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"Epitafios" -- that's "epitaphs" -- the 13-part HBO Signature series, with English subtitles, that begins Wednesday (9-9:45 p.m. EST), flaunts its brazen stylishness from the start. A swirl of alternately glamorous and grim images whoosh past on the screen by way of introduction -- the first sign that this serial-killer epic may not bear much resemblance to the genre's standard product. It does and it doesn't, as it turns out.
The writers of this masterly drama, Walter and Marcelo Slavich, were clearly bent on preventing any slip into predictable forms -- a determination that seems, at times, only slightly less obsessive than the kind they've conferred on their killer. The resulting superbly maintained suspense, in which the killer and his police pursuer track one another, is -- no surprise -- the main source of this series' appeal, but it's not the only one. Other elements have their role, none more potent than the core of warm heartedness and vital human connection that runs through the story -- features not normally identified with serial-killer sagas.

That's not to say that this specimen doesn't run joyfully amok deploying the basics of the genre. Here, up front in the first scene, are some familiar essentials -- the blood-stained rubber gloves, the case of gleaming instruments, pristine and murderous looking laid out on a table. In due course, there will be two large Rottweilers, also murderous looking, and not housed in any case.

There will be much more of the kind, with plenty of gore and endlessly invented tortures inflicted by a serial killer with a taste for Bizet -- the musical accompaniment to his depredations. Most of these can be a touch unsettling though not much more, their horrors having been undermined by regular touches of the grotesque. How much can you feel for a victim -- a school treasurer -- about to lose her life when, of all the ghastly instruments around, she's shown screaming at the lash curler and eye shadow in her captor's hands? The filmmakers have, throughout, adroitly subverted their parade of horrors, making them palatable, and they have -- even more adroitly -- nonetheless managed to sustain the sense of frightful menace hanging over everyone involved in this tale.

The story, set in Buenos Aires and filmed there, concerns Renzo (Julio Chavez), a police officer who led an action gone wrong that cost the lives of four high-school students. A crushed Renzo has left the force to drive a cab and live his haunted life as well as he can. To this end he has the help of his father, Marco, a former detective, portrayed by Villanueva Cosse, who brings a marvelous élan to the role, and also Laura (Paola Krum), the married psychotherapist with whom Renzo has fallen hopelessly in love, as he makes clear, with stubborn ardor, in one of the film's most grimly persuasive, and yet transcendently romantic, scenes. All three will be drawn in as the handsome serial killer (Antonio Birabent) begins dispatching victims, for reasons -- highly mysterious -- that seem to have something to do with the deaths of those high-school students.

Audiences who first saw this series on HBO Latin America in 2004 were enchanted, as was HBO's management here when they determined that their non-Spanish-speaking audiences should see it. No mistake, that. With this offering, hordes of HBO viewers put off by the misery of "Deadwood" and less than enchanted by "Rome" have reason to be happy again.

* * *

Showtime's "Sleeper Cell" won't make viewers particularly happy, its intention being, evidently, to teach rather than to delight -- a worthy enterprise in this case, and one, it turns out, that's also highly compelling most of the time. The 10-part series, which begins airing Sunday (10-11 p.m. EST), is clearly meant to represent varying aspects of Muslim society -- in particular attitudes toward terrorism. A huge order, that, with a didactic streak more than a little evident in this story of a sleeper cell penetrated by Darwyn (Michael Ealy), an FBI agent and devout black American Muslim -- the voice here of Muslims opposed to Islamic extremists.
Its strains and balancing efforts aside, it is soon obvious that there's much in this story about the day-to-day planning and training for a terror strike that should enthrall -- and chill -- audiences. That fact owes much to the plot's intrinsic drama, and to the cast, led by Oded Fehr, utterly commanding in the role of Farik, the cell leader and cold-eyed fanatic whose every reaction to arguments against mass murder comes down to the same answer: Those to be killed are the enemies of God and Islam; their murder, holy work.

Even against the backdrop of recent history, and its innumerable bloody proofs that these views are common in numerous quarters of the radical Islamic world, it's not easy to make the jihadist expounding them seem a credibly human figure. Still Mr. Fehr manages to do just that in the role of Farik. Watch him at his job at a Jewish Community Center in Los Angeles, to which daily workplace he comes disguised as Yossi, a charming, heartily affectionate coach and authority figure. Some of the impassioned dolts he commands are, to be sure, strange. Tommy, the blond American, became a jihadist because, he explains, he hates his left-wing activist mother for leaving him home alone as a child. If Tommy is representative of sleeper-cell members, or the thug from France, or the addled whiner from Bosnia, this jihad is in trouble.

It's left to Mr. Fehr to grab every scene, and he does, as his Farik pursues the goal. As the date of the planned terror strike grows closer Farik waxes ecstatic, as he estimates the huge numbers to die in the three American cities to be the targets.

Dead spots aside -- this overwritten work could have done with the loss of a chapter or two toward the end -- these hours all add up to an impressive, undeniably seductive work.

* * *

"Winning Iraq: The Untold Story," hosted by David Asman, which airs Saturday, 9-10 p.m EST on Fox News Channel, reports on the findings of an intrepid team of reporters headed by Greg Palkot, who ventured outside the protected zones to bring back a vividly told story of accomplishment and rebuilding of Iraqi society unknown to most Americans. The surprises are numerous, the details compelling.
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