . . . the oldman opened his hands.


  Where more than any?


  Ah, he replied, and nodded his head as if something had been suddenly revealed. The Salone delle Prospettive. But its closed for restoration, and has been for
  many months. Im sorry. What visitors we have . . . they always ask. The matter is out of my hands . . .


  The Salon of Perspectives. Quattrocchi knew it was the place the moment he heard the name. This was part of the cruel game. Playing with viewpoint. Changing a familiar aspect of the world
  through a trick of the light, at wist of the lens through which one saw the scene.


  Show me . . .


  Its closed. No one enters except there storation people.


  Show me!


  Morello had found a sign to the place and was pointing to it. Quattrocchi brushed the caretaker aside and led the way up a flight of marble stairs, breath shortening.


  The younger officer was staring at his phone again. He had a picture back. Quattrocchi could just make it out.


  Time?


  Less than five minutes.


  The door was locked. They bellowed at the caretaker until he came up with the key. Then, with Quattrocchi in the lead, they went in.


  It was dark and church-like. The only illumination came from a low light in the ceiling which was focused on a mass of tangled wires, mechanical contraptions and constricting devices near the
  end of the room. A man  Allan Prime  was at the heart of this ganglion of metal and cable, strapped tightly into an upright frame, the open iron device around his head. A tourist
  print of the painting of Galatea fluttered behind him, animated by the breeze from an open window. On the floor, connected to the whole by a slender cable, sat a single notebook computer, its
  screen flashing a slow-moving image of something so unlikely it took Quattrocchi a moment to recognize what it was . . . the Golden Gate Bridge in San Francisco.


  From behind, the care taker, unaware of what lay before them, chanted, You will note, sir, the perspectives of another Rome . . . Trastevere and the Borgo . . . the centro storico . . .
  painted as if real views from real windows. Also . . .


  Coming in last, he finally saw, and stopped.


  Allan Prime whimpered. Pain and relief mingled with the tears on his sweat-stained face.


  Quattrocchi walked forward, as close as he dared, and took a good look around the mechanical apparatus into which the actor had been strapped, checking carefully for traps or some kind of
  light-signal device that might have been set to warn of an intruders approach, and perhaps trigger the mechanism early.


  He saw none, but the gleaming sharp point had now edged its way to within a centimetre of the actors left temple.


  The mechanism that held the deadly device was hidden in the deep, dark shadow outside the garish, too-bright overhead light. Carefully, barely breathing, Quattrocchi took out a pen torch and
  shone it on the space there. A low, communal gasp of shock ran through the small gathering of officers behind him. A full-size crossbow, of such power and weight it could only be designed for
  hunting, stood loaded, locked inside some ratchet mechanism that shifted it towards its victim with each passing minute. It was not just the spear  which he now saw to be an arrow 
  that was moving in the direction of Allan Prime. It was an entire weapon, ready to unleash its sharp, spiking bolt straight into the mans skull.


  Four minutes, Morello said, and sounded puzzled.


  We will release you immediately, Quattrocchi said calmly. You have nothing to fear. Four minutes is more than enough . . .


  Sir . . . the young carabiniere interrupted.


  Quattrocchi turned, annoyed by this intrusion.


  Something is happening, the officer pointed out.


  He walked carefully towards the maresciallo and showed him the phone.


  The picture was changing. Quattrocchi grappled for the correct term. Finally it came. Zooming. The camera was zooming out of the scene. He looked at the single grey eye of the device that
  had been setup in front of Allan Prime. Its glassy iris was changing shape, as if trying to focus on something new.


  When he returned to Morellos phone he saw himself there, looking surprised, angry, red-faced and, to Quattrocchis dismay, rather old and lost as he stood next to the terrified
  actor strapped into the deadly frame.


  From a place Quattrocchi couldnt initially pinpoint came the deep, loud, disembodied rattle of a mans laughter, cruel, uncaring, determined too. Someone gasped in shock and,
  perhaps, fright.


  A lilting voice, male, probably American, issued up from the computer, and spoke in English.


  Say cheese. Say . . .


  There was a sound like water rushing through air, then a scream that was strangled before it could grow into a full-throated cry.


  Quattrocchi turned his back on the apparatus, not wishing to witness what was happening to Allan Prime locked in the rig behind him. On the floor of the Salone delle Prospettive, in a
  sixteenth-century noblemans version of an illusory paradise, he saw instead an elderly caretaker who was on his knees, crossing himself, turning his eyes to heaven and starting to pray.


  Something had been written on the dusty tiles in multi-coloured aerosol paint, letters a good metre high, the way teenagers sprayed graffiti on the subway. Maresciallo Gianluca
  Quattrocchi gazed at the message and remembered his lessons on Dante from college some thirty years before. The letters were ragged and rushed, but the words were unmistakable.


  The Second Circle. The Wanton.


  What next? Morello asked, unseen by his side.


  The third, of course, Quattrocchi answered automatically.
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  Costa awoke with a start. Hed slept in Leo Falcones Lancia, which, after much argument, had been allowed to enter the secure area created by the Carabinieri in
  the Via della Lungara and the streets beyond and park close to the Farnesina. The Lungotevere was closed to traffic, which explained the strange silence. There would be media everywhere, cameras
  and reporters, crews from around the world, switched from the years grandest movie premiere to a terrible death, and grateful for a story that would surely occupy the headlines for weeks to
  come. But none of the morning hurly-burly of commuters fighting to get to work.


  Beyond the window he could see Falcone, Peroni and Teresa Lupo talking to Catherine Bianchi near the entrance to the villa. Maggie Flavier was joining them, a seemingly uncomfortable Carabinieri
  officer by her side. He couldnt help but notice she glanced in the direction of the car after she spoke to them. He looked at his watch. It was coming up to seven in the morning. Costa
  turned on the car radio and listened to the news. There was only one story, and one law enforcement agency to tell it. Not the Polizia di Stato.


  No one had been apprehended. The idea that Inferno would receive its world premiere in Rome had been abandoned. Instead the entire cast and security operation would bring forward their
  planned move to California. The exhibition created for the Casa del Cinema would be rebuilt, as planned throughout, at the Palace of Fine Arts in San Francisco. Once that was complete,
  Inferno would be launched there, leaving Roman filmgoers to wait weeks for a domestic public release, a decision that was already creating fury among local fans.


  The name of the place rang a bell. Costa closed his eyes and recalled Emily, then unknown to him, in a room in the American Embassy displaying a picture of a beautiful, half-ruined classical
  building by a lake as part of the investigation that had brought them together.


  Then he was brought to earth by the gruff Roman voice of Gianluca Quattrocchi giving the news his somewhat over-dramatized version of events. Prime, he claimed, was beyond rescue from the
  outset. The videos of him on the web  and his savage demise, which was now on many millions of computers and phones around the world  were all part of a sadistic murder plot played
  out with heartless deliberation over the internet. Why? Quattrocchi had the answer. The clues were there throughout. In the message scribbled on the dummys head  Lasciate ogne
  speranza, voi chintrate. In the words written on the floor in front of the trapped actor, which had been instantly shared with the world as the webcam panned the scene. In the constant
  stream of hate-mail and dark threats sent to the production for months and now released to the Carabinieri by the publicist, Simon Harvey, who had  unwisely, Quattrocchi suggested 
  kept them quiet out of a mistaken belief they came from a crank.


  Cranks they may be, the maresciallo went on, playing for the cameras, but they are also killers. He lowered the tone of his voice to make sure there could be
  no mistaking the seriousness of his message. Killers obsessed with the works of Dante. They wish to punish those who made this movie for what they see as some kind of blasphemy. The star is
  dead already. We are redoubling security for everyone else involved, cast, crew, all of them. We will cooperate with the American authorities in this, and, since Italian citizens are under threat,
  participate in the operation in California as well.


  Nice work if you can get it . . . Costa muttered. Quattrocchi had never mentioned that the unfortunate Peter Jamieson was carrying a gun loaded with blanks. He wondered how that
  awkward fact could possibly fit in with such strangely histrionic theories.


  Feeling stiff and hungry he got out of the car. Two more state police vehicles were set close to the far side of Falcones Lancia like a wagon train surrounded by a sea of dark blue
  Indians. He ambled over to the discussion Falcone was conducting. Maggie Flavier looked pale and pink-eyed as if shed been crying and lacked sleep. When she saw him she turned to the
  carabiniere and ordered him to fetch coffee and cornetti. The man slunk off with a mutinous grunt.


  Be kind. Hes only doing his job, Costa suggested.


  If I want protection I choose who does it, she retorted. And I choose . . . Her slender finger ranged over the four of them there, before adding Catherine Bianchi
  too. . . . you.


  Oh no, the American policewoman responded, half amused. Im just the captain of a little San Francisco neighbourhood police station, and one that wont be there
  much longer either. If the Palace of Fine Arts didnt happen to be around the corner I wouldnt be here at all. All the heavy work gets shipped to the important people downtown in
  Bryant Street. Frankly theyre welcome to it. Guarding celebrities is out of my league.


  There are protocols here, Miss Flavier, Falcone added. You must do as the maresciallo says. He seems very sure of himself.


  People dont murder for poetry, Costa reminded him. You said it yourself.


  Allan Primes death is none of my business. Our business. That . . . Falcones bright eyes shone with some inner knowledge. . . . has been made very clear to me
  indeed by people with whom I am not minded to argue. Besides, Quattrocchi has created for himself a very certain picture of what is happening, one that seems to fit well with his own theatrical
  ambitions. Far be it from us to disturb his reveries.


  Leo . . . Teresa interrupted. We have some interesting material from that place in the Via Giulia. Give us a little time and perhaps we could get something
  useful.


  The inspector shook his head.


  You must hand it over. Its theirs now. All of it. Everything pertaining to Allan Prime and the American actor they shot dead in the park. Besides, whoever is responsible is surely
  gone from Rome already. That circus trick they performed with Prime . . . Ive checked with your deputy. It could have been run from anywhere. America even. If Quattrocchi is correct and this
  is connected with the film  and I do believe this to be true  their attentions will surely follow that too, across the Atlantic, far from Rome.


  Costa waited. He recognized that glint in Falcones eye.


  All we have, the inspector went on, is a missing death mask. A priceless, historical object. And several other similar exhibits that will shortly be crated up and
  air-freighted to America. He scratched his chin. Is it possible they might also be at risk? If so, would it be fair to add to the Carabinieris burden by asking they take
  responsibility for that role too . . . ?


  Peroni laughed, shook his head and let loose along, amused sigh.


  Im not sure its a possibility I can ignore, Falcone went on, then pointed a commanding finger at Costa.


  Your English is good, I know that already. He peered at Peroni. What about yours?


  Mine? Mine? the big man replied, aghast. I spent six months on secondment with the Metropolitan Police in London, eating nothing but pies and fried potato. In some place
  called . . . He thought about this. The Elephant and Castle.


  A bar? Teresa asked.


  No, he replied, outraged. A place.


  How long ago? Falcone demanded.


  Peroni shrugged.


  Fifteen, twenty years . . . They were first-class police officers. And also good . . . He searched for the word. . . . blokes.


  Your English, Gianni, Teresa wanted to know. How is it?


  He drew himself up and looked officious.


  Ecco! Peroni declared, pointing straight into Costas face at close quarters. With his scarred and beaten-up face, he suddenly seemed remarkably threatening.


  Consider yourself well and truly nicked, sonny, he roared in a thuggish London accent that Costa thought comprehensible  just.


  The volume of this outburst caused the Carabinieri man newly returned with the coffees to tremble with shock and spill the hot liquid, cursing quietly under his breath.


  Works for me, Costa murmured with an admiring nod.


  We fly out in two days, Falcone announced. I have reservations already. You must be in economy, Im afraid. Budget restraints. Now go home and pack.


  Teresa danced a little dance, sang a short burst of America from West Side Story, and twirled around on her large feet with an unexpected ease of movement and grace.


  Then she checked herself and prodded the inspectors chest.


  When you said we . . .


  Happily, the financial affairs of the forensic department are none of my business, Falcone declared, and began walking off, turning only to add, Since there is no death on
  our files I doubt even you can persuade upstairs to foot the bill for that. Of course, if you have vacation owing and the money for a ticket . . .


  I have to pay my own way? she shrieked.


  Perhaps we can fit you in at the accommodation Catherine is arranging, Falcone added, barely pausing. The choice  and the expense  are both yours.


  Costa watched the two of them walk into the street bickering, both understanding neither would change his or her position, and that Teresa would be on that flight, even if she had to buy the
  ticket herself.


  Maggie Flavier took a coffee from the silent carabinieres hands and passed it over to him.


  Will they find who did this?


  Theyll try. He didnt want to pry. He knew he had to. Was Allan Prime a friend of yours? A good friend?


  No, she answered with a shrug. He was a man I worked with. He tried his . . . charms, if you can call them that. Welcome to acting. She stared at him and he knew: she
  had been crying, and was now allowing him to see, to understand. Its a solitary business. Being other people. The really odd part is you get to be alone in the presence of
  millions.


  I can imagine, he said.


  She looked at him with a sharp, engaged interest that made him feel deeply uneasy.


  Can you? she asked.
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