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friday, august 31 two moon trailer camp mountain home, idaho 11:59 local time

At six minutes after midnight every thing changed: Runciman sensed it, even in his drunken sleep. He was not alone. There was a thing in the room with him, and an unfamiliar scent drifting on the stale air, mingling with the tang of cut pine and the rancid reek of grease from the Arby’s across the highway – a sharp biting scent almost but not quite like eucalyptus. Runciman, his heart pounding against his rib cage like a boxer working the heavy bag, snapped fully awake, lying on his back in the damp tangle of his sheets, staring up at the bars of blue light that rode upon the ceiling of his trailer, listening so hard to the breathing silence in his room that his skull began to ache.


He looked carefully to his right and saw a dim manlike figure, wrapped in a formless darkness. It appeared to be standing in the middle of the long narrow room. Runciman slid a hand under the pillow, got his fingers around the grip of an old blue-steel Smith & Wesson, and rolled off his bed into a crouch on the side away from the shape, the revolver aimed out into the darkness.

The shape in the center of the room did not move.

‘You want to die doing this,’ Runciman said, his harsh voice oddly loud in the silence of the trailer, ‘you’ve come to the right place.’ Out in the humid night an eighteen-wheeler chuffed its air brakes and ground its gears down the falling grade that led into Mountain Home. The shadow in the room did not react to him in any way – if it was a shape and not a trick of the light. It seemed to Runciman that whatever it was, its attention was elsewhere.

Keeping the muzzle on the center of the dark mass, Runciman fumbled for the bedside lamp and flicked it on. The warm yellow light spilled out into the room, picking out the shabby sofa, the yard-sale furniture, the card table littered with empty beer cans, and the remains of Runciman’s takeout Chinese. There was nothing there.

No shape. No shadow. No… thing.

He lowered the gun and wiped his sweating face with a shaking hand, steadied himself on the cot, and stood upright, weaving slightly, old joints cracking, head pounding, lips and mouth dry.

He sighed, wiped a hand across his lips, and turned to stumble down the narrow hall into the tiny stainless-steel bathroom, where he set the Smith down on the toilet tank and ran the water into the rusted cistern until the cold made his fingers ache.

He scrubbed his face hard with a threadbare towel that smelled of mildew and spilt beer, braced his hands on the edge of the cistern, and stared into the mirror, seeing the remnants of a once-hard man whose features were now sagging into pouches and lines and seams, like a wax mask melting. He dried his hands on the curtain over the window, sighed, and stepped back out into the hall.

Where a big man stood very close. A tall shadowy shape, a skull with black pits for eyes. The skull-man lifted his open palm up to his lips and blew a cloud of fine pinkish powder into Runciman’s face. Runciman caught a fleeting scent of eucalyptus – not quite like eucalyptus – before his world cracked wide open.

A pale-green corpse-light poured up through the grates beneath his bare feet and the tin ceiling of his trailer peeled back to reveal a vast cobalt sky marbled with pale glowing mist. Runciman rose up and drifted through this limitless universe, disembodied, pierced through with starlight, his skin burned with the heat of violet suns. He watched, detached, as the thread that held his mind to his body stretched out into a thin golden wire that hummed like a plucked string.



After a long, nameless time he came back to this world and was not surprised to find that he was naked and taped to a wooden chair under a bare bulb. In his heart he knew what was about to happen. He had seen this many times before. The only thing new to him was that this time he was the naked man taped to the chair, surrounded by darkness.


Just within the small circle of light containing him he saw the silver-tipped toe of a cowboy boot made of some sort of reptile hide, greenish-black, the frayed cuff of black jeans, a long leg rising to a patched knee, a crossed leg on the knee, a leathery hand holding a thin stiletto with a narrow tapering tip. A quicksilver light shimmered along the edge of the blade. A voice, a hoarse whisper, spoke to him from out of the dark:

‘You know where you are?’

Runciman, sighing softly, considered the man’s question.

‘Sure. It’s my karma. What goes around comes around.’

‘And you know what happens next.’

‘I do. The way you took me, you’re no hack. You’re a pro. You’re street. I figure you’re maybe from the Agency, but you might be off the reservation. Maybe not. Somebody’s nervous back East, or somebody wants to know something you think I know, or wants to find out if I don’t know something I should know, or maybe you’re just a freelancer come to make me pay for some evil-ass shit you think I did to you or somebody you loved and you’re gonna fuck me up so bad I’ll be happy to die.’

Here Runciman paused, squinting into the glare.

‘And you know what, pal? You know what the bulletin is? I really don’t give a shit. This night’s been coming all my life. I’ve got spots on my lungs the size of silver dollars, my liver’s as hard as a stone crab, and I piss nine times nightly. So I really don’t give a rusty fuck about your whiny little beef with me, your sorry-ass problems, whatever they are, however long you been packing them around in your hip pocket like they added up to something real. I got enough of my own. So fuck you. Now, tell me, what was that fine shit you blew in my face? That shit was deeply righteous.’

‘You are in the presence of Goyathlay.’

‘Goy-AT-lay? Who the hell is he? And who the fuck are you, pal? I know you? I think maybe I know you.’

‘You know me.’

Runciman blinked into the light.

‘You do sound sorta familiar. I can’t quite place the voice.’

‘You know my name. You know who I used to be.’

‘Jolly. We’re old pals. Hugs all ’round. What can I do for you?’

‘Who was the man in the long blue coat?’

‘What the fuck does that mean?’

‘Who was the man in the long blue coat?’

‘No idea. Your turn. Where are the snows of yester-year?’

‘Who was the man in the long blue coat?’

‘Pal, I really don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.’

‘Who was the man in the long blue coat?’

‘You’re boring me here, man. You gotta narrow it down.’

‘Trinidad. Nineteen ninety-seven.’

‘Last year at Marienbad. Next year in Jerusalem.’

‘Who was the man in the long blue coat?’

‘The man in the long blue coat… Is that you, Milo? It’s not Milo. Man, is that you?’

‘Yes. It’s Milo.’

‘Is it? You don’t sound like Milo. Tell me something only Milo would know?’

‘Huey Longbourne sends his best.’

‘Huey Longbourne?’

‘Talk to me about Trinidad.’

‘If you’re really Milo, you don’t need me to tell you about Trinidad. Milo was there. Is it really you, Milo? We all thought you were dead. Dead in that freaking storm. We looked for you, man. We all did. If this is about that, then fucking undo me man, this is all a joke. Where you been all this time? Were you in Tularosa? Willard always said you’d be holed up in Tularosa. Milo, is it you? Is it really?

‘Who was the man in the long blue coat?’

‘Ah Jeez. Hey. Fuck you. You’re not really Milo. How you know about Huey Longbourne I have no idea. I guess you hadda cut it outta Milo before you got to me. If you were really Milo, then you’d know. There’s nothing I could tell Milo about Trinidad that Milo didn’t already know. None of us knew who the man in the long blue coat was. Not Willard. Not Pete or Crucio. Not even Moot. Maybe Bob Cole knew.’

‘Bob Cole called him Cicero.’

‘Cicero. That’s what we called him. His name was Cicero.’

‘Bob Cole called him Cicero. What was his real name?’

‘We were never told. And Bob Cole’s dead. We all called him Cicero. Remember? That’s how it works. That’s fieldcraft. Nobody knows the cleaner’s name on a thing like Trinidad. Everybody has a legend, other names – we all did, you skanky freak. That’s the way it’s always done. Know what, man? I’m through talking to you. You wanna know what happened at Trinidad, go ask somebody else. Ask Barbra Goldhawk, why don’t you? See what you get outta that old bucket of grits. I don’t like you, pal – I don’t like how you do business, I don’t like your fancy-ass Hollywood boots with the little silver toe tips like you’re some kind of pansy fucking homo-on-the-range fairy, and I’m not telling you shit. So it’s howdy-go-bye-bye time, Hop along. Let’s get her done. Either unass my AO or start in cutting.’

‘Who was the man in the long blue coat?’

‘Even if I knew I wouldn’t tell a Jody like you. Lock and load.’

The man stood and stepped into the light. Runciman looked at him, at the man’s face, at what was in it, and he knew that he had come to the final hours of his life. The first cuts were not the deepest.
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sunday, october 7 via berrettini, cortona, tuscany 7:30 a.m. local time

During the night a heavy fog had gathered around the ruined Medici fortress on the crest of Cortona and spread itself down through the ancient city. By early morning the squares and towers and narrow medieval streets were shrouded in mist, and a cold slanting rain was beating against the shuttered houses along the Via Berrettini. Beyond the shoulder of the young policeman in front of him Dalton could just make out the image of another man in a trench coat, looking down the narrow lane at them as they made their way up the hill. The man, his face partially hidden under a wide-brimmed black fedora, was standing by the iron gate that led into the stone-walled courtyard of the ancient Roman chapel of San Nicolò. Dalton got the impression of an angular jaw, a large gray mustache like an inverted crescent, lined and haggard cheeks. A cigarillo drooped from the corner of his mouth and his hands were shoved into the pockets of his coat, his collar turned up against the rain and the wind.


The column of men escorting Dalton up the hill passed an open laneway, and glancing to his right, Dalton saw through a curtain of dripping laundry the stone parapet that ran beside Via Santa Margherita: beyond the parapet he could see the faint outline of Lake Trasimeno. A memory came to him of a summer afternoon and the sunlit terrace off the Piazza Garibaldi, where he and Laura had once sat watching the cloud shadows drift across the olive groves far below them, the lake in the distance glimmering in a pure southern light. They had talked of Hannibal and Rome and the Etruscans while they shared a bottle of chilled pinot grigio, well pleased with the day, with Tuscany, with each other.

The memory had only half-formed when he shut his mind against it, concentrating instead on the rain beading up on the navy blue tunic of the carabiniere in front of him, on the rounded old stones beneath his shoes, on the graveyard reek of the running gutters, the damp-wool smell of the rain itself. In a few more minutes they reached the chapel gates. The senior carabiniere – a dark-skinned man with craggy Sicilian features whose difficult name Dalton had heard but not retained – snapped out a tight salute, to which the trench-coated man returned an ironic bow.

‘Ecco ’inglese, Commendatore. Il Signor Dalton.’

‘Sì. Mr. Micah Dalton,’ said the man in the trench coat, stepping toward Dalton, his right hand out. He shook Dalton’s hand once, twice, a firm dry grip, strong lean fingers. His regard was direct, penetrating, but not unfriendly. He had the air of a man who was willing to be favorably impressed. His smile was wide and revealed strong yellowish teeth. He had a gap between his upper middle incisors, and deep brown eyes with a clear light in them. Dalton, whose trade required him to make rapid assessments of everyone he met, put him down as smart, professional, experienced, and therefore dangerous. The man’s voice was a baritone purr, and he had a cold.

‘I am Major Alessio Brancati. I am the chief of the Carabinieri criminal division for Cortona. We thank you for coming.’

‘Good morning, Major Brancati,’ said Dalton, trying not to look beyond the major’s left shoulder, where he could see that a black nylon crime scene tent had been set up against the doors of the chapel.

Brancati’s lined and weathered face broke into a wry smile.

‘This morning is not so good. Rain, and this wet wind from the north. It sinks into your lungs. This fog. A terrible morning. I offer you a cigar?’

He held out a crumpled packet of Toscanos. Dalton saw there were only two left. The major pulled his shoulders up in a very Italian way and grinned fiercely at him. ‘Take! You will help me to quit.’

Dalton took one and the major held out a very worn and apparently solid-gold lighter with the crest of the Carabinieri engraved on its face. Dalton drew the smoke in deep. The major seemed to approve of his obvious pleasure in this. Dalton looked past the man at the crime scene tent. Rain drops beaded on the slick surface and pooled in the sagging folds. Two glum-looking boys in sodden police uniforms stood on either side of the tent, which had been zippered shut against the rain. A blue-and-red police tape with the words Polizia non passar – Polizia non passare had been stretched across the heavy wooden doors of the chapel. On a bench by the chapel gates an old man in an ill-cut tweed jacket and brown corduroy slacks sat limply, staring into nowhere, fingering a green-glass rosary, his eyes as dull as quartz. A tall athletic-looking young man in a black suit and a clerical collar stood next to him, staring at Dalton with a fixed intensity. The priest, if that was what he was, had a sharp-featured, almost brutal face.

‘May I ask,’ said Dalton, looking away from the priest’s disconcerting glare and exhaling a blue cloud of smoke, ‘who that man is? The priest.’

‘That is Father Jacopo. He is the pastor of this chapel.’

‘He looks like an assassin. What’s his problem with me?’

Brancati shrugged and pulled the edges of his mouth into an exaggerated downward curve, making him look briefly like a Venetian mask.

‘He has some belief about you. It is of no importance. Superstition may be found even among the educated. I thank you for coming all the way to Cortona.’

‘I was grateful for the call. I do wonder why the identification could not be done at the hospital.’

Brancati lit his last cigarillo and dismissed the Sicilian carabiniere with a nod while he considered Dalton’s question. The other men drifted away and began to talk in low tones, their voices lost in the sighing of the wind.

‘This is true. Normally we do not let civilians into the crime scene, but the formal identity must be made soon and Father Jacopo’ – here he inclined his head in the direction of the tall man in the black suit, who returned his look without warmth – ‘wishes the body not to be moved until he can give a kind of blessing. Il vecchio with him, that is Paolo. The verger. He is the one who found the body. You are Catholic?’

The question – unexpected, and for Dalton a very pointed and painful one – made him flinch visibly.

‘No. I was once. Not any more.’

Brancati smiled apologetically. ‘I am sorry. A personal question. But you are like me. We are the new Holy Roman Church. The not-any-more Catholics. Allora, Father Jacopo is here for the chapel. Paolo wishes him to say some prayers for the release of spirits from this place. Before he will open up San Nicolò to the people again. Paolo is very superstitious.’

‘Spirits?’

Brancati sighed, raised his palms. ‘Myself, I am from San Sepulcro, a town famous for death. But these Cortona people. They are not like the rest of Tuscany. Cortona folk believe that ghosts fly around the mountaintop like clouds of swifts. They think the old fortezza is crowded with spirits that clutch at you as you pass, hissing spells and curses in your ears. Three thousand years they make here a cult of the dead. The whole mountain is a tomb. The Etruscans built it. The Carthaginians besieged it. Then came the Romans. Then the Medici. One cannot resist the weight, the force of such ancient customs. We do not try. Paolo believes the people need the priest to release the chapel. So the priest will say some words. Paolo will be happy. The parishioners will be happy. No harm is done. Tell me, Mister Dalton, how do you come to know the victim?’

‘I’m not sure I do know him. I haven’t seen him yet.’

Brancati pulled an English passport out of his breast pocket. He handed it to Dalton. Dalton flipped it open, looked at the photo.

‘This was with him?’

‘No. It was in his room.’

‘He was staying at a hotel here?’

Brancati’s expression grew more guarded. His reply was short.

‘No. In a student hostel. The Strega. On Via Janelli. Down by the Palazzo Comunale.’

Dalton handed the passport back to Brancati. ‘That’s Porter Naumann’s passport, anyway.’

‘And how do you know Mr. Naumann, Signor Dalton?’

‘We are both employees of the same company.’

‘And that is…’

‘Burke and Single.’

‘The British bank?’

‘Yes.’

‘So you are in Italy on business?’

It begins.

‘No. I was in Berlin on business. My company called me because I was closest to Italy. Actually, we were looking for Mr. Naumann ourselves. He had not been in touch with his office for hours. He had missed an important client meeting yesterday. We were making inquiries. Then you found him. They sent me. I flew in a few hours ago.’

‘Flew in on what?’

‘Burke and Single operate a small fleet of Gulfstream jets.’

‘How pleasant to be rich. And this Gulfstream jet landed where?’

‘Florence.’

Brancati smiled at him. Dalton did not return the smile. Nor did he fill the silence with elaborations on the theme. The truth was he had spent two hours last night going through Porter Naumann’s hotel suite in Venice before taking the company chopper down to Florence, but the wonderful thing about private jets and private helicopters was that you didn’t have to file detailed flight plans. You could touch and go and most of the time, especially in Italy, the records would be inaccurate. And it was true that the company jet had landed in Florence a few hours ago; Dalton hadn’t been on it. It offended his sense of professionalism to tell this paper-thin excuse for a lie, but there hadn’t been enough time to prepare a more substantial one. Brancati let the silence play out enough to become obvious. That didn’t mean he knew Dalton was lying. It was a device that Dalton knew well, since he often used it himself. Guilty people hated empty silences and tended to fill them up with self-defeating babble.

‘And do you know what brought Mr. Naumann to Italy?’

‘The bank has been building a funding infrastructure for a Chinese trading syndicate seeking a branch in Venice. Naumann is a specialist in international trade. Last time I saw him was two weeks ago. He and I had dinner at a café on the Riva degli Schiavoni. We talked business.’

‘Burke and Single is a British bank. You are American, I think.’

Another flinch, but this time he managed to suppress it. The line ‘a hit, a palpable hit’ rose in the back of his mind, and for a moment he wondered how much Brancati actually knew about him.

Nothing, he decided.

‘I was born in Boston. I’m not an American citizen any more. I’m a British subject. I haven’t been an American citizen for several years.’

‘But you are from Boston? Good. I approve of Boston. In Boston the streets make Italian sense. A perfect assassin’s tangle, just like in Florence. You know what Vespa means in Italian? It means “wasp.” Florence is a stone hive buzzing with wasps. It is made for love affairs. Have you ever tried to follow someone in Florence? In Naples, even, or in Venice? It cannot be done. This is deliberate. This is the Italian way. I was also in Washington –’

‘Where the streets do not make Italian sense?’

‘A Frenchman did them. It’s the only thing they can do well. They make straight streets. Perhaps the French are afraid of being followed. God knows why. They never go anywhere interesting and they make love with their faces. They are a crazy people. Napoleon made them crazy. Which café?’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘On the Riva degli Schiavoni. Where you had dinner with your friend two weeks ago. What was it called?’

‘Carovita.’

‘I know this café. Wonderful risotto. The owners, not so nice. But the food – perfetto. And you stayed… how long?’

‘Until the bell in the campanile rang at midnight. Porter wanted to walk. He liked Venice best late at night. I went back to our hotel.’

‘The Savoia, yes?’

‘Yes. Burke and Single keeps a suite there.’

‘Why not at the Danieli? It’s right next door.’

‘Have you ever stayed there?’

‘Yes. Very tired. Although once a beauty.’

‘Yes. That’s why.’

‘And Mr. Naumann?’

‘The same hotel. Savoia e Jolanda. The company suite. It belongs to Mr. Naumann. Occasionally I stay there, if I’m in town.’

‘How long was Mr. Naumann assigned to Venice?’

‘As long as it took. He’s been there since August.’

‘Has he a family?’

‘Yes. In London. A wife. Two teenaged daughters. They have a town house in Belgravia.’

‘You have spoken to them? Your firm?’

‘Not yet. We wanted to… know more.’

There was a silence. Dalton thought about Porter Naumann’s wife and kids. The teenagers were a pair of hard-eyed foulmouthed club girls, pale-skinned, blue-lipped, with crystal meth sizzling through their veins. It wouldn’t have surprised Dalton to find out they slept hanging upside down in a belfry. Joanne Naumann, once a Wellesley stunner, cordially loathed the little thugs and passed her days getting herself gracefully outside Baccarat flutes of Cristal. Brancati, who had been quietly turning the problem of Micah Dalton over in his mind, seemed finally to arrive at a decision.

‘Allora, Signor Dalton. I tell you what we have learned. We have made our inquiries, as the English say. Mr. Naumann liked this Carovita café, because his credit card says he had dinner there again the night before last. The owner says he dined alone. He did not go back to his room at the Savoia e Jolanda that night. So after his dinner at Carovita, Mr. Naumann disappears. Yesterday morning he pays cash for a room in the Strega hostel on Via Janelli and does not identify himself. Now the puzzle. Something terrible takes place. What, we do not yet know. The verger finds him here.’

Dalton said nothing.

Brancati’s smile became a centimeter less warm.

‘Maybe you can think of some useful observations?’

‘I have nothing to suggest.’

‘Anything would be welcome. Please. Try.’

Dalton pretended to try. He had no intention of saying anything useful about Porter Naumann’s life and times. That wasn’t his job.

‘I’m sorry. Nothing in Porter’s life explains any of this. Have you looked at his room in this hostel?’

‘We have.’

‘And?’

‘And it reveals little. Mr. Naumann bought a bottle of Chianti and some cigarillos. He smoked the cigarillos and drank the Chianti and slept on top of the bed. At one point he smashed an old pot filled with morning glories, and then he made a fire in the wastepaper basket –’

‘He started a fire?’

‘Yes. It set off the smoke alarm. The clerk went up. Mr. Naumann did not open the door. He said it was only a cigarette. He was very apologetic. The clerk went away.’

‘He broke a flowerpot?’

‘Yes. It was full of morning glories. My wife, Luna, calls them moonflowers. She loves them because they are nocturnal, as she is. They flower only at night. They were in one of those tall round cilindri, like you put would put white wine bottles into. Terra-cotta. To keep them cool.’

‘Was anybody with him?’

‘As I said, Mr. Naumann did not open the door, so the clerk could not see. Mr. Naumann made no calls and received no calls. The girls in the next room heard some talking. The walls are very thin. They heard two people, a man’s voice, very low, and another. A conversation. Not angry. The second person they said had a strange voice. They cannot recall what time.’

‘Strange? What does that mean?’

Brancati made a face, drew on his cigarillo.

‘They said it was droning, like a bee. But very loud. Neither male nor female. More… come si dice? Like a bear growls?’

‘Guttural?’

‘Guttural? What an ugly word. But that is what they said.’

‘But it means someone was in the room with Porter?’

‘According to the clerk, who guards the door all night, no one came in to see him. The hostel has many young girls there and they keep order because of it. Guests are always observed and announced. No one came for him. Therefore we must assume that Mr. Naumann was alone.’

‘What? Talking to himself?’

Brancati shrugged.

‘Unless it was someone who was already in the hostel.’

‘The guests have been interviewed. Mr. Naumann would have had nothing to say to any of them. They are all these traveling blatte. These cockroaches. Americans. Canadians. Swedes. These backpackers.’ Brancati made the phrase sound like a risky sexual deviance.

‘Did this desk clerk see Porter leave?’

‘He says he did not.’

‘I don’t believe him.’

‘He is a reliable man, a cousin to one of my men. It is a puzzle.’

‘Damn straight it’s a puzzle. Somebody’s lying to you. On what floor was Porter’s room?’

‘The third.’

‘Was there a fire escape? Outside stairs?’

‘Fire escape? The buildings on Via Janelli are the oldest in Cortona. From the twelfth century. They do not have these “fire escapes.”’

‘Then how did he get out?’

Brancati shrugged again, palms raised as if in divine supplication. ‘We do not know.’

‘On the face of it, if I were you, I’d take that desk clerk apart and I’d talk to everyone who was in that hostel. Somebody is lying.’

Brancati studied Dalton’s face for a time. Young, late thirties, perhaps as old as forty; tall, slightly tanned, with long white-blond hair swept back from his forehead like a Renaissance princeling. He had the scarred face of a gentleman boxer, with strong nose knocked slightly out of true and flattened at the bridge; a hard, fit frame under his blue cashmere topcoat and his dark gray pinstripe, his pristine collar and the gold bar under his pearl-gray silk tie.

His pale, almost colorless eyes were wide-set. There was something in his face that was not quite right, as if it had been badly damaged, perhaps in an accident, and then expensively repaired by someone who was an artist at the work. Dalton waited out the appraisal in an uneasy silence.

‘You interest me, Signor Dalton. Were you ever in the military?’

‘Never.’

‘Polizia, maybe? Or the government?’

Dalton shook his head.

‘I would not take you for a banker. Maybe a fencer. Do you fence, Signor Dalton? In the army, I was a fencing instructor. You have the eye.’

‘No. I box a little. I don’t fence.’

‘You ask good police questions, Signor Dalton. For a banker.’

‘Thank you.’

‘You think well. You ask clear questions, like a policeman would. You are observant and intelligent. You are his friend, his colleague. You meet for drinks and dinner. You know his family. And yet you tell me you have no idea why he would leave his suite at the hotel, leave all his clothes, even his shaving things, all his papers save his passport, and drive down to Cortona to hide himself in a student hostel on the Via Janelli? Then to come up here and die in this outrageous way in the courtyard of San Nicolò? Do you not even wonder about such things?’

‘Of course I do. So what? I have no standing. These are your problems. We’ll let you handle them. Naturally we’ll provide whatever assistance you require. But our policy in situations such as this is to leave the inquiries to the professionals.’

‘Burke and Single has a policy about employees who die like this?’

‘No. It’s a policy about not interfering with official investigations.’

Brancati looked as if he had more to say and then decided not to say it.

‘Okay. Basta. Time is running. Come with me. We will do this.’

A rising wind was whipping the material of the tent and a cold rain lashed at their faces as they crossed the gravel courtyard. Father Jacopo stepped into their path as they walked, gently brushing aside Brancati’s intervening arm, his dark face fixed on Dalton.

‘You are Micah Dalton?’

‘I am.’

‘You must forgive me. I have something to say to you. I do not mean to offend. It may sound ridiculous. Ma… It is ridiculous. But Paolo has begged me to speak to you. You will permit?’

‘Please, Father.’

‘Paolo says you stand in darkness, Signor Dalton. Paolo says a man calls for you along the Via Margherita. Paolo wants me to say that if you see this man or hear him call out to you, you should turn away. He says this man is a ghost, a spirit, and he has been standing there for almost a full year now. Paolo says the ghost has been calling out a name. The name of an inglese. The name Paolo heard was Micah. I know this is absurd. But when Paolo heard your name from the police, heard that you were coming here, he came to me and told me. I said this is godless. Mere superstition. But Paolo was determined. So I felt I should say something. And this I have done. Forgive my intrusion. You are going into the tent now. To see your dead friend. May I give you the blessing of Our Lady?’

Dalton glanced at Brancati, whose face was unreadable. ‘I would be grateful, Father.’

The priest made the sign of the cross in the air between them, uttered a few unintelligible words in low but sacred tones, and then held out his hand, his face solemn, his dark eyes intense.

‘I wish you grace, Signor Dalton. If you wish to confess later, I will open the chiesa and hear you. Good bye, now. God be with you.’

The priest withdrew, and after a long silence – puzzled and vaguely uneasy on Dalton’s part, simply exasperated for Brancati – the major reached out, unzipped the closure, and pulled the flap back. Then he stood aside and opened it to Dalton.

Dalton stepped into the tent, and Brancati followed him inside, moving around what was on the ground in front of them until he could watch Dalton’s face. Dalton looked at the figure on the ground, its back up against the heavy wooden doors of the chapel; it took a while to make sense of what he was seeing. When he finally put it together with the smell of fresh blood and intestinal fluids, a rush of hot acid flowed up into the back of his throat and a chilly sweat came out on his cheeks. He swallowed with difficulty and opened his mouth to take in shallow breaths so the smell wouldn’t overpower him. He swallowed twice more and shoved his hands into the pockets of his Burberry coat. Brancati said nothing for a time and then crouched down beside the body, pulling on a pair of latex gloves.

‘This person has been very badly damaged. As you see. So it is very hard to make the identity. I regret asking this, but you must try.’

Brancati pulled out a Streamlight and shone the beam directly onto what remained of the face. Dalton had to make himself concentrate on seeing any remnant of an old and familiar friend in shredded flesh and torn muscle, in a face that was no longer being ruled by the mind and the emotions that had made it live. Even a death mask has a shadow of the living spirit in it; this was barely human.

‘Yes,’ he said, after a minute. ‘That’s him.’

‘You must name him, Signor Dalton. For the record.’

‘That’s Porter Naumann.’

‘You’re sure.’

‘I think so. Yes. I’m sure. What…?’

‘What happened to him? We think he came up here wearing only what you see, the bottom of his…’ Brancati hunted the word.

‘Pajamas.’

‘Yes. Pajamas. And barefoot. Look here.’ He indicated the soles of the corpse’s feet, where the flesh was torn and bruised. ‘He ran all the way from the hostel, it seems. People on the Via Berrettini say they heard a man running last night. Around midnight. They heard him saying something. But not screaming. More like a prayer, or simply talking out loud. But it was raining very hard. No one went to the balcony to look. Bits of the gravel outside we find also in the skin of his feet. See, here, he fell once at least. You see the gashes on the palms. He fell hard onto the gravel. He gets up, stumbles, finally he reaches the doors of the cappella.’

Brancati aimed the light at the wooden doors of the chapel.

‘See here the marks. His palms were bloody and he struck the doors. Several times, from the smears here… and here… struck them hard.’

‘No one heard?’

‘Paolo lives two streets away. And the wind was high all night. The rain washed a lot of things away. Anyway, so far, no one has come to us.’

‘Do they know? The people around?’

Brancati gave him a disdainful look. ‘The whole of Cortona knows. Cortona is not Napoli.’

‘What happened to his belly?’

Brancati sighed. ‘It is speculation only. But we think maybe the dogs.’

‘Dogs? Dogs chased him up here and killed him? Jesus Christ. What kind of dogs do you have in Cortona? Werewolves?’

‘All dogs are carnivores.’

‘His guts have been torn completely out. No poodle did that.’

‘No. But the town dogs – many are half-wild. They breed in the fortezza above the town. They would have smelled this in the wind.’

‘So the dogs killed him? Is that it?’

‘No. That is not possible. He was dead before the dogs found him.’

‘How do you know?’

‘The wounds. Men don’t bleed after death. If you look at the way he sits, his back against the doors, his ankles crossed so, his knees spread, this is not the position of a man fighting off dogs. And when dogs kill they do it at the throat, at the head, and at the tendons in the legs. The belly they open afterward. After he was dead. It is natural. The scent would bring them.’

Dalton felt the acid rising again. His vision blurred and he swallowed it down again with difficulty. Brancati’s sympathetic look was unconvincing.

‘You wish to go now, Mr. Dalton?’

‘Is there anything else?’

‘Yes. There is. If you are all right?’

‘I am.’

‘You tell me Mr. Naumann was a banker, yes?’

‘A lawyer, actually. His brief was international trade.’

‘Never a soldier?’

‘No.’

‘You’re sure?’

‘I’ve known him for eight years. Ever since I came to work at Burke and Single. He was one of my first trainers. He would have mentioned it.’

‘Trainers? Bankers have trainers?’

‘Instructors. A mentor.’

‘A mentor. I see.’

Brancati pointed the flashlight to an irregular row of coin-shaped lesions across Naumann’s right hip. ‘Okay. These are bullet wounds. Not recent. But not that old either. Not many years. And this…’ He indicated Naumann’s left shoulder. ‘This is a scar like one gets from a knife. A big knife. It is quite recent. No more than a year old. And he was a very active man. Very strong. See the musculature of the chest and the arms. Here on his left pectoral he once had a small tattoo. It has been partially removed with a laser, but you can see it was once in the shape of a helicopter with spread wings behind it. Do you know it?’

Dalton shook his head and internally damned the Agency medics. Brancati waited for something more, realized that nothing was immediately forthcoming, shrugged, and continued.

‘Well, I may know this tattoo. We are military, we Carabinieri. Many years ago, when I was a young man, we took part in a military exercise with some American forces. The tattoo of a helicopter with wings signifies Air Assault training in the U.S. Army. Look at his hands. He has the kind of calluses on his hands that you also have. I have seen these before. I recognize them. They come from a long practice of the martial arts. So, very strange for a banker whose entry visa says he is fifty-two years old. Bullet holes. Tattoos. Knife scars. Mr. Dalton, are your office parties so dangerous? Do the ambulances stand by?’

Dalton didn’t laugh. ‘I can’t tell what those wounds are. They could be cigarette burns. I have no idea how he came by a knife scar. About the tattoo, many men come to regret the tattoos they get when they’re young and stupid.’

‘Like you? A banker only. Never a soldier?’

Dalton shook his head.

Brancati got to his feet, groaning with the effort.

‘I don’t think you will say yes if I ask you to take off your shirt?’

‘No. I won’t.’

Brancati raised his hands, smiled again. ‘A joke. Otherwise it is all too dark, too sfumato.’

‘A joke. Great. But somebody killed him? Right?’

Brancati’s face altered again, hardened. ‘Possibly. Possibly not.’

‘But you said he was running from someone.’

‘I said he was running. I did not say that he was being chased.’

‘For Christ’s sake, Brancati. Look at him.’

‘I have.’

‘What killed him? If not the dogs, then what?’

‘Look at his hands, Mr. Dalton.’

Dalton leaned down. Brancati shone the narrow beam of the Streamlight onto Naumann’s lap, where his hands lay palms-up in the bubble-and-squeak of his opened belly. The tips of his fingers were shredded and pulpy.

‘Someone has pulled out his fingernails.’

‘No. They are just full of blood and flesh. Only two are gone. We found them. In the muscles of his face and in his throat.’

It took Dalton a while to get the picture.

‘You’re saying he committed suicide by…’

‘Tearing at himself?’

‘Do you believe it?’

‘I do not wish to believe it. I am too fond of my sleep.’

‘But do you?’

‘I believe that he has been hurt by his own hands. Whether or not this means he committed suicide is another question. He may have been under the influence of some delusion. Temporary insanity. Perhaps a drug.’

‘Porter didn’t do drugs.’

Brancati performed an ironic bow, his face impassive. ‘Maybe. Maybe not. We will do the blood work. Perhaps he was in the grip of a psychotic event. What they sometimes call a “fugue.” Or there is some lesion of the brain. Such facial disfigurement is not unknown. Several years ago a young girl of Cortona who was suffering from paranoid schizophrenia used poultry scissors to slice off her nose, her cheeks, her ears…’

‘A man would have to be insane to do something like that.’

‘And was Mr. Naumann insane? Did he have psychological problems? Was he seeing a therapist, or on any kind of medication?’

‘No. At least… No. If he had a problem, someone at the bank would have known about it.’

‘What kind of man was he, Mr. Dalton?’

‘Competent. Skilled. A professional. He had a hell of a sense of humor. He liked to eat and drink. Liked the women. He was a gentleman. He danced. Badly, but with joy. Played the trumpet. Played it well. As good as Harry James, when he had enough scotch in him. He used to do “Cherry Pink and” –’

Looking at Brancati’s slightly alarmed expression, Dalton realized he was getting a little emotional. He had liked Porter Naumann very much in a professional sort of way, and the manner of his dying was going to sink in deep and stay there for a long time. Brancati sensed the strong emotion in Dalton and said nothing. There was tight silence in the tent. In a moment, Dalton spoke again.

‘So your theory is that he killed himself with his own hands?’

Brancati shook his head slowly, looking doubtful. ‘He tore at himself, yes. But his heart killed him.’

‘Loss of blood? Shock? Catastrophic pressure drop?’

Brancati shrugged.

‘Shock perhaps. He still has much of his blood inside him. The work of his hands may have only taken a few seconds. No damage was done to the carotids, the heart, the lungs. The belly, I cannot say. But even if the dogs came before he was dead… Men die from being disemboweled, but it takes a very long time. That is why it was so popular with the Inquisition. Many men have survived even such wounds. It can take hours for a man with wounds such as these to die. But Mr. Naumann died almost at once. I am no specialist, but I believe something stopped his heart.’

‘Like what?’

Brancati shrugged. ‘For a man to tear at himself this way, and for his heart to stop… It seems possible that he was in a state of great fear. Perhaps a hallucination. That is the only answer I can think of. Some kind of drug. A powerful psychotropic drug. In rare cases, this is the kind of thing you see when things go very bad. A terrible hallucination could make a man tear at himself, and some people have been known to die from fear. Not often. But it is known.’

‘I’ve told you. Porter Naumann didn’t take drugs. Nor was he insane.’

‘As far as you know. There may be much about Mr. Naumann that you do not know. For instance, whether or not he had been a soldier.’

‘You’re saying this was a suicide? Is that it?’

‘Technically, no. I do not believe it was suicide. Under our laws, for it to be self-murder, the man must have been in his right mind. Clearly Mr. Naumann was not. When one dies as a result of a drug overdose –’

‘He didn’t –’

‘– do drugs. As you keep reminding me. But if, and I say only if, drugs played a part here, or even a passing madness, then there is no intent. No culpability. It is a death by misadventure. By accident. You understand? Was Mr. Naumann a Christian man?’

‘Christian? Yes, he was. At least, he was an Episcopalian. That may not be the same thing as being a Christian.’

‘And what is this “Episcopalian” faith?’

‘Like an Anglican. High Anglican. Church of England.’

Brancati smiled, savoring the new word. ‘An Episcopalian. Still, a Christian. So here is the important point. If we can say he was not a suicide, then it is still possible for Mr. Naumann to be buried in consecrated ground. To go to his Episcopalian heaven. Otherwise…’

Brancati made a vee of his joined hands and pointed to the ground.

To hell.

‘Is that where this case is going?’

Brancati made a broad gesture, taking in the ruined corpse, the wooden gates with the bloody palm smears, the wind-rippled tent walls.

‘What brings a sane man to this terrible end? There is no sign of any other party involved –’

‘What about the second voice? The droning voice like a bear? The girls in the hostel heard two voices. Someone was with him.’

Brancati shook his head slowly, his expression sympathetic. ‘The clerk at the Strega is certain no one came in. And I have told you already that he is a reliable man, and known to us. The hostel has many pretty young college girls, tourists, travelers. The management intends that nothing bad shall happen to these silly children while they are staying at the Strega. You have to buzz at the barred gate to get in. Also there is a camera, which we are told showed nothing unusual. The testimony of the clerk is clear. Other than a nursing sister who went to see one of the girls, nobody went in or out. Mr. Naumann had no visitors. He was alone in his room.’

‘This clerk, he never left his post? Not once?’

‘There is a small privy off the reception area. He of course made use of this from time to time. He admits this. But he insists that he saw no stranger arrive, no one he did not recognize. He is a reliable man.’

‘Someone who was already inside the hostel, then.’

‘We’ve discussed that. In these matters, I am sorry to say, it is often true that the most simple explanation is also the correct one. I believe Mr. Naumann died in the middle of some kind of psychotic episode. Perhaps triggered by a powerful drug. How else could a man come to this?’

Dalton could think of no other answer. A sudden blast of wind rattled the tent walls and rain pattered against the roof. Brancati pulled his collar up around his neck.

‘Enough, Mr. Dalton. We will interrogate the hostel clerk, as you suggest. We will interview the residents again. We will be vigorous. Allegro vigoroso. On Mr. Naumann, blood tests will be done. Even tually we will get our answers and we will both have to live with them. Let us come away. We will get the blood off our shoes and the stink of this place out of our noses. And maybe we will sit in a nice warm café and talk a little more about Porter Naumann.’

‘I would like to come along. Observe.’

‘I thought your policy was to let the officials conduct the investigations? Now you want to… observe?’

‘I put it badly. I’m asking permission to come along and do whatever I can to help in the investigation. I’d like to see his room at the hostel. I know this is irregular –’

‘It is ridiculous. And you tell me you are only a banker.’

‘But if you come across something anomalous –’

‘Come? Non capisco.’

‘Something that doesn’t fit with Porter’s life. I’ll know it.’

Brancati’s face showed a stony kind of amusement.

‘Anomalous? Perhaps. But when you know it, will you tell me?’

‘You have my word on it.’

‘The word of a banker is not the word of a soldier.’ Brancati’s hard eyes were on him, but Dalton had nothing to say.
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