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            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      At night, the Prado Museum in Madrid belongs to the paintings. Once the public has gone, the museum sinks into a heavier stillness; the galleries feel older, and they seem to watch each other in a private, unbroken vigil.

      On this night, however, that hush was fractured by the soft chatter of a reception in the Goya rotunda – a sound that thinned as a young man stepped away from the main crowd, a silent authority pacing one step behind to keep him on the path already chosen for him.

      They had fought to be here – not tonight, but here. Winning the contract had taken months – pitch decks polished to a shine, charm deployed like a weapon – but in the end, it was theirs. The profit margin was laughable; the prestige was not. And prestige meant proximity.

      This season’s first invitation-only ‘Prado by Night’ event was a modest affair – a scattering of patrons, sponsors, suppliers and Amigos del Museo mingling in one of the main galleries – but it was enough. It was meant to strengthen relationships, mark another year of working together. For most guests, it was about the wine and the canapés – with the occasional selfie, angled carefully to avoid the paintings, as museum rules required. For them, it meant the opposite – slipping clear of the small talk, away from the glassy smiles. It meant space to walk, to look, to move without questions.

      They eased away from the laughter and the clink of glasses, drifting into the quieter wings, through the half-empty galleries that had been opened for the night. Italian Renaissance portraits glowed under the warm lights, Flemish paintings hung in sombre rows, the Spanish masters held court with their saints and kings.

      He walked ahead, jacket unbuttoned, discreetly scanning the positions of security cameras. He caught sight of a guard at the far end of one gallery, leaning casually against the doorway. The man’s posture said bored, not alert.

      Behind him, the shadow of authority followed. Sometimes the figure paused to consider a canvas, lips tightening in a private evaluation. Sometimes the young man glanced at the plaques, pretending to care about the centuries and names.

      By the time they came to the rooms displaying Italian Baroque, the air felt cooler, as if the museum had closed itself around them. They turned a corner into another gallery. The figure behind him slowed, giving the faintest nod towards the wall ahead.

      He followed the cue and stopped before the painting, studying it in silence. A moment later, the figure stepped beside him, voice lowered to a whisper meant only for him.

      ‘This is the one I mentioned. The story, the message – everything we want to send. And its value will open the right doors when the time comes.’

      He didn’t answer. But in his head, he was already mapping it out – one floor up, the painting so close to the tall French doors, their pale, canvas-like screens filtering the streetlights and the night beyond into a ghostly blur. No shutters. No grill. Glass not too thick.

      Somewhere behind them, the museum guests’ laughter swelled and then faded again, followed by the sound of polite applause. His companion turned to go.

      ‘Come. They’ll wonder where we are.’

      He followed, noting how the guard in the adjacent gallery still hadn’t moved.

      As they rejoined the main reception, a staffer’s gaze locked on his for a beat too long, then broke away.
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          The Severed Heads

        

      

    

    
      Sunday 8 December – Casa de Campo, Madrid.

      

      Alicia’s feet pounded a frost-dusted path in Madrid’s vast Casa de Campo park, each breath forming a misty cloud that vanished into the crisp morning. Her slender frame sliced through the chill accompanied by the dawn chorus of birdsong and the hum of distant traffic west of the city. She loved this time of the day, with the stillness and the solitude. The sun was slowly climbing; the clean light setting the sky a glorious winter blue.

      The fabric of her jacket rustled softly with each stride, a faint whisper beneath the sound of her steady breathing. Her dark ponytail bobbed as she veered onto a wider track shadowed by ancient trees … which is when her eyes locked onto the horror that would unfold before her.

      There was a white Seat car, wedged in a snarl of bare branches and a mass of dark evergreen. She could hear the engine running, and the vehicle’s tyres squealing as they spun against the ground, unable to gain traction. It was an eerie sound in the otherwise tranquil, sprawling parkland.

      Alicia slowed and approached the vehicle, her runner’s high replaced by a prickling sense of something sinister. As she reached the car door, she jumped back, horrified to see a headless corpse sitting in the driver’s seat. The severed stump of a neck gaped with a gruesome, jagged mess of sinew and muscle protruding like the frayed ends of a cut rope. A wide arc of blood, still wet and sticky, had squirted across the dashboard and the inside of the windscreen, soaking the driver’s seat and clothing.

      Then she saw the severed head on the front passenger seat. It was facing upwards, its wide-open eyes and mouth hung ajar in a frozen expression of shock and terror, as if caught mid-scream in the final moments of life.

      Overcome with nausea, Alicia threw up against the side of the car. Reeling and turning away, she caught sight of a long cable wire, about thirty metres away, with one end tied ominously to the bark of a nearby tree. Forcing herself to look into the vehicle again, she could see the decapitated figure had its seatbelt fastened, with its blood-streaked hands still clasping the steering wheel. The car was in gear, and a foot – it looked contorted or crushed – was pressed down on the accelerator pedal. The doors of the vehicle were closed, but the left rear window behind the driver’s seat was shattered.

      She heard a noise – the low growl of another engine. With a sigh of relief, she saw a park ranger’s vehicle rolling into view between the bare trees. She stepped into its path, waving it down.

      

      Fifteen minutes later, Inspector Jefe Félix Barroso stepped out of an unmarked police car, his eyes immediately scanning the scene. His arrival brought a sense of foreboding to three municipal police officers who’d arrived first, his very presence casting a shadow over the already macabre setting. The inspector was Madrid’s senior homicide detective in the judicial police’s UDEV unit. Someone had either dispatched him to the scene, or he happened to be in the vicinity and had heard about it over the radio.

      Middle-aged with short, greying hair, Barroso’s stocky build gave him an imposing presence – an image he cultivated as carefully as his grudges. He had a gruff, unapproachable demeanour, and little patience for those who dared to question his methods or his authority. He had sly, appraising eyes that judged people against his own narrow standards, quick to dismiss them for the colour of their skin, where they came from, their gender or sexuality. People said he was dangerous to cross. The truth was much worse – he knew how to make someone’s life very difficult, very fast, and very painful.

      He neared the vehicle with slow, deliberate steps. He wasn’t looking for evidence; he was measuring. Weighing. Somewhere behind his eyes, a calculation was already being made. As two of the municipal cops stepped back, he paused and turned towards them, his gaze holding each in turn.

      ‘Have you touched anything?’ he asked, to whoever dared to reply, and after noting that the vehicle’s engine was still running.

      ‘Nothing, sir,’ said one of the agents.

      Barroso took in the cop’s accent and cut of his uniform. ‘Whose is that?’ he said, sneering and pointing at the splatter of vomit on the driver’s door.

      ‘The lady who found the car,’ said the agent, nodding towards Alicia standing with the park ranger about fifty metres away. She was talking to the third police officer who was making notes.

      Barroso glared in her direction. ‘I want her full details,’ he said, ice in his tone. ‘Then get rid of her.’

      He pulled on latex gloves, opened the vehicle’s door and then reached over the headless corpse to turn off the engine, as if calmly selecting a ripe fruit at a market stall.

      His eyes lingered momentarily on the severed head, curiously placid on the passenger seat. It looked almost comical; a dark joke set against the gore. Yet Barroso’s face remained an impassive mask, betraying none of the sardonic amusement that tickled the back of his mind. He’d seen this treatment before; it was another message – but he had to appear unfazed in front of the municipal agents.

      He stooped as he reached into the car again, using his stocky frame to block his actions from the agent still hovering nearby. His hands moved with the practised touch of someone who already knew what he’d find, or what he’d arrange for others to find.

      He unfastened the seatbelt, placed what he needed to place in a side pocket of the corpse’s jacket, then extracted its wallet and checked the ID. He adjusted the dead driver’s shoe against the accelerator pedal, then finally tilted the rearview mirror as if to afford the decapitated head a better view of its former perch. The gesture seemed at odds with the grisly scene, yet it was deliberate – a small act in Barroso’s theatre of investigation.

      This wasn’t the first time he’d repackaged a murder as something else, and it wouldn’t be the last. As before, it chipped at something in him. Every staged suicide was a rehearsal, keeping his hand steady for the day he could return the favour for the one real death he’d never been allowed to avenge.

      When he straightened, the faintest curl of satisfaction touched his mouth – gone before anyone could read it. He stared at the agent, then sighed on hearing the radio chatter and the sirens in the distance, slowly getting louder as other vehicles approached.

      ‘Who else have you called?’ he asked.

      ‘Forensics and –’

      ‘Why am I even here?’ he said, lip curling. ‘This isn’t a homicide.’

      ‘Sir, we didn’t –’

      ‘Look at the angle,’ Barroso said, his voice low. He pointed to the broken side window behind the driver’s seat, then to the wire rope that hung from the tree like a morbid snake. ‘The way the wire is looped, the position of the body … it’s consistent with someone determined to end their own life in a rather repulsive manner. It’s vehicle-assisted ligature decapitation.’ His voice stayed steady, but behind his eyes was a flash of another scene – a younger face, neck twisted wrong, police tape shivering in the wind. He forced it away.

      The agent simply stared at him.

      ‘Look … the driver wrapped the wire noose around his neck, left the rear side window half-open for it to reach the tree to which it is attached. Putting the car in gear and then accelerating, the wire sliced his head off, which bounced off the headrest and against the rearview mirror before landing on the passenger seat. The noose, meanwhile, shattered the back window as it sprung back against the tree. You’ll find body tissue and blood on it, for sure. Have you checked yet?’

      ‘The vehicle’s registered to –’ started the agent.

      ‘I know who the vehicle’s registered to,’ snapped Barroso, passing the agent the dead driver’s wallet and ID card. ‘Fabrizio Negrini. An Italian resident in Madrid. Forty-three years old. I’d say he was around ninety-eight kilos and one metre seventy-five, at least with his head intact. Would you agree?’

      Barroso spoke with an assuredness that left no room for debate, his tone clipped and commanding.

      ‘This isn’t a homicide. It’s a case of self-inflicted tragedy – a miserable suicide, nothing more,’ he said. ‘Consider the personal turmoil behind such an act. You’ll no doubt find that Negrini had a troubled past, some history of mental illness. Maybe his wife left him, maybe he was facing bankruptcy, taking antidepressants –’ He reeled off the script, but his mind was elsewhere – replaying old evidence files, old faces, and the one truth he still carried like a knife.

      ‘With all due respect, sir, surely we should –?’

      ‘You think I don’t know a suicide when I see one?’ cut in Barroso. His words hit deeper than the rookie could know, but his eyes held a flicker of warning. It was the kind of look that made people glance away, unsure what they’d just been accused of.

      ‘No, sir.’

      ‘Suicide,’ he repeated, like a verdict. No hesitation, no doubt – and no invitation for argument. The word tasted bitter, as it always did, dragging up the case file he could never close. One day, he always told himself, the right corpse would end up on his desk, and then the verdict would be his for real.

      The agent cleared his throat to speak again but thought better of it.

      ‘You’re wasting the time of a forensic team,’ said Barroso, not waiting for a reply. ‘Just inform the next of kin. Now – get me the details of that woman over there, then get her the fuck out of here.’

      As the agent turned away, Barroso permitted himself the ghost of a smirk.

      Back in his car, he didn’t start the engine straight away. He sat with the heater ticking, eyes fixed on the windscreen, fingers drumming the wheel in a slow, deliberate rhythm. The boy’s face came uninvited, same as always – and the promise he still hadn’t kept.

      

      From a distance, still in a haze of shock and wrapped in a police space blanket, Alicia witnessed the detached air of indifference of the plainclothes detective, simply from his body language. It was as if he’d seen it all before. Then when he’d glared in her direction and locked his eyes upon her, a shiver had run down her spine and her heart skipped a beat.
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        * * *

      

      One month later.

      Friday 10 January – Calle de Lagasca, Madrid.

      

      The Italian Embassy in the prestigious Salamanca district of Madrid occupies an entire block between the streets of Lagasca, Juan Bravo, Velázquez and Padilla. The three-storey palace overlooks a garden of some seven hundred square metres, sealed off from the street by an ornate, wrought-iron gate and spiked railings.

      It was from one of these spiked posts on Calle de Lagasca that a plastic bag was discovered hanging on that Friday morning – a hard Madrid dawn, cold enough to bite, the air stripped clean and colourless.

      It was Miguel Hernández who found it.

      In his late fifties with an impressive beer belly, Hernández was a street cleaner working for Madrid City Council. Dressed in a bright, reflective jacket, he also wore headphones to protect his ears from the noise of a leaf blower slung over his shoulder. He was using it to blow litter off the sidewalks and from underneath vehicles into the path of a road-sweeping truck moving slowly behind him. Occasionally he’d use a broom that he carried in his other gloved hand to tackle stubborn debris that the blower missed.

      Halfway along Lagasca, he spotted the plastic bag hanging from the railings outside the embassy. The white bag, smudged with red stains, sagged heavily, its shape bulbous – as if it held a football or basketball. He reached up to unhook it with his broomstick, which is when a severed head, its eyes bulging, dropped onto his shoulder. The grotesque ball of skull, brains and soggy flesh then slid down his chest and rolled off his huge beer gut before it slapped onto the ground with a squelch of jellied blood.

      Hernández staggered back and retched. Frantically waving his colleague to stop the vehicle sweeping the kerbside, he gazed down at the horrific mess, its bloodied eyes staring back at him from the sidewalk. Even in the faint light of dawn, he could still make out a swollen mass of facial bruising and a wide gash in the middle of the dead man’s forehead.

      

      Four hours later, Inspector Jefe Barroso sat alone in his car outside the embassy, watching forensic officers pack away their equipment after searching the gardens and the surrounding streets.

      He’d been unable to oversee the initial investigation procedures alone. Earlier, five different police vehicles had come and gone from the scene, and even an ambulance had arrived – but for what precise reason, it was unclear. Worse, the press had shown up. The traumatised street cleaner had been ordered not to divulge any details of what he’d found, and the media had to suffice with a ‘discovery of a body part’ official quote.  But the fact that it had taken place outside the Italian Embassy meant they already had their headlines.

      Facial recognition technology had so far failed to detect the identity of the severed head. According to initial estimations from a forensic pathologist, the victim had not been dead long – possibly killed just five or six hours prior to the gruesome discovery.

      All twelve CCTV cameras on the embassy’s railings that covered the four sidewalks had been checked. An obscure figure covered in a dark hood could be seen hooking the bag onto the railings at around three in the morning, and then fleeing on a bike or scooter. It wasn’t much to go on; Barroso doubted any officer would be able to extract and use anything from it.

      The embassy’s night security guard had been interviewed, and eventually most of the embassy staff. The Italian ambassador and his wife had retired to their private quarters at around ten-thirty last night, after a function. They, including other personnel, had since been presented with images of the severed head, but no one had shown a flicker of recognition. No members of staff had been reported missing, nor was anyone under suspicion.

      Barroso already knew that much. But a cold knot of fear twisted in his gut – an unfamiliar feeling. This wasn’t just another message or threat; it was a calculated taunt, twisting the knife that had been buried in his side since well before the Casa de Campo incident – a phantom wound now raw and festering.

      Checking that no one was approaching his car, he picked up his cell phone and made a call.

      ‘Why the hell didn’t I hear about this first?’ he said, his voice low and, he hoped, threatening.

      Static. Then a voice – calm, almost bored. ‘Not everything needs your approval.’

      ‘That’s not how we agreed to work.’

      ‘Maybe we don’t need to work with you again.’

      Barroso forced a dry laugh. ‘Don’t get clever. You still need me.’

      ‘Perhaps. Perhaps not.’

      The line went dead. Barroso stayed where he was, catching his own eyes in the rear-view mirror. There was something in them he didn’t recognise – a flicker of doubt, almost fear.
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          Benjamin

        

      

    

    
      Saturday 7 June – Atocha to Plaza del Ángel, Madrid.

      

      Benjamin Blake, forty-one, art detective – mid-divorce, patience wearing thin, living out of a suitcase while work kept him in Spain – had to admit things weren’t going quite as he’d hoped.

      Events at Atocha station when he arrived in Madrid didn’t exactly help matters.

      He wasn’t a huge football fan, although he liked the big games, the Euros and the World Cup. He knew it was the Champions League final in Madrid that evening – even Elena had told him that – but he hadn’t expected the city to be so alive with it.

      Stepping off the train was like walking into a madhouse. The arrivals concourse was overrun with fans – hundreds, possibly thousands of them – a seething mass of red, white, black and sweat. French and Italian supporters, all draped in the colours of Juventus and Monaco, spilling into each other like a riot waiting to happen, with security guards scarcely able to keep them apart. The noise was a wall, an assault. Chants, drums – and some nutter blowing a vuvuzela like his life depended on it.

      ‘Shit,’ he muttered, tightening his grip on the handle of his wheelie bag as he felt the tension in the air. His meeting near the British Embassy was in just under an hour and he’d hoped to grab a coffee or something before taking a taxi. But first, he had to barge his way through the mess.

      He tried to zigzag through the mob to reach the escalator up to the taxi rank, dodging sloshing cups of beer. Someone shoved past him, elbow connecting with his ribs, hard.

      ‘Hey, watch it,’ snapped Benjamin, but the oaf, a broad-shouldered Italian draped in a Juventus flag, didn’t even turn around. Someone bellowed a chant to his left, a deep, throaty roar that was quickly taken up by others … and then it happened.

      A beer.

      One second, he was moving and dry; the next, he was blocked and drenched. A plastic pint full of beer, flung or spilt, exploded against his shoulder, soaking the front of his shirt and splattering his face. His hair – which had a life of its own – also took its fair swill. His first instinct was to pretend it hadn’t happened; it usually worked. But then the beer trickled into his eyes.

      ‘For fuck’s sake,’ he said, wiping his face with the back of his hand. Nobody was listening. Nobody cared. His shirt clung to him, already sticky and yeasty. He finally made it up the escalator to reach the taxi rank outside. It was a sea of human chaos.

      With the late-afternoon sun still blazing, two taxi queues had formed – two chanting snakes of red and white for Monaco, black and white for Juventus. Fans swayed, yelled, faces flushed with booze and adrenaline. The taxis nosed in and out, drivers frazzled, refusing to take most of those waiting in line anywhere … Benjamin included.

      He thought he was in luck at first. He didn’t look like a football fan – wheelie bag, a light jacket pulled over the beer-stained shirt. He abandoned the arrivals rank and went to the drop-off lane, only to find hundreds with the same idea. So, he crossed the main thoroughfare, edged away from the worst of it, then managed to flag down a cab by practically throwing himself in front of it.

      ‘Paseo de la Castellana, two-five-nine,’ he said, sliding into the back with his bag and showing the driver the address on his phone.

      The taxista, a middle-aged Madrileño with a weary face, took one look at the details and shook his head, waving his finger in the air.

      ‘Paseo de la Castellana, two-five-nine,’ said Benjamin again. ‘Or as near as possible. There’s a place I have to go to near the British Embassy which is in the Emperador tower –’

      ‘No puedo,’ came the reply. ‘Not now.’

      ‘What do you mean, not now?’

      ‘Is after stadium. Fútbol. Traffic not posible. No voy.’

      ‘You’re joking, right?’ said Benjamin, checking the map on his phone. He could see that the address in the Paseo de la Castellana was further up than the Santiago Bernabéu stadium, where the final was being held. He could imagine it might be gridlocked, but that wasn’t really his problem. ‘There must be a way. You are joking, right?’

      The driver was still shaking his head and waving his finger. He wasn’t joking.

      ‘Jesus Christ,’ said Benjamin. He briefly wondered whether he could take the metro, quickly abandoning the idea on seeing the mosh pit of fans still converging around Atocha station.

      The driver jerked his thumb at the door.

      ‘Wait,’ said Benjamin, pivoting to Plan B, which should have been Plan A: pick up the Airbnb key, wash, call his contact and say he’d be late. He angled his phone so the driver could see the address.

      ‘Cerca,’ the driver said, shooing him with both hands. ‘Dos o tres calles. Taxi, no.’ Then, in patient English: ‘Walk. Out.’

      ‘I’m sorry?’

      ‘Walk. Go out of my cab.’

      

      Things didn’t go much better on foot, and it was more than a few blocks away.

      Dragging his wheelie bag, shirt still soggy with beer, he called the office number for his embassy contact – Duncan someone – the only number he had. The switchboard led him through a maze of options he didn’t need – lost passports, births, deaths, emergencies, other services – then rang into nothing. Saturday.

      This Duncan someone had asked Benjamin for help on a restitution case – to recover a painting of sentimental value confiscated during the Spanish Civil War. But why insist on meeting near the sodding embassy? In the end, Benjamin stopped walking and found his email address, then sent him a brief note to apologise:

      ‘Traffic impossible due to the match. Can we meet nearer the city centre or at any time tomorrow instead?’

      He then checked the WhatsApp exchange he’d had with the owner of the Airbnb. From earlier emails and messages, the instructions had been weirdly vague – to meet in front of a kebab shop a few blocks from the apartment. Why a kebab shop? It had felt bizarre, but back in Barcelona he hadn’t had the time or patience to question it. He’d messaged from the train to say he’d be there after his meeting, but now messaged to say he’d be there in around half-an-hour. Finally, there was a response: ‘OK.’

      Checking the map on his phone, he headed up Calle de Atocha, skirting the Museo Reina Sofía. He earmarked a return for Picasso’s Guernica, hopefully with Elena, if and when she turned up.

      For a moment he thought he’d escaped the crowds, with the only sounds being his wheelie bag on the flagstones and the chirping of the pedestrian crossing lights. Despite the sticky feeling of the drying beer making him itch, the sky was deep blue, the late afternoon light crystalline, and life felt good.

      Very soon, however, he was wading through a river of bodies flowing in the opposite direction. Football fans spilling out of bars, raising their voices, arms or middle fingers, all trying to work out how to get to the stadium. At least that’s what he assumed, with the kick-off now just a few hours away.

      ‘Move,’ he said, clenching the handle of his bag as he tried to edge past a group of men blocking the crossing at Calle del León. A car horn blared. A shirtless bulldozer of a man turned, bellowing in French at the driver, beer spilling down his arm. His mates roared as he flung his plastic cup at the car – most of it splattering over Benjamin again as he was trapped in the middle. Patience now shredded, he barged through, spouting a string of profanities that got lost in the noise. More jeers, a shove or two, then he was free.

      Benjamin thought back over the past two weeks. It hadn’t been easy. He’d come to Madrid for some quiet, but the city clearly had other ideas.

      Back in Barcelona, the Spanish police had iced any chance of him ever working undercover with a false identity again, after some idiotic boy-scout law-enforcement agent released his image as a terror suspect – all while he was simply trying to authenticate a possible Dalí painting. The press mocked the police – not him – but once his real name, photo and art-recovery work were exposed, he’d become a target for underworld heavies, especially those nursing grudges from past stings. He’d considered suing the police in Spain; pointless. Elena’s own reports hadn’t helped – his new journalist friend had a knack for stirring things up – but they’d already clashed over that, and he didn’t want a rematch.

      Ten minutes later, still dodging hordes of fans, he reached the busy Plaza de Jacinto Benavente and found the kebab shop – the Edessa Doner Kebab – open 24/7.

      At the front of this take-out joint, a guy in a dark jacket and baseball cap loitered, acting as if he’d rather be anywhere else. Pale, thin, jittery on his toes – the sort who looked like he could vanish into the crowds at any moment, and very soon did.

      ‘You Ben?’ he asked, eyes cutting between the football fans, tourists and the plaza.

      ‘Benjamin,’ he said. ‘Where’s the key or code? You got my transfer, right? The address – it’s near, isn’t it?’

      The man fumbled in his jacket, fished out a small envelope and pressed it into Benjamin’s hand. ‘No trouble, right?’ he said.

      Benjamin couldn’t place the accent – Australian, maybe. ‘No trouble?’ he said, tearing the flap and sliding out a key and a folded note before glancing up. ‘Why would there be any trouble?’

      The man’s smile was short-lived; he was already backing away, melting into the crowds in the plaza.

      ‘Why would there be any trouble?’ Benjamin called after him.

      Alone, he stared at the envelope, then stuffed it into his pocket. He knew something wasn’t right, but he was too rattled and beer-sticky to deal with it now. He’d opted for an Airbnb in the first place because most of the city’s hotels were fully booked due to the football. It was one of the only apartments still available. It was also listed as having two bedrooms, which was perfect if Elena finally joined him; he’d been wary of misjudging any hotel arrangements. Paying by bank transfer outside the Airbnb platform was a bit of a risk, but Benjamin had never been risk-averse.

      

      He found the building on Plaza del Ángel – cream stucco, bottle-green shutters – two minutes from the kebab shop. It was an area he remembered from a previous visit several years ago, with a nearby jazz club. It matched the photos, which was a relief.

      The key slid into the lock smoothly. Things were looking up. Stepping into the cool, quiet lobby area with his wheelie bag and leaving the madness of the streets behind, he then took the elevator up to the fourth floor, where he entered the code from the instructions he’d been given. The front door to his apartment buzzed open.

      Inside also matched the photos: compact but elegant – high ceilings, exposed beams, big windows throwing light across everything. Two bedrooms in soft neutrals, slick lighting, hotel bedding. A decent bathroom; an open-plan kitchen that looked showroom-new. The whole place felt staged, not lived in.

      And no Wi-Fi.

      He realised it quickly – somewhere between unpacking his MacBook to send a longer email to his embassy contact and thinking about a shower.

      He opened the Airbnb thread on his phone with the ‘host’ – the kebab-shop middleman, Mr No-Trouble-Right. The listing promised WiFi; the flat didn’t. No details in the email, nothing on a card by the door, on the counter, or pinned to the fridge. No router box in sight. He didn’t need it immediately, but it annoyed him; there was only so much he could do on a phone.

      He called No-Trouble-Right; straight to voicemail. He fired off a WhatsApp message, fingers jabbing at the screen: Urgent. I need WiFi details.

      He waited for the blue ticks – nothing. Then his phone rang.

      ‘What’s the WiFi code?’ he snapped, the stench of beer still clinging to him.

      ‘Hello, Benjamin, it’s Walter Postlethwaite.’

      Walter bloody Postlethwaite – his divorce lawyer.

      ‘Not now, Walter, sorry,’ Benjamin said, cutting him off. Which is when the doorbell started buzzing incessantly.

      

      He’d assumed the buzzing meant something good. As the persistent, piercing sound echoed through the apartment, he’d hoped it was someone arriving to give him the WiFi details.

      It wasn’t.

      The old man in the doorway, bald and leathery, was all bone, angles and fury. His wiry frame trembled with barely contained violence.

      ‘Ruido – ilegal,’ he spat, pointing a bony finger up towards the ceiling as if it were a loaded gun.

      ‘Hi,’ Benjamin said, raising a hand in what he hoped was a calming gesture. ‘Hola.’

      The old boy’s face twisted in disgust. He leaned in closer, yelling now, the words coming faster and angrier. ‘Airbnb – turista – ilegal.’

      Benjamin caught the gist of it, but it didn’t help. ‘I’m not a tourist,’ he said, trying to keep his voice steady. ‘I’m here for work. I’m not here to party or whatever it is you’re worried about.’

      The man’s eyes narrowed, his expression hardening. ‘Turista,’ he sneered, spitting the word out as if it was poison. ‘No queremos turistas aquí.’

      ‘Yes, well, I’m not a tourist,’ Benjamin said. ‘Trabajo. No fiesta.’

      The man just stared at him, a muscle twitching in his jaw. ‘Mentiroso,’ he snapped, starting to shout again.

      Before Benjamin could react, two other neighbours appeared behind the man, like reinforcements to finish the job. An old woman with a face like a weathered rock, her eyes practically buried in crinkles, and a middle-aged woman with a tumbling, copper mane.

      ‘Marvellous,’ Benjamin muttered. ‘A welcoming party.’ He lifted his voice and raised a hand. ‘Hi, everyone.’

      For a beat they stood silently in what felt like an uneasy, static truce. But then the middle-aged woman with the copper hair moved to the front and took over in English with a lofty, imperative tone – heavily accented, but she clearly wanted to show Benjamin that she could speak it. She did away with any pleasantries and simply said, ‘This Airbnb is illegal.’

      ‘I’m sorry?’

      ‘This Airbnb is illegal. You should not be here. You must leave.’

      Benjamin raked a hand through the bramble of his hair and didn’t say anything for a while because he didn’t know what to say. He knew it was his turn to say something, but all appropriate comment had eluded him. He finally offered a smile that looked like a smirk.

      ‘You must leave,’ she said again.

      Her gaze dropped to his stained shirt; she sniffed. He knew he reeked of beer, but not from drinking – not yet. Now he craved a glass of something, anything.

      She was wearing a black trouser-suit and white-frilled blouse. Benjamin saw a flash of gems on the second and third fingers of her left hand.  She projected a superiority-complex that he instantly loathed. The type of woman who any second now was going to mention that her husband or son was a lawyer, before crossing her arms tightly over her chest, her lips pressing into a thin, threatening line as she eyed him with disdain. She didn’t let him down.

      ‘My husband’s a lawyer.’

      Bingo, he thought.

      ‘You foreigners,’ she continued. ‘You come here, make noise, leave rubbish, but this is not a hotel … and the owner of this flat does not have a tourist licence …’

      Benjamin sighed.

      He’d come to Madrid not just for a low-profile job on a modest fee while he was still in Spain, but for a break – a few days to clear his head: work, the divorce, the Barcelona bedlam. A lecture from this sour, red-headed dragon was the last thing he needed.

      ‘I repeat,’ she said. ‘This Airbnb is illegal. You should not be here. You must leave.’

      Sweat prickled the back of Benjamin’s neck. This had the shape of an Airbnb scam: kebab-shop courier, off-platform transfer, neighbours on a war footing. No-Trouble-Right wasn’t the owner – more likely a former tenant, or a mate, sub-letting behind the landlord’s back. He’d seen headlines about locals in Spain squirting tourists with water pistols – fed up with mass tourism. The crackdown on unlicensed rentals was probably real. But Benjamin didn’t care. He wasn’t here to squat, throw wild orgies or trash the place.  All he wanted was a shower, a drink and some peace.

      ‘You realise we’ll have to call the police,’ the copper mane was now saying.

      Benjamin had heard enough. ‘Look, stop,’ he said, palm up.

      The haughty woman tilted her head, eyeing him as if he was a puzzle she couldn’t quite figure out.

      ‘I have no idea if this Airbnb is illegal,’ he said, ‘but I’m here legally – in good faith.’

      The trio in the hallway exchanged glances, with some kind of silent conversation passing between them.

      ‘But don’t worry,’ continued Benjamin. ‘I’ll probably move out tomorrow if I can’t get the WiFi to work. As for you calling the Spanish police, go ahead. They previously issued a terrorist manhunt to find me but that was a total cock-up. So, who knows? They might appreciate the tip-off. Now, I hope you all have a lovely evening. Adiós. No trouble, right?’

      And with that, he slammed the door.

      A little later, he discovered there was no hot water and no towels. After a fast, cold shower, he dried himself with a dishcloth and T-shirt. Then he decided to do what half of Madrid was probably doing: go out and watch the football. And drink a lot.
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          The Intruder

        

      

    

    
      Saturday – Prado Museum.

      

      Just before midnight on Saturday, the cleaning squad signed out and the Prado Museum sealed itself for the night.

      Nearly three hours later, Eduardo ‘Edu’ Moreno, head of night surveillance, sat at his workstation in the control room, his piercing green eyes fixed on the rows of monitors in front of him. Beside him, Diego Padilla, his younger deputy, was reviewing the system logs, tracking the usual nightly activity reports. The room was quiet, save for the steady hum of the equipment, punctuated by occasional clicks of the keyboard and the soft hiss of static from the radios.

      Every gallery door was locked, every camera feed active. The motion sensors scattered across the hallways and corridors hadn’t registered any movement since the last surveillance patrol – Edu’s own team of guards who sauntered around the museum, each one clocking up to seven or eight kilometres a night.

      On nights like this, it was easy to fall into a routine – to let the silence become your lullaby. But Edu never did; the stakes were too high. The Prado wasn’t just any museum. It held Spain’s history, its national treasures, its priceless works of art. With his neatly trimmed white beard hinting at the depth of his experience, Edu stayed constantly on alert – fiercely protective of the art and his staff. Ever since the Louvre heist, he’d been uneasy about the Prado’s defences – reliable, but ageing; too many cameras and sensors overdue for upgrades.

      A soft blip echoed through the control room.

      It wasn’t loud or urgent. Not the blaring alarm they were trained to respond to in case of a major security breach. This was more subtle, a single ping from one of the cameras on the first floor. It was enough to make Edu frown, his instincts kicking in. Something had triggered it, and every blip mattered.

      ‘Did you hear that?’ Edu asked, his voice tense.

      Diego turned in his chair, his brow furrowing as he glanced towards the bank of screens. ‘Where was it?’

      ‘Not sure …’

      Edu’s fingers flew across the keyboard, pulling up the live feed of multiple rooms. The circular hallway, also known as Room One, directly adjoined to the Goya entrance of the museum on the first floor, was dimly lit, the cloakrooms for leaving bags were both closed, the audio guide and information desks empty, and the twin X-ray machines and body scanners looming idle either side of the entrance.

      Nothing.

      ‘No, there,’ Diego said, pointing at the corner of another screen. ‘Room Four.’

      Edu leaned in, his pulse quickening. The feed flickered briefly, and then it was clear: movement.

      A small, dark shape, low to the ground, almost gliding across the marble floor. It had been just at the edge of the camera’s view, easy to miss if you weren’t paying attention.

      ‘Got it,’ Edu muttered, switching to the playback. He rewound the feed and played it back in slow motion. The figure came into focus – small, slight, almost child-sized, dressed head to toe in black, emerging in the corner of Room Four like a shadow coming to life.

      Diego straightened, uneasy. ‘Where the hell did he come from?’

      Edu rewound the footage further, scanning each frame. The gallery had been completely empty. No alarms had tripped. The figure had simply appeared, as if it had been part of the darkness itself.

      ‘This is weird,’ Edu said, his eyes glued to the screen. The intruder was calm, his movements smooth, almost too smooth, there was something almost inhuman about him. He tried to track him, but the camera angles made it difficult. Could he have been hiding? Where? Impossible.

      He leaned forward, tapping the screen, then switched to live feed, following the intruder’s path as he moved silently towards Room Seven. The figure walked with a purpose, no hesitation, no panic; it looked like he knew exactly where he was going. Room Seven led to the larger galleries on the first floor. One of the crown jewels, Las Meninas by Velázquez, was in Room Twelve.

      ‘We have to stop him,’ Edu said. He grabbed the radio, his voice low and controlled, but there was an edge of urgency. ‘Control to all units, we’ve got movement on the first floor. Unknown intruder, black-clad, masked, small build. Currently moving through Rooms Five and Six. All units respond immediately.’

      He knew they wouldn’t be fast enough. The Prado was a fortress, but it was also vast. Even with his guards on red alert, the response time would never be instantaneous. And this intruder? He’d clearly planned this with meticulous detail, and Edu now had a sick feeling in his gut.

      Diego was already pulling up the other cameras, tracking the figure’s movements from different angles.

      For now, no alarms blared, no sounds echoed through the museum’s marble halls. Edu had held back on a full-scale lockdown because he believed he now had the intruder trapped. But he appeared to stop as he reached Room Seven … and then they lost him.

      ‘What the hell are we dealing with here?’ Diego asked, his voice tight, his eyes also scanning the monitors in search of the intruder – before two camera angles finally aligned perfectly.

      The intruder was standing still near one of the tall window shutters, not far from Room Seven, his head cocked slightly as though listening or waiting for a signal. Edu’s gut twisted tighter as he caught sight of objects gleaming faintly from his waist under the low emergency lights – a gun, knives, cable cutters?

      He was armed.

      Of course … he was armed.

      As the intruder turned towards the camera for the briefest of moments, Edu thought he glimpsed the faint lift of his mouth – not a smile, something colder, barely perceptible beneath the ski-mask. The bastard knew. He knew he was being watched, and he didn’t care. He was there, real and dangerous, and Edu realised something was about to go very, very wrong …

      ‘Vicente Rojas,’ Diego said.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Vicente Rojas is almost there – he’s approaching Room Seven –’

      ‘No, wait –’ Edu said.

      A crackle came over the radio. ‘Control, this is Vicente, I’m on the first floor heading towards the location.’

      Vicente Rojas, a gentle soul with a quiet presence, had spent a couple of decades as one of the museum’s night surveillance guards. His slow, deliberate movements and kind, weathered smile reflected years of calm observation. As his retirement neared, he remained ever vigilant, watching over the silent exhibits with the same steady care he’d always given to everything in his life.

      But now he was in danger.

      ‘Vicente, wait,’ Edu said, leaning close to the mic, his voice low but intense. ‘Do not approach alone. I repeat: do not approach alone. You must wait for back-up.’

      The radio remained silent.

      No reply.

      ‘Vicente, copy?’

      Nothing.

      ‘Vicente –?’

      ‘There’s no way he’s heard us,’ Diego said, his voice edged with desperation.

      Edu’s eyes shot to the screen as Vicente came into view. He was moving calmly through the galleries towards Room Seven, his flashlight sweeping over the dark paintings that lined the walls. He had no idea what was coming, only a few steps away now, just beyond the shadows.

      ‘Vicente, do not enter Room Seven – I repeat, do not enter Room Seven – do not –’

      It was too late.

      The intruder lunged, slipping behind the guard like a shadow coming to life, with a gleaming wire suddenly unfurling from his gloved hands.

      ‘Christ, no – no –’ Edu cried, eyes wide with horror. His hand shot to the Prado’s main alarm button, slamming it with enough force to bruise his palm. A piercing klaxon erupted through the museum, reverberating off the ancient walls, echoing through the dark, hollow corridors. The shrill sound was like a relentless, chilling scream, drowning out Vicente’s hideous, wet gurgling.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Shh,’ the intruder hissed, drawing the wire tight. The alarm screamed through the corridors, but here, in this locked instant, silence was the point – a harrowing communion between predator and prey.

      Vicente clawed desperately at his neck, trying to get underneath the wire, but blood spurted between his fingers. His eyes bulged as he fought for air, his legs kicking out wildly.

      The intruder twisted the wire and pulled harder. The self-tightening loop held. He guided the guard’s body to the floor. It convulsed and twitched as life ebbed away.

      He stood over him, pausing to take in his handiwork – a brief flicker of satisfaction crossing his otherwise impassive face. To him, it was simply another masterpiece.

      The alarm, however, forced him into action. Every second counted now. No time to unwind the cable; it stayed where it was.

      The canvas was already free, cut from its frame earlier, in silence. His breath stayed steady as he rolled it into a tube and slipped back through the broken French window – gone before the guards or police reached the rear perimeter.
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          Elena

        

      

    

    
      Sunday 8 June – Girona, northeast of Barcelona.

      

      Elena Carmona had woken to the sound of her phone bleeping on the bedside table. Thirty-one, Seville-born and Girona-based, a rising journalist with a knack for stumbling into trouble while chasing a story, she blinked at the ceiling. She didn’t remember setting an alarm. Then again, there was a lot she didn’t remember about last night. The final of the Champions League had been a wild ride – just like everything else in her life recently.

      She rubbed her eyes. Her head was pounding, and she realised that the last beer at the bar had been a terrible idea. The last three were probably all mistakes. Maybe she should have stopped after the first half of the game. The normal game, before it all went mad.

      Juventus versus Monaco had been the kind of match that made you wonder if football wasn’t just a metaphor for life – brilliant moments buried under endless stretches of confusion and chaos. She supported neither club, but it was a match not to be missed. Her team was Real Betis – Andalusia in her blood, home of her Romany roots. Here in Catalonia, she sometimes followed the Girona Femení team, or any club that wasn’t Barça.

      Last night’s final played in Madrid had been brutal – neck-and-neck, vicious tackles, yellow cards tossed like confetti. By the time it was one-all and extra-time loomed, the bar in central Girona where she’d watched it with friends was crackling with tension. There wasn’t an inch of space left, people standing shoulder-to-shoulder, craning their necks to get a glimpse of the screen. Her father had been there, too, sitting with his injured foot propped up on a stool, clutching his beer like a lifeline. He didn’t care much for football, but he liked the drama of a crowd.

      And the night sure delivered drama.

      As the match dragged into penalties, Elena could barely hear herself think over the roar of the bar. When a penalty from Juventus was disallowed and Monaco clinched the title, the room exploded in a mix of cheers and groans. Elena had thrown back another drink without even thinking about it, trying to process the sheer insanity of what she’d just witnessed. It was one of those matches that you knew would be talked about for years, but in that moment, all she could think about was getting some air. And maybe something to eat.

      Now, groaning, she fumbled for her phone. It was 6.15am and she was supposed to catch the train to Madrid in – joder – an hour.

      She sat up, swung her legs over the edge of the bed, and stared at the half-packed bag on the floor. In her post-match haze last night, she thought she’d been more organised. Clearly not. She glanced back at the phone. A message from Benjamin, sent late last night:

      Did you watch the game? Crazy. Madrid’s buzzing. See you soon?

      Benjamin. Ten years older. English. The art guy. She’d only met him a couple of weeks ago, yet already he was edging into her life in ways she hadn’t invited – ever since her kidnapping scoop in Barcelona, the one that landed her reports on the front-page and him almost in handcuffs.

      Her English was very good; she’d learned it – earned it – the hard way: night shifts, cheap language academies, and a lot of stubbornness.

      Benjamin, who hardly spoke a word of Spanish, had bought her a train ticket to Madrid, but she planned to refund him since buying her own ticket for this morning. He’d told her that he had an assignment in Madrid and had invited her along to stay at some Airbnb. ‘There’s plenty of space, two, maybe three bedrooms,’ he’d said, like it was no big deal. ‘It’ll be fun.’

      Fun?

      Right. Because sharing an apartment with some tío she’d only just met and hadn’t initially trusted – in fact, she’d wanted to turn him into the police or kill him in self-defence – couldn’t possibly end awkwardly, could it? A laugh escaped her throat – dry, sharp, sarcastic. The kind of laugh that comes from too much beer and too little sleep.

      She didn’t care how many rooms his Airbnb had – there was no way she was staying there. She didn’t want to give him the wrong idea. She was curious, that was all. Seriously. Honestly. Okay, yes, he was attractive, in that offbeat, probably-trouble kind of way. And, fine, there was something in the way he looked at her, like he could see things she hadn’t shown yet. But he wasn’t her type. Not really. Besides, he was knee-deep in a divorce and had a twenty-two-year-old daughter – so, yeah, he’d started early. She didn’t need that kind of chaos in her life right now.

      She wasn’t sure if he’d understood, but she’d told him that, yes, she would be going to Madrid, but not to be with him, although she might see him there. She’d been commissioned to write a long piece for El País newspaper, something that combined sport, her speciality, but also investigation. Since suddenly gaining credibility for her role in the kidnapping story, editors were finally taking her seriously – and El País was even paying for her trip.

      It had started as a passion project and something she’d pitched to them. A deep dive into the ugly undercurrent of racism in Spanish football and what the different clubs and governing bodies were really doing about it, if anything at all. It was a topic close to her heart and one that she was determined to get to the bottom of.

      The media group had also come up with a very small expense budget, but it was better than nothing. They’d even told her that the racism investigation had the potential to become part of their podcast or video series, but that she had to get the groundwork done.

      She’d booked an early train on Sunday – not just because it was cheap, but she had meetings lined up in Madrid for when she arrived. They’d reserved a room for her at a small hotel for two nights – easier to find now that the Champions League final was over.

      She pushed herself off the bed and stumbled towards her tiny bathroom. The cold water splashing on her face was a shock, but it did the trick. She stared at herself in the mirror. Her olive-skin currently looked pale, and with her messy, jet-black bob of hair and dark circles under her eyes, she thought she looked vaguely like a panda. Fantástico.

      After a quick shower, she tossed some clothes into her bag – skinny jeans, T-shirts, a light jacket, a blouse, one skirt, a pair of heels. Nothing fancy; she didn’t own anything fancy. Screw it, she thought. It’s who I am.

      The train wasn’t going to wait and there was work to be done. Racism in football was a hot topic, a huge issue right now, and the public wanted answers. She had some important interviews lined up that could make her career, if she didn’t blow it.

      Twenty minutes later, she was out the door with her bag and laptop and heading down the narrow stairs of her apartment building. The streets of Girona were quiet, the city sleeping off its collective hangover. She walked towards the train station, her father’s words from last night ringing in her ears.

      ‘Careful in Madrid,’ he’d said, his foot propped up on the barstool, looking slightly ridiculous with his walking boot. ‘Too much excitement for one girl.’

      He had that overprotective fatherly tone, like she was still sixteen and taking her first trip alone.

      At the station, she grabbed a coffee – black, no sugar – and sat in the waiting area. She checked her phone again. No new messages from Benjamin. She wasn’t sure whether that was a good sign or not.

      Eventually, she joined the slow shuffle of passengers boarding the train, found her seat near the window and threw her bag into the overhead compartment. It wasn’t long before she’d closed her eyes, letting the rhythmic clatter of the tracks lull her into a state of half-sleep. Madrid was only a few hours away, and her brain was already running through everything she had to do once she got there. The meetings, the story, the interviews – and the people who had so far refused to respond to her written requests for information. But the thought of Benjamin hung there – quiet, insistent, yet not entirely unwelcome. Why was she even thinking about him when she had a major report to write?
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          Benjamin

        

      

    

    
      Sunday – Plaza del Ángel, Madrid.

      

      ‘Can you hear me?’

      ‘Yes – and I’m fine,’ Benjamin lied. ‘What’s up?’

      He pressed the phone to his throbbing head. He was a wreck. His hangover was horrendous, and the last thing he needed was a call from his estranged wife.

      ‘Benjamin, are you okay?’

      ‘I just said I’m fine. I can hear you. What is it?’

      ‘You don’t sound fine –’

      ‘It’s early for a Sunday, Claire.’

      ‘You sound terrible.’

      ‘I was still asleep. What is it?’

      There was a pause.

      ‘Do you have company?’

      ‘Claire – no – I am alone. What is it? What’s happened? Is everything okay?’

      ‘Nothing’s happened. I just need to talk to you.’

      ‘First thing on a Sunday morning?’ Benjamin said. ‘I’m in Madrid – I’m sure you were informed.’

      ‘Informed? You mean via lawyers? You could have just spoken to me –’

      ‘Jesus Christ, Claire, this was the way you insisted things had to be from now on, remember?’

      ‘Okay, I know you’re in Madrid. How much longer are you going to be in Spain?  Sophie said she’s planning to go over. Did everything get sorted out with the police? The Daily Mail did a thing on it, you know, and BBC, Sky … even Fox News and CNN, I’m told –’

      ‘Shit,’ Benjamin groaned.

      ‘But look, your lawyer hasn’t responded to my lawyer about certain –’

      ‘Claire,’ Benjamin cut in, rolling onto his back. ‘It’s hardly the time to –’

      ‘It’s the only time,’ Claire said. ‘I called you now because it’s the only way to get hold of you. Otherwise, you’re always travelling, or busy, or in meetings, or – I don’t know – in police custody, trying to clear your name. You still haven’t told me everything that happened over there.’

      ‘Didn’t the Daily Mail tell you?’

      ‘We need to talk about things, Benjamin. You and I. And about your other life and that other passport.’

      Benjamin squeezed his eyes. He felt hideous.

      ‘Claire – it wasn’t another life. It’s all quite simple, really –’

      ‘You think it’s simple, Benjamin, but my lawyer wants to know whether you’ve got hidden assets or offshore accounts to go with your secret passport.’

      ‘Your lawyer wants to know, or you want to know? There’s nothing. It wasn’t a secret passport – it was an administrative cock-up. And, no, I don’t have hidden assets. I was trying to uncover someone else’s stolen assets. I’ve explained all this, for Christ’s sake.’

      ‘Are we in danger, Benjamin?’ Claire asked, after a pause.

      Benjamin sat up.

      ‘What?’ he said, now wide awake.

      ‘Are we in danger?’

      ‘No – why? Why ask that? What’s happened?’

      ‘Something that Sophie said. It’s probably nothing, but she thought someone was following her.’

      

      Half an hour later and Benjamin was fully dressed, having had another cold shower in the absence of hot water, and having dried himself with a pillowcase in the absence of any towels. He still felt like death. He desperately needed some coffee, but now he couldn’t shake the creeping anxiety in his gut, the unease spurred by the words from Claire that were pounding his head. His daughter Sophie thought someone was following her ...
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