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PART I — THE BREACH
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1. The Church

[image: ]


The church was open out of habit, not faith.

Dardo found it nearly empty, under that gray light that no longer belongs to afternoon and has not yet become night. The air smelled of old wax and damp stone. No music. No mystery. Only silence and objects worn by too many hands.

He remained in the entrance longer than necessary, waiting for some sign that might justify his presence. Nothing came.

He moved down the center aisle without facing the images directly. He had a particular way of moving through places like that: false respect, calculated slowness, a body saying, I will not break anything.

He was lying.

Near the back, close to the sacristy, he saw the priest. The man was neither at the altar nor in a confessional. He was arranging things on a small table: papers, a key, maybe a book. An ordinary man inside an ordinary task.

Dardo cleared his throat.

The priest looked up and smiled with the brief automatic courtesy of someone used to receiving people who arrive late to their own lives.

“Good afternoon,” he said. “Can I help you?”

The first stab crossed Dardo’s stomach: irritation without cause. The priest’s voice was calm, and that calm offended him.

“I want to talk,” Dardo said.

“Of course. Do you want to confess?”

The word confess brushed his chest. It touched a scar he did not remember having. Less religious fear than a sensation of confinement: the word wanted to give him a shape.

“I didn’t come to ask forgiveness,” Dardo said.

The priest studied him. There was presence in that gaze, without intimidation, without fascination for drama. Other people’s calm had always enraged him.

“All right,” the priest said. “Then let’s talk. What’s your name?”

Dardo hesitated for a fraction of a second. The name mattered less than the act of surrendering it.

“Dardo.”

The priest nodded. He accepted the name without asking for an explanation.

“Dardo. Come this way.”

He led him to the side, into a small room with two chairs and a low table. The sacristy, or something close to it. There was a crucifix on the wall, a yellow lamp, a high window admitting dirty light.

Dardo sat without taking off his coat. The priest took the chair across from him. Between them remained an exact, measured space, almost clinical.

“Tell me,” the priest said.

Dardo rested his elbows on his knees and clasped his hands. Their stillness bothered him. The nails were short, clean: hands capable of precision.

“I don’t know what I am,” he said.

The sentence came out without a tremor, and that comfort alarmed him.

The priest let the silence live.

“What do you think you are?” he asked.

Dardo released a small, dry laugh.

“Someone who hurts people. Always. Even without a reason.”

The priest opened his fingers slightly over his knees, willing to receive whatever came. That simple gesture — I am here — awakened in Dardo an absurd impulse: to break it.

“Hurt them how?” the priest asked.

“Any way,” Dardo said. “Sometimes without touching. Sometimes with a sentence. Sometimes with silence. Sometimes with...” He stopped. “The method doesn’t matter. What matters is what happens inside.”

The priest nodded again.

“And what happens inside?”

Dardo swallowed. A slight pressure closed his throat.

“I like it.”

The priest kept his expression. Only a very small movement passed through his eyes: understanding, perhaps pity.

Dardo received it as an offense.

“I like it,” he repeated. “Then I hate it. I hate myself. But in the moment there is something clean. Everything falls into place. At last I am where I am supposed to be.”

The priest held the silence.

“And you came because you want that to stop?”

Dardo turned to him sharply. The simplicity of the question made it unbearable.

“I came because I don’t want to keep going,” he said. “But I don’t want to lie either.”

“You are not lying now,” the priest said.

The floor seemed to tilt by a fraction.

A minimal shift. The sentence had tried to name him for real, and that possibility put him in danger.

“You don’t understand,” Dardo said.

“Let’s try,” the priest said.

Dardo leaned back in the chair and fixed his eyes on him.

“In the moment I don’t feel guilt,” he said. “I feel clarity. Afterward something else appears. Shame. But useless shame: it doesn’t change me, it only dirties me.”

The priest lowered his eyes for a second, choosing the next word carefully.

“What you’re describing is a struggle,” he said. “And if you’re here, there is still something in you that wants...”

Dardo cut him off.

“Don’t tell me it wants to be good. Don’t feed me that garbage.”

The priest’s face hardened by a degree.

“I was going to say it wants to be free.”

Free.

The word opened his chest with violence: pure exposure, no relief.

Free of myself, he thought.

Then the sentence assembled itself in his head, in the same tone it had carried years earlier, inside a locked bathroom.

God, I ask You to free me from myself.

He did not say it aloud. Speaking it would mean asking for something he could no longer control.

The priest was still watching him.

“Why now?” he asked. “What happened that brought you here today?”

His fingers locked together. The pulse struck his hands.

“I dreamed,” he said. “I dreamed about a place. About people. About things I did.”

The priest nodded slowly.

“Are you afraid?”

Dardo gave him a look of contempt.

“It isn’t fear.”

The priest held his gaze.

“What is it?”

The answer came before thought:

“Hunger.”

The silence thickened. The priest did not fully understand, and yet understood too much.

“Dardo,” he said, and for the first time the name seemed to touch him. “I’m going to say this plainly. What you’re describing won’t be solved in one conversation. But you are doing something important. You are naming it. And if—”

The impulse arrived before the sentence ended.

An old reflex. A microscopic decision.

He stood.

The priest stood too, with concern and that clumsy intention of approaching someone he still believed reachable.

“Wait,” he said. “Don’t leave like this.”

He extended a hand and touched Dardo’s forearm lightly.

The contact opened the gate.

The unbearable thing was the promise hidden in the gesture: I can reach you.

Dardo was grabbed from inside.

The body acted first.

The chair scraped the floor. Dardo shoved the priest against the wall with dry force, more dominance than blow. The priest opened his mouth to calm him.

“Dardo, listen to me—”

Dardo did not listen.

Under the coat, in his pocket, his hand found the knife he always carried. A tool, he told himself. An excuse.

The blade came out dull.

The priest saw the metal and his calm broke for the first time.

“No,” he whispered quickly. “Stop.”

The word stop entered Dardo as an insult.

Stop. Restrain yourself. Accept control.

Then the worst thing happened: part of him enjoyed the plea.

He enjoyed it through fit: the sensation that everything had finally occupied its natural place.

The priest tried to push him away. The forearm stayed across him. No shouting, no tears, no tremor.

The blade went in once.

Then again.

With efficiency.

The priest released a short, animal sound and dropped to his knees. His hand searched for something to hold: the edge of the table, the doorframe, life.

He fell under Dardo’s gaze.

Where panic should have arrived, immediate, clean, brutal calm took its place. The constant buzzing inside his head went silent.

He remained still, breathing slowly, while dark blood stained the priest’s shirt and dripped onto the floor.

Then the second self arrived.

The one that watches what the first one does.

Dardo stepped back. The knife remained in his hand, suddenly converted into a foreign object.

“No,” he murmured.

That no carried pure astonishment.

He moved closer to the body. The priest’s eyes were open, unfocused. His mouth tried to form a word. Nothing came out.

Before guilt came something colder: the knowledge of the irreversible.

Only then, very slowly, the sentence returned.

It no longer obeyed any protocol. It came loaded with horror.

God, I ask You to free me from myself.

He said it quietly, looking at the priest’s face, almost addressing it to him before God.

Out in the nave, a door closed in the wind. The sound echoed through the church like an empty answer.

Dardo straightened. He wiped his hand inside the coat with a brief practical motion, the gesture of a finished task.

Before leaving, he looked at the crucifix on the wall.

The crucifix returned only one question.

What kind of thing comes looking for God... and leaves this behind?

He walked out without running.

The front door closed behind him with a soft click, almost respectful.

The church knew how to keep secrets too.
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2. The Street Was Still There
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The moment he crossed the front door, the air of the street hit his face with elementary evidence: the world was still there.

Dardo walked a few yards without speeding up. Speed could betray him. The sidewalk alternated wet and dry patches; leaves clung to the concrete, a plastic bag snagged against the curb, and a bus braked at the corner. The crime remained behind him, sealed in stone and silence, while the city refused to change its pulse for him.

He breathed through his nose, slowly, careful with his mouth. What he had to avoid now was clumsiness. Panic, if it came, would have its turn. At that moment he needed precision.

He slipped his hand into the inside pocket of his coat and touched the closed knife. The pressure of the metal ordered the word object. Things became manageable when named coldly.

He kept walking.

Halfway down the block he found himself in the glass of a storefront: a dark, neat man, back straight, wearing the focused expression of someone late for an appointment. There was no visible blood. The cleanliness calmed him and irritated him at once. A part of him registered pride; another recoiled from that same efficiency.

He did not look back.

On the corner there was a convenience store and two people smoking under an awning. Dardo stopped, took out his phone, and pretended to check it. No notifications. He put it away anyway. He did not want to see his face on the screen. Not yet. When the light changed, he crossed and blended into a small flow of people leaving a pharmacy.

Then the first image appeared: the priest’s hand searching the air, the open mouth without sound, the weight of a body moving from upright to slack with a speed the brain cannot process at once. Dardo did not force it away. He moved it aside.

Later.

He found a restroom in a gas station six blocks away. He entered with his head slightly lowered, bought a bottle of water and a pack of gum he did not want. The cashier barely saw him. The world kept cooperating with his invisibility.

In the bathroom he closed the latch softly and listened. No one entered. No one waited. Only a fluorescent light buzzed overhead. The mirror was clean, and that cleanliness exposed him.

He placed both hands on the sink and studied his face.

The vibration began in his chest: fine, delayed, the body’s protest against the mind’s perfect administration. He did not cry or break. The skin around his eyes had tightened; his jaw wanted to clamp shut violently.

He turned on the faucet.

The water came out cold. He washed his hands with exact movements, without hurry. Nails, edges of the fingers, wrists. No blood. The absence gave no relief; it confirmed the most unbearable idea: everything had happened with an efficiency that seemed rehearsed.

He removed his coat and hung it from a hook. He checked the inside, the pocket, the edge of the fabric where he had wiped his hand. A tiny dark stain, almost dry, had shrunk into insignificance to avoid accusing him. Dardo lifted the cloth toward the light.

He looked at it too long.

At the back of his mind, a sentence appeared with alien clarity: This is too little. This doesn’t count. This isn’t enough.

The absence of emotion made the thought dangerous.

He opened the water bottle, dampened paper, and rubbed the fabric patiently until the stain dissolved. He threw the paper in the trash. In the mirror he found again a still, controlled face, faintly interested in its own experiment.

The prayer rose to his tongue with the obedience of a reflex.

He held it back.

He needed the sentence, but at that instant it could become permission. To name God after what had happened offered a higher alibi: to fold the murder into a larger story and make it more bearable.

He rinsed his face and dried it with paper.

When he left the bathroom, the station remained unchanged: a man in front of the energy drinks, a couple arguing in low voices, the cashier checking a receipt. Dardo paid cash and pocketed the change without counting it.

Outside, he took the direction away from the church. Instinct, not strategy. Moving away from the point of origin always seemed sensible.

A few blocks later, a practical understanding stopped him: he could not simply keep walking.

Behind him there was a corpse. There was a place containing it. There was a scene someone would find and order: name, time, sequence. And inside that sequence one question would appear: who was the last person to see him alive?

The alibi began assembling itself with the coldness of a machine switching on.

Simple: he had gone there to talk. They argued. He left. No one saw him enter with anyone. No one saw him run out. No one saw blood.

It could work.

He needed an anchor: an external, verifiable detail, a purchase, a presence, something that would pull him away from the church’s time frame. That was why he had bought the water. That was why he had paid. That was why he had shown himself, even for a second, to a cashier who would not remember him but could confirm an ordinary man had been there.

He thought all this with surgical calm.

Then a small dry sadness arrived, without drama: he had come to test himself, not to save himself.

The sentence irritated him.

He hated when his thoughts sounded like literature.

He took out his phone. Checked the time. The blocked number had not called again. The silence brought no relief. It brought expectation.

He put the phone away and turned down a narrower street lined with trees and low houses. The noise dropped. The silence began to resemble the silence of the church.

There the question arrived whole, without ornament:

What if this wasn’t an accident?

The question pointed less to the act than to him.

That impulse born from the light touch on his forearm, that ease of passing from conversation to knife without crossing any recognizable emotional bridge: the transition contained a defect. Not a supernatural one. Worse. A human defect without friction.

Dardo slowed down.

He could not remember the priest’s name. He had never asked. That omission was also cruelty: turning a person into a function. He knew it, hated it, and nothing changed.

At the next corner he saw a notice taped to a post: “LOOKING FOR INFORMATION ABOUT MY BIRTH - ADOPTION.” Old paper, half peeling away, with a phone number written by hand. Almost anyone would have ignored it.

Dardo did not.

He stopped before the notice, held there by something older than will.

The word adoption tightened his stomach with physical force. It brought alarm, not nostalgia.

A bell that had been mute for years had just rung somewhere.

He pulled his eyes away and kept walking, but the church also receded inside his head.

Now he was thinking of origin.

Of what he knew.

Of what was missing.

The absence of parents stopped seeming like an administrative fact. It opened into a real hollow, a space where anything could have entered.

He did not run, did not look at anyone, did not ask for help with his gestures.

He only walked.

For the first time since leaving the church, he needed to lock himself inside a place with no windows.
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