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This book is a work of fiction. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, or places, events or locations is purely coincidental. The characters are all productions of the author's imagination.

About This Book:

PROFESSION CONTRACT killer Alex Carter’s carefully constructed life begins to unravel when his former colleague Cole Knight is discovered strangled and partially decomposed behind an industrial waste bin at the back of a forgotten alleyway, in a secluded Orange tree lined street in Madrid.

Under instruction from the British government, and in collaboration with Alex, case handler Paul Fieldman begins to investigate the mysterious circumstances of Cole’s murder, only to discover that the truth behind his assassination is much more disturbing than anyone could have ever imagined. 

What becomes clear for them both, is that in a job characterized by death, it’s better the devil you know, than the devil you don't.
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At the corner of Piamonte and Barquillo where pigeons push around outstretched feet to peck violently at each other, and fight for fallen scraps around the tables of a breakfast bar that has gained fame for serving oversized tostadas to tourists and locals alike, he sees her for the second time in two days, and knows instinctively that he’s being followed.

Experience has prepared him well for this. Experience tells him he’s not just being paranoid. Experience shows him a neon sign flashing the word ‘danger’ a hundred metres high. A glance across without breaking stride allows him half a second to pull as much information as possible. No handbag, no rings on her fingers, a take-away coffee cup with the name Alice clumsily scrawled across in red pen. A coat long enough to cover a weapon.

A tourist guide sits on the table in front of her, barely read, if ever opened. Wide, square-rimmed sunglasses hide eyes that track his route across the street until he disappears out of eye-shot, trying hard to control his breathing.

He pushes up Barquillo toward Fernando VI. Out of a builder’s skip he scoops a length of discarded cabling small enough to fit in his pocket and long enough to wrap around someone’s neck. Above, a steel claw rips roof tiles off a dilapidated church, and a crane arm swings the statue of an angel with a broken wing towards a mound of rubble that will ultimately be its resting place. He doesn’t need to turn around to know that she’s behind him. 

He pulls right onto Campoamor. Past the fish and chip shop that smells like home, past the bonsai trees and the pop-up hair salon and out onto the pulse quickening chaos of Genova, where a bottleneck of cars wait impatiently at temporary traffic lights while workers feed new pipes into a hole in the road, and drivers lean angrily on their horns.

Alonso Martinex would normally shuttle him home. Instead, he peels right, moving quickly through the growling traffic and a criss-cross mesh of other pedestrians, up the spine of Covarrubias, where the top floor suites of the hotel gran versalles have gold leaf taps and marble baths big enough to lie down flat in, and immediately right again just beyond it, between a raised bollard entrance onto Nicasio Gallego, a cobble stoned, seldom used residential cut-through with a single lane road barely wide enough for a motorcycle to squeeze down.

Here, fallen oranges still litter the street, and the acrid smell of dog piss lingers in flat block doorways, and a collection of even smaller alleyways carved out of the gaps between old residential towers to house big steel recycling containers, sit smothered in a vacuum of darkness, hidden away from sight. 

Not even the constant buzz of traffic reaches this long forgotten corner of the city. Not even a single shard of sun. He can hear the plastic housing of the cable flex as he wraps it around his hand, the tightness of his breathing, the sound of something sinister approaching. 

Alice picks her way slowly along the broken pavement that edges Nicasio Gallego, careful to avoid the rotten oranges and smeared stains of dog shit. Hands in her pockets, earbuds in, and Tina up to full volume, she sings quietly to herself, mumbling along with the chorus, almost timidly... “Simply the best, better than all the rest.. Better than anyone”..

Cherry red converse high tops. Blue wash denim loose fitting jeans, torn slightly around the thigh. Red knitted jumper, mid-length leather imitation coat. A momentary silhouette caught against a frozen backdrop of orange blossom, of rotten fruit on trees still standing. “You come to me, come to me wild and wired.”...

Out of the shadows like a predatory cat. Cable raised, wrapped in fisted hands, ready to drag her into the darkness he’s just emerged from. So close she can feel his breath on the back of her neck. Fully committed. “Take my heart and make it strong”...

But experience has prepared her well for this. Experience tells her if she’s quick enough she can use his inertia against him. With one hand she catches the cable, with the other she reaches behind her head to grab the collar of his jacket. And in one smooth continuous motion, with her weight pressed against his chest, she drops down onto one knee, rolls him over her shoulder like a Greek wrestler, and locks her arms tightly around his neck in a choke-hold, long before he has a chance to pull away from her.

“Hi”, she says with a smile, “You know, I thought you’d be quicker than that.”

He attempts to loosen her grip but can’t get the right angle. He tries to claw away at her eyes or her windpipe, or under the joint of her jaw, but she’s got him in such a way that holding his arm up for long enough to do any kind of damage is impossible. 

His eyes begin to blur with the pain. He grits his teeth and tries to shift them both towards the wall. If he can raise his legs above his head, he might have a chance of flipping her over. She bears her weight against his neck, pushing his head even further forward, his chin into his chest so he can barely even open his mouth. 

Spit collects at the edges of his mouth. That low guttural rasp that sounds like a motorbike revving its engine underwater he realizes is coming deep from within himself.

He kicks out violently, flailing like a fish out of water. One last attempt to turn this around. If only he can shift them to the wall. If only he can somehow pry her off his neck. 

He attempts to leverage the pavement and drive his weight back into her, but his feet slip on the cracked open carcasses of fallen oranges, and the effort forces him to darken his trousers with piss.

The smell sends his mind back to when he first came to this city. Even further back to the first time he took a man’s life with his bare hands. 

Alice begins to sing ...”Just as long as I’m here in your arms, I could be in no better place.”....

It takes eleven pounds of pressure to cut off blood flow. Temporary or permanent damage can occur in as little as thirty seconds, Brain death can occur in four to five minutes. About the same length as a Tina Turner song. 

He can hear it through her earbuds. A distant world he’s no longer part of. He can smell the ocean again. The sand beneath his feet. The face of his mother as he wraps his arms around her to nestle his head in the crook of her neck. 

“Please”, he says, but the word gets lost through gritted teeth. And he’s not got enough energy left to repeat it. 

Black and white. Blur and grain. Orange blossom and rotten fruit and the blood stained corpses long thought cast to the eternal pit of forgotten memories. Every single face, a ghost come back to haunt him. To usher him away to wherever he’s buried them. 

”I’m stuck on your heart, I hang on every word you say”... 

Alice feels the energy of the music flow through her. The power. She can’t help but get carried away with it. Eyes closed now, she raises her voice. A six year old at a school talent contest, giving it her all. 

”Tear us apart, baby,”...  I would rather be deeeeeeeeeeeead.”...

And then, with a dramatic motion that sounds just like a tree branch breaking under the weight of a thousand rotten oranges, she violently snaps his neck.

A long beat of nothingness as she continues to cradle him. And then, a deep sigh of relief before:

“You’re the best”, she mumbles, barely audible now. “Better than all the rest... Better than anyone... Anyone I’ve ever met.”

She eases her grip and he slides out from underneath her like a broken doll to rest awkwardly on the pavement below them. She stands, dusts the orange residue and street dirt from her jeans, and contemplates for a moment the broken black-blotched skin around the side of his neck. “Oh, you’re the best.” 

A distant dog bark. The yawn of a tree branch swaying in a lilting breeze. The scrape of the leather heels of hand made shoes on swollen, root-wrecked concrete as Alice hefts his corpse into the shadows at the back of a recycling container, hidden in the nothingness of the nameless alleyway behind her, at the beating heart of a city he desperately tried to call home.
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Occupying the modest corner plot of Smith Court, a hidden square of independent, artisan shops in the heart of Soho, accessed only via a one metre wide incredibly well hidden pedestrian only lane is Booked, a second hand specialist book shop dealing with rare, out of print, and little known, seldom sought after publications. It doesn't advertise, it is almost impossible to find, and hardly anyone visits anyway, even if they do happen to stumble upon it accidentally. 

Inside, on dust-covered shelves placed against every wall, and in every available space in between them, stand books piled so precariously high, a wrongly placed sneeze could bring them tumbling down. 

Punctuating these perilous paper columns are barely half metre wide crawl spaces hewn like miner’s tunnels and inscribed at the entrance with warning signs that customers must pay for all damages, which makes the idea of searching for anything for anyone curious enough to get across the threshold in the first place, enough to send them scurrying immediately back outside again. 

The payment desk is the icing on the cake. An old mahogany inlaid pedestal writing desk upon which sits a 1960s analogue cash register, strategically placed at the very back of the store, so anyone who does happen to make their way inside and is somehow able to find something they want to buy, has no hope of actually being able to pay for it anyway, without risking a total collapse of the entire, delicately balanced system. 

Almost no-one bothers with the risk, which is exactly how Alex Carter likes it. It means that nearly everyone leaves him alone. 

Paul is not one of those men, however. Paul knows the bookstore intimately. Paul knows which tunnel to take, where to hold certain books so they don't fall over, how to shift his weight at which particular moments, and how to lift himself up onto the very tips of his toes to squeeze his belly above the corner units at the end of each row that jut out like guarding knight’s swords.  

Alex knows it’s him even before he hears the bell go. He recognizes the way he pushes open the door. He lets him squeeze half way into the shop, deep within the labyrinth of tunnels, before he calls out from behind his newspaper. “Male escort jailed for removing man’s genitals.”

There’s no response from Paul who is busy negotiating a particularly difficult turn near the antique guide books. 

“They mean cut off”, Alex adds, as though it weren’t immediately obvious. “It’s not like they were doing him a favour.”

Paul finally emerges into the soft light near the payment desk like a bear stumbling back into the world after four months in a cave. He wipes dust off the elbow patches of his tweed jacket and readjusts his clothes. 

“You’re surrounded in here by some of the most celebrated literature from the last two hundred years and you choose to read the gossip column of a red top.”

Alex folds the corner of the newspaper down. “It’s a fascinating story”, he says. 

A wool jumper that looks like a present from a long dead grandmother hides the well toned muscles of his arms and abdomen, while fake reading glasses looped around his neck with a bright orange cable, dull otherwise ice blue eyes. Curly grey-wicked hair that looks like it hasn't been brushed in a decade, liquorice brown corduroy trousers slightly too short in the leg, and beige loafers rested casually on the desk in front of him complete the curated look. He’s mid thirties but looks older than some of the books in here. He’s incredibly attractive too, although you wouldn't know it from a casual glance.

Paul hefts the leather satchel he’s been carrying over to the desk and Alex shifts into a slightly more respectable position. He carefully folds the newspaper in half, and then half again while Paul opens the satchel and pulls out a square parcel wrapped in brown paper, tied by a knot of twine.

“Dickens. First Edition. Very rare.”

He hands the parcel over to Alex who gauges the weight of it in his hands.”And here I was thinking this was a social visit. What’s the turnaround?” he asks. 

“Tight”, Paul admits. “But my client has offered a premium for a quick sale”.

“Well that’s very thoughtful of them”, Alex says. “Have they also had the consideration to contact any other brokers?”

“Not yet, no. They were happy to have me recommend a specialist for a private transaction.”

“I had no idea you thought so highly of me.”

“I couldn’t think of anyone else with a more appropriate schedule”, Paul quips. “Of course if you’re too busy...” He makes a point of looking around at the empty shop. “I’ll just tell them to put it up for auction.”

Alex places the book carefully on the desk in front of him. “I’ll make an effort to squeeze him in.”

Paul smiles. “Good good. I’ll pass on the good news.”

Right now would normally be the moment Paul rebuckles his satchel, hitches up his belt and slithers back off through the tunnel of books, but he doesn’t, he just stands there staring awkwardly at Alex as though he’s completely forgotten what he planned to do next. Alex instantly knows something's up. “Wait”, he says. “There’s a catch.”

Paul takes a deep breath to prepare himself. “Look, Alex, there is something else.”

“Go on.”

“There’s no easy way to say this so I’ll just say it.” He hesitates for a moment more, “Cole is dead. Someone found him at the back of an alleyway in Madrid with a length of electrical cable in his hands, four broken bones in his neck, and piss all over his trousers.”

Alex clears his throat. Not the news he was expecting to hear. He’s shocked but tries his best not to show it “Not exactly an idyllic vacation then”, he says. “When did this happen?”

Paul sighs. This is obviously difficult for him “Friday morning. Apparently he’d been there...” He puffs out air, pausing momentarily to work out how to best phrase it. “A while.” 

Alex doesn’t need further detail to visualize what Paul might specifically mean by that. ”Do we know who yet?” he asks. 

Paul shakes his head. “The story they are going with is aggravated robbery, some violent street attack by a drugged-up local on an expat holiday maker, that kind of thing. Open and shut. Nobody cares anyway, which suits us. Obviously we’re digging a little deeper.”

Alex takes it in. “And what else do we know?”

“Beyond the medical report that makes it clear this was committed by somewhat capable hands? Nothing”, Paul confirms. “I didn’t even know he was in Madrid. Cole dropped off the radar months ago, He made it clear he wanted out. I only knew it was him because I saw his photo pop up on the international news feed. As far as I know he was inactive, he certainly wasn’t working for us anymore. Spain was a retirement destination not a business trip.”

“Clearly not a very successful one”, Alex says. 
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