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			He wore hooded, black, sterile overalls, nylon galoshes and a filter face mask that covered his mouth and nose. A small, lightweight pack went under the disposable outer layer, and he carried the gun in a long, padded bag, slung over his shoulder. It was an L115A3, a British-made, bolt-action sniper rifle fitted with a suppressor, firing .338 magnum cartridges that came in five-round magazines. He’d been very careful only to handle it with gloves, whilst wearing the overalls – the intention was to discard it later. It weighed nearly seven kilos and was over 1.2 metres long. It wasn’t what he had asked for, but it was good. A soldier firing one of these in 2009 had reportedly killed two Taliban machine gunners at a range of 2,475 metres. It had taken nine rounds to get the range, a luxury he wouldn’t have. As a sports shooter, in an altogether past life, he had hit targets at just over half that distance. His objective now was to locate a good position, in cover, about five hundred metres from the road.

			Earlier, in a parallel valley with a dirt track, he had sat in the car and attached the suppressor, set up the gun and the sights, so that he didn’t have to fumble around in the dark. It was nearly 2 a.m. as he got over the ridge and into the valley. There was a moon, but enough cloud to conceal it and make progress slow. He moved without a flashlight, as slowly as necessary. There was no rush. He had about four hours before daylight. In that time he would need to dig himself in and set up the gun so that it was stable and pointing in the right direction, then get comfortable. After that he didn’t intend to move until after he’d taken the shot, which, if all went to plan, would be mid-afternoon. So there was a lot of waiting ahead.

			It wasn’t ideal. The more he rested in one place the more DNA he would shed, despite the precautions. But the arrangements had forced him out of his normal routines. The money had transferred in the usual way, two weeks ago, but it was twice the amount he was accustomed to. With care he could live on it for two years. No objection to that. But other changes had left him exposed.

			Normally the contact initiating a contract was at a distance. There were complex and laborious procedures to transmit the details, a supposedly anonymous notification system limiting the paperwork and information trail that gave him funds and a target. But this time he’d been informed there was to be a team involved and to coordinate it he would need to meet someone in person.

			He knew enough about law enforcement to guess that nearly every precaution he could take was a waste of time and money if they were already looking at him, but on the assumption they weren’t, he’d spent the better part of nine years taking meticulous care to minimise his traces. He kept up to date with forensic science developments, court cases and police techniques. The most crucial prophylactic measure, throughout the nine years, was not being on any DNA databases. But all this was farcical if he then had to meet someone face to face. If the security was that compromised then why not go cheap – hire an Albanian for five hundred quid? The whole point of his service was the guarantee of invisibility. For this reason he had wasted almost two days of his preparation time querying the arrangements, but to no effect. This was how they wanted it.

			The designated contact called himself Philip Jones. The meet with him had gone down five days ago, in London, without apparent hitch. At the time he had no idea who Jones was, no way of verifying the site used was clean, no way of knowing that Jones wasn’t undercover police, or, more likely, just someone earning a sideline by selling info to some agency. Jones had looked genuine enough – clean-shaven, dark hair cut neatly above his ears, blue eyes, angular face, very pale skin, dressed in the usual suit, about thirty years old, trim physique, an ex-soldier’s build and bearing. No scars, twitches, odd mannerisms, nothing conspicuous. He had spoken with confidence and experi­ence, as if the work was very familiar to him. They had met in the Chelsea Club, a private health and social facility attached to the back of the Stamford Bridge development.

			But appearances were rarely reliable. So here he was in the middle of the night, determined to get in early, to wait, to watch. Jones had told him that key local police were on the payroll, bought off, and that there were six in the team, dealing with other targets in the same area. If true, that would make it the most complicated and well-funded job he had been involved in. But the more people used, the greater the risk. If there were others in this valley then he wanted to know their positions before he squeezed the trigger.

			He had looked at maps and photographs of the terrain. He knew roughly where there were a range of suitable positions. In the past he might have used the GPS he had in the pack to locate them, but he had recently learned of a case where police in America had got a court order and gained access to records of GPS location searches, proving an interest in a key building in a murder case. Spain – where he was – might not be quite so advanced, but he wasn’t certain of that, so he was feeling his way around in the darkness, GPS and phones switched off.

			It took nearly an hour to get down to the level of the road. The hillside was a mix of knee-high grass, dense bushes and scattered groves of small, stunted trees, with knurled bark, all interspersed with boulders and rocks of varying sizes. He had to go very carefully. He thought it would have taken him fifteen to twenty minutes to cover the same ground in daylight.

			Once at the road he crouched for a while considering the options, trying to get a clear picture of the angles. To his right was the house Jones had briefed him about, where the target lived, though from where he was he couldn’t see it. The next nearest house was roughly two kilometres back down the valley. He looked in that direction but could see no lights. The night around him was still and warm, filled with the rasp of crickets and the scent of wild rosemary. He could smell it even through the mask. There were dogs barking every now and then lower down, but a long way off, maybe even as far as Marbella. That was the next big town. Between the dark, jagged shapes of the hills he could see a lighter area that he assumed was the sea, and somewhere way out in that, twinkling gently, lights that were probably over the straits, in Africa.

			He moved back up the hill, looking for flatter ground, counting his paces until he was about three hundred metres back. This would be an optimal range, he thought, but yesterday, seventy kilometres further in land, in deserted scrub, he had zeroed the rifle and scope for five hundred metres, so now he worked his way a couple of hundred metres higher. The shot would be marginally harder, but it was a shorter distance back to the car after he’d fired. He found an area effectively screened with the thick bushes, a little overgrown ledge above some boulders. He crawled under and got out the spotting scope, checked the field of fire. He saw no one, heard no cars. When he was sure he’d found the best position available, he started to dig a shallow indentation with a small, lightweight trenching tool.

			The soil was dry and loose, once he got the roots away, and he worked quickly. By 4.30 he was settling in with the rifle positioned, foliage pulled over him, thinking about whether he could risk dozing for an hour. He calculated he was so well hidden that you wouldn’t know he was there until you tripped over him.

			If everything Jones had told him was true then the shot would be relatively easy. Certainly smoother than the last time he had done this. That was only about eight weeks ago. The target then had been a man called Barsukov, a Russian. When he had finally laid the sights over him he had been on the patio of a house near a Black Sea resort, lying on a sunlounger beside a pool. There was a woman with him, on the next lounger, and a child, a little boy, running around between them and the pool. On that occasion his position had been seven hundred metres away, in woods.

			He had lined up three times, but each time the little boy had come over and stood right in the cross hairs, at the side of the lounger, his head or upper body blocking the shot.

			The first three times he had paused and waited. But the fourth time he had started to compute the thing, keeping the aim steady. Seven hundred metres with the bullet travelling at near enough one thousand metres per second. A clean, sunny day, no head wind, perfectly still air between his position and the target. He reckoned the bullet would enter the child’s head through the back, exit through the face and still be accurate enough to take down the target, who was lying just the other side. It was even possible the round would still be supersonic as it hit. So it was a solution.

			Or he could wait, and go through his set-up again.

			Time had been limited. He was actually within the grounds of the house, and there was a security presence – albeit a sloppy one – to be factored in. As he went through the options his finger was on the trigger, his breathing controlled, everything ready. He had watched the child’s head bobbing around, giving him an intermittent view of Barsukov. Barsukov was laughing at something the kid was saying, perfectly relaxed.

			In the end he hadn’t fired, because he wasn’t sure about the parameters of the contract. Back in London his brother had been working to get past the anonymity. They had discovered the company behind the money, but hadn’t got behind the company yet. For all they knew the woman lying next to Barsukov had placed the hit. And if the child was hers – as seemed likely – then she wouldn’t be happy, which would be bad for future business.

			So he had waited and taken his shot about five minutes later. Then paused whilst the child had run off screaming in fright, watching to see the security reaction.

			It wasn’t quite the same as this job, but nevertheless Jones had found it necessary to provide him with some specious justification: they had picked him because that way it would be more humane, he had said. They – the others in ‘the team’ – were not to be so clinical in their methods, it seemed, but this way, with a clean shot from a high-powered rifle, the death would be quick. A concession to humanity. Jones had thought he would need that rationalisation as he fitted her face under the cross hairs.
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			It was a nightmare – the recurrent nightmare. She was in a tightly constricted, airless space, chilled to the bone, shivering so her teeth were chattering. Where her hands were pressed against the trapdoor centimetres above her face – trying to force it open – she could feel a slippery layer of ice covering the wood, rivulets of meltwater running through her fingers, dropping down into her eyes. Beneath her was a half-frozen puddle, getting deeper by the minute.

			She got her elbows against the trapdoor and heaved at it with all the strength she could summon. But the angle was restricting her. It wouldn’t move. Yet she had shut it herself, it wasn’t locked – she knew it wasn’t locked. She gave in momentarily and started shouting out for him, the words swallowed dead in the pitch-black enclosure, then held her breath and listened to the noises from above. The seal was so tight she could see nothing, but the sounds came through clearly enough. Had they heard her? Her muscles twitched and shuddered as she strained to hear. The temperature below her had to be sub-zero. The living heat was being sucked out of her. She wanted to scream with panic, kept moving her hands away from the trapdoor, down to her mouth, pushing her knuckles between her teeth and biting down on them.

			She had to get out. Not for herself, but because if she didn’t they were going to kill him. She had to get out and get to him. She could hear shooting now, and screaming. She knew what they were doing. She could hear him gasping for breath, could see it happening as if she were up there, in the room with them – they were putting a noose around his neck, hauling him off the floor …

			The image shifted without warning. The person under the boards vanished and now she was outside the hole, not even in the house, but on that hill where the stables were, to the west of the place. She was standing looking back at the house – the enormous, beautiful sprawl of it – up to her knees in snow, her breath puffing out in front of her, ice crystals on her eyelids and in her nostrils. And he was right beside her, standing with her, holding her hand. Alex. She whispered his name. She couldn’t see his face, but she could feel his presence like something intoxicating, exactly as it had been back then. An enormous wave of relief flooded through her. There was no danger, no screaming or gunshots, they hadn’t got to him, or strung him up, or killed him. She had been imagining it – none of that had happened. He was here, back with her, everything OK.

			I thought I’d lost you, she said, and started crying quietly. I thought I’d never see you again. She let her head rest against his shoulder, felt him squeeze her fingers. She took a huge breath.

			It was something she had only ever experienced with him – a feeling that she was home. Not here in this place in the snow – not anywhere that depended on a specific place. She belonged with him. As if it were programmed into her DNA.

			She moved in the bed, opened her eyes. For a few seconds she couldn’t orientate herself. She lay in confusion with the aching loss like a gap in her chest, her heart thudding uselessly, his absence blotting out the fear that had preceded it. She tried to listen to the real night around her. Then gradually her pulse slowed, the feeling of his physical presence slipped away. She put her hand on her chest, over her heart.

			The transition was painful. From that intense, rich feeling, coursing through her, filling her with an overpowering, physical sense of completion – to this, the shabby reality of where she was, who she was. The horror, the trapdoor, the feeling of his hand – none of it was real. She had been dreaming.

			She turned her head and looked to where her husband was, in the bed, centimetres away. She could smell him, smell his faint night odour of male sweat. Juan Martin. That was his name, and that was who she was – Julia Martin. She started to piece together the essential elements of the existence she was living – who she was, who she was with, who she loved, what she did, where she lived.

			When she was relatively calm she slipped the sheet aside and slid her feet onto the floor, stood up quietly, carefully, not wanting to wake Juan, not wanting to have to explain. She looked around, noting the objects that should be familiar to her – the bed, the man, the pictures on the walls, the bathroom, her clothes on the chair, the mirror. She was here, at home, in the warm Spanish night, in the hills to the west of Marbella, windows wide open, mosquito frames in place. No danger anywhere.

			She moved quickly and silently to check the room next to theirs, stared at the bed where her ten-year-old daughter lay. Rebecca. She could see her in the half-light, on her back, sheet bunched up around her, sleeping peacefully, her face beautiful, yet unlike anything else Julia might call beautiful. Something consoling kicked into her blood like a drug and brought a smile to her lips. But it couldn’t get rid of the memory of him.

			She disabled the alarm and walked out onto the terrace in her T-shirt and pyjama bottoms. The night was hotter out here, replete with insect noises, the dry smell of undergrowth in need of a downpour, and the ubiquitous, intermittent dogs, barking somewhere off in the distance. She sat down on one of the chairs by the little metal table and looked at the dark, jagged line of the mountains almost ringing the house, the lights from the next house twinkling down the valley, about two kilometres distant. She thought it must be about three in the morning. She could smell the sea.

			The recurrent nightmare. It wasn’t the same every time but the key elements were always there. The snow and ice were new this time, not even part of her memories of the place. When she had been there, a naive silly girl, out of her depth and barely out of her teens – or so it seemed now – it had never been like that, frozen in midwinter, everything frosted and glacial, clothed in shimmering ribbons and fantastic shards of ice, the thermometers showing thirty below zero. That wasn’t how she knew it at all. Her imagination had supplied all that, maybe because the place had been called The Ice House, though not in English – she had seen the name in Russian, in indecipherable Cyrillic lettering. She had even learned how to say it in Russian.

			A vast eighteenth-century mansion in a forgotten corner of Russia, hundreds of unused rooms, cupolas of gleaming glass, copper domes rearing out of nowhere in the endless forest. It belonged to a man called Michael Rugojev, the man she had gone there to work for, the man who had showed her that hole beneath the kitchen floorboards, just in case. But when she had been there it had been high summer, with long, bright northern nights and heat. And the place had been like a dream for her, not a nightmare.

			Until that day. The fifteenth of July. Her whole life had changed that day. She was thirty-five now, but it was still with her, waking her each night. Parts of the dream were false, invented – figments of her dream consciousness – but parts of it were terribly real, indistinguishable from memories she had worked hard to lose. Because men had come there dispensing unspeakable brutality, and she had been under the floor, cower­ing in terror, in that hole with the trapdoor flat against her face, struggling to breathe. She had heard it all happening above her – just like in the dream – heard the screams and the blows. And she had come out to see him hanging on the end of a rope.
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			He hadn’t always killed for money. But once it had started he hadn’t looked back, and hadn’t ever wanted out, something that, in any case, would have been virtually impossible. Once you were in, you were in – they made sure of that. But he was OK with it. He lay beneath the covering of dry soil and leaves, the tight bushes shading him from the midday sun, his face resting on the stockpiece, his eyes closed and his concentration relaxed, and he thought that overall he was OK with it.

			He was thirty-five years old and he had killed five men – pulled the trigger and watched the consequences, but without anything tugging at him inside, telling him it was wrong. Instead, it had felt insignificant. The men he shot fell to the ground and life moved on, almost immediately. Everyone moved on, even the people who stood wailing above the corpses. Because they all knew they were headed there, into the vast forgetfulness of history. Time was short. Carpe diem. 

			That was one way to look at it. There were others. For example, he could see himself slotting into their lives like bacteria or fatal accidents slotted into other people’s lives. What did the precise timing or method matter? And the five he had killed had been in the same game, one way or another – the money-making game. They had killed too – business rivals, witnesses, in two cases even members of their own family. They were as dirty as he was, morally indistinguishable from those who paid him. They were all pissing in the same pot. Except this one, of course. There was no getting around the fact that this one was different. A ten-year-old girl. Rebecca Martin. Viktor had told him not to go through with it.

			But he still didn’t need justifications. Children were dying all over the world – in Syria, Afghanistan, Gaza, Iraq. Hundreds each day, probably. So what? Death was a natural process, however it arrived. There was nothing to make this child special. He thought his attitude probably meant that a part of him was missing, a capacity to empathise. That was why it didn’t bother him much. He could date it to Liz, perhaps – to Liz Edwards disappearing, to the end of that chance and everything he had felt then – but that would be just glossing the truth, twisting a familiar story to fit himself. But real life wasn’t like that. More likely he had always been this way, even when he was with her, or even before that – as a teenager and a child. The oppor­tunities to reveal himself just hadn’t yet arisen.

			The name he had been living with for many years, the name on his fake passport, was Carl Bowman. The passport was Swedish, but he wasn’t from there. His mother was from a sparsely populated border region that seventy years ago had changed hands more than once between Finland and Russia, so that her passport had originally been Russian. But she had moved, at some point, abandoning the house, the land, the relatives, the husband – discarding all those attachments – and had met his father, who was from Helsinki, and started again.

			She had insisted always, throughout his childhood, that she was Finnish, because that part of the world she was from – Eastern Karelia – was rightfully a part of Finland. Russia was the enemy who had occupied it, and hence though she had been born there and her birth certificate said she was Russian, he – her second son – was one hundred per cent Finnish. That was what she told him. But he didn’t feel it.

			It was different for his older half-brother, Viktor, whose father was the Russian she left behind, the man her family had insisted she marry at sixteen years old, the man whose violence, family and criminal connections she had finally fled. Viktor had been old enough to remember all that, but his memories had a warmer tint; loss of a loving father, friends and home, that was what he carried with him, and Finland hadn’t filled any of it. So he had chosen to return as soon as he was old enough, leaving Carl behind. 

			At fifteen and sixteen Carl had missed Viktor like a part of himself. The way Carl thought about it, the way they had been, it was more like they were twins. They were that close. They looked similar too, walked the same, spoke the same – at least when they used Finnish. In their twenties it had been possible for strangers to mistake them for twins, despite the age dif­ference.

			He had joined the Finnish military at the first opportunity. At that point Viktor had been virtually untraceable, lost into the chaos that was the failed Russian state. But four years later he was back with cars and houses and money and offers too good to be turned down. So Carl had quit the army and followed him. He hadn’t even considered that there might be a choice. Russia had been just opening up – ripe with oppor­tunity. Viktor had looked out for him, protected him, passed on the chances and connections he had cultivated, introduced him to key relatives – the criminals his mother had railed against. And that had led – eventually – to here, to what he did now. To lying in the dirt in the mountains north of Marbella, waiting for a human target to walk into his kill zone.

			When he thought back on it, thought about the trajectory his life had taken to this particular point, he felt like he hadn’t ­chosen any of it. His life had run along rails that other people had laid out. The truth was that it was a massive struggle to change direction, to actually take the chances you were dealt and choose, and he hadn’t managed it. Neither of them had, neither Viktor nor himself. Yet they were successful. ‘Successful’, in that they were alive, surviving – biologically successful – the rest wasn’t something he wanted to dwell on. He liked to stick to essential facts, clean details. He didn’t like his head to feel cluttered, out of control.

			Still. What he was doing right now – this particular job – it was different. Different enough to worry him. Earlier, lying here with nothing better to do, he had imagined bumping into Liz in the middle of a London street, maybe as he was making his way to Heathrow to get here. It was one of the peculiarities of London life that that kind of thing could happen. He had run into other people he knew, despite the odds, so why not her? She would appear in the crowd of faces – the mindless single face of the commuters – she would separate out from it and be there, standing in all her shocking singularity, as amazed as he was, speechless. Imagine running into you here. What are you doing? She would be standing very close, with the crowd ­moving around her. What are you doing these days? She would ask something like that.

			And what would he say? He couldn’t tell her what he had been doing, couldn’t get near it. In fact, he wouldn’t even be able to look her in the eye.
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			I just don’t want you to freeze. Rebecca remembered her mother’s words right now, as the man first came into view. What else had she said? This had been one of their little ‘security’ conversations, about four weeks ago. I just don’t want you to freeze. When you do that you give them all the time they need. Someone comes at you, someone tries to grab you, you do not freeze, you scream and yell and run, immediately.

			She had cringed inside, listening to her mother, because this kind of conversation had been a refrain throughout her life. Her mother was paranoid; always stopping her doing normal things that everyone else did, because they were ‘too dangerous’. And worse, she went on like that in front of her friends. It was embarrassing.

			This was the first year her mum had let her get the school bus home, despite her being ten now, despite all the other kids having done that for years. Some of them lived out in the hills too, like they did, so that wasn’t the reason.

			It meant she had to walk from the bus stop to the house, along the track that led from the junction with the surfaced road, which was as far as the bus would go. It was one point nine eight kilometres from there to home, her mother had told her, a gentle slope up the side of the valley. It usually took Rebecca about thirty minutes to walk it, going slow. The weather was good right now, warm but not too hot, and the view across the other side was great, with the peaks all hazy like something out of an adventure story. If you went right up there – where it really was wild – you could sometimes see a warthog, getting out of your way, then smell it as you crossed the trail it used. Warthogs smelled like pee, she thought, all pigs did. She didn’t like ham or bacon because it came from pigs and she knew what pigs smelled like. She still sometimes ate pork though, if it was cooked in a stew. Her mother cooked fantastic stews.

			You couldn’t see the warthogs from here, from the track, but you could sometimes see a herd of ibex – the little, wild, Spanish mountain goat – up on the ridges. And there were butterflies and birds, sometimes a snake, and many lizards. And the buzzing of the insects, flies and mosquitoes. These things interested her because her mum had always told her things about them when she was little, interesting details – like the fact that the lizards lost their tails if you grabbed them, but didn’t die, or that it was only the female mosquito that made the really irritating high-pitched whine that woke you up, and that it was a mating call, the same thing birds did, only it sounded nice when birds sang – It’s just the mosquitoes’ song, her mum would say, when she couldn’t sleep. They’re singing for you. That was a nice way to put it – typical of her mum – but it didn’t stop them biting her. Her dad used to come in with a can of fly spray afterwards, spray the room even though she hated the smell and didn’t want to be the cause of anything dying, not even a mosquito. Her dad was generally irritating at the moment.

			Right now she couldn’t hear any insects or birds or anything, because she had the headphones in. She was listening to a track by Katy Perry when the man stepped onto the road ahead. He was still about three hundred metres away, too far to see ­properly. It looked like he had stepped out from behind the clump of olive bushes at the bend in the road, but she might be mistaken. Maybe he had just walked up from their house. Their house was the only one past that bend, the only one on this stretch of road for another two or three kilometres. After their place, over the top of the hill, there was a long, twisting track down into the next valley, the hillsides overgrown, then, at the bottom, the big villa they called ‘The Italian’s Place’ because that was just about all they knew about the owner, despite having lived here for almost five years.

			She shifted her school bag onto the other shoulder. She wasn’t used to seeing people on this road. She thought her mum was mad, but it still made her pause when she saw him there. Since she had started getting the bus back, this was the first time she had seen anyone else here. She slipped the headphones out and stopped walking. What should she do? He was in her way, between her and their house.

			She looked back behind as she realised that she was doing nothing – exactly what her mum had tried to teach her not to do. But he was still far away – though walking towards her, quite quickly – no danger yet. She could turn and run back down the hill to the road. The neighbours lived at the junction there – the Ramirez family. She could go in there. He wouldn’t be able to catch her because she was an excellent runner. It was just about the only sport she liked. She had won competitions at school, both at sprint distances and longer. This year they were to enter her in a national athletics competition in Madrid, representing a group of clubs in the area. She usually found it easy to outsprint adults, unless they were runners too. He would have to be fit to catch her when he was starting so far back.

			But that was silly. None of her friends would think like this. She shaded her eyes from the sun so she could see him better, and immediately relaxed. It was a policeman. When she put her hand up she could see his uniform and hat. She smiled to herself, wondered vaguely what he could be doing here, a long way out without his car (had she seen a car back at the junction? She didn’t remember one, but she hadn’t been looking specially), then started to walk towards him.

			He called out to her when he was still a little away, then shouted his name, or maybe his rank, but she didn’t quite get it. He stopped in front of her, looking down at her, but not too far down. She was already one metre sixty-five, very tall for her age. He had the sun right behind him when he was talking to her, so she couldn’t see his face too well. He looked like a teenager, she thought, spotty, slightly unshaven. He was sweating like he’d just run from somewhere, but not out of breath. He asked her for her name, age and where she lived. She told him. Spanish was her second tongue, but not far behind English. She had gone to Spanish nursery before school. She was at an English ‘international’ school now, but she had Spanish friends and spoke it all the time with her dad. ‘Rebecca Martin,’ she said, pronouncing Martin the Spanish way – Marteen – though her mother said it the English way quite often, as a joke, to annoy her dad. ‘I’m ten. I live just over there. The next house.’

			He asked her what she was doing out on the road alone and she told him. He nodded. She did this every day after school, she said. He licked his lips and gazed off at the ridge line on the other side. ‘Good,’ he said. ‘I’m just checking the area.’ He reached a hand out and patted her head, clumsily, because she was a little tall for that. Then he stepped around her and walked on.

			She would tell her mum she had seen him, because that was another of her mum’s little rules – that she should always report back if a stranger spoke to her, no matter who they were. She watched him for a bit before starting off again. She would have about half an hour alone in the house before her dad got back. That was good. Later they would do pizza. Even better. She put her headphones back in, selected her favourite tune from Gaga’s second album – a song called ‘Born This Way’. The beat started a little after the intro, lifting her mood – then she felt like dancing her way home. She started waving her arms around, singing at the top of her voice as she went.

			 

			Carl had seen the policeman. The man had walked straight through his sights, in the direction of the house, then back again fifteen minutes later. Was he really a policeman? Hard to determine at this distance. He had looked young, but policemen were young these days; either that or he was getting older. But Jones had told him the local police were involved, so unless squad cars started to arrive in force he wasn’t going to change plan.

			In between the man’s appearances the school bus had arrived at the bottom of the valley dirt track. Carl had heard it, then shifted position to search for it through the spotting scope. A stand of trees and a fold of land had prevented him from watching anyone get off or on. But he knew it would be her. Jones had given him the timings and they were accurate. It would take the girl about half an hour to reach the point directly below him. So it was on. Right now. It was happening.

			He concentrated on his breathing, on keeping everything calm and slow. His heart wanted to pick up, of course, the adrenalin starting already. But a fast heartbeat made the shot harder. He could control it through his breathing, up to a point, the rest was mental state. A certain increase in pulse couldn’t be avoided.

			Aside from the policeman there had been one car, an hour and a half ago, a Nissan. The same car that had come down the road, going in the direction of Marbella at 9.30 that morning. There had been a Toyota right behind it and so far the Toyota hadn’t returned. He hadn’t been able to see the drivers, but he knew that the occupants of the house used these cars, which meant there was someone back there now, waiting for the girl, probably. She would come on the school bus, and walk up the valley, right into his zone. If she didn’t then he would abort and seek instructions.

			He moved off scope and picked up the spotting sight again, focused on the ridge across the other side of the valley. At 5.30 that morning, in the grey dawn light, he had seen movement up there and had got the sights onto a single man, moving in amongst the rocks, dressed in camo khaki. He had settled there with binoculars and started to search the valley. Carl didn’t recognise him, so it wasn’t Jones, but he hadn’t met anyone else in ‘the team’. He assumed it was someone involved, maybe even someone sent to locate his position and watch the hit, make sure it went to plan. He had seen no weapon – just the binoculars. He was sure the man wouldn’t have spotted him. He looked now for him in the two places he had moved between, but the hillside was empty. That didn’t mean he hadn’t moved to somewhere further up the ridge, out of view. Carl had a limited range of movement in the shallow trench.

			He got his eye back on the scope, moved the gun slightly, then heard someone shouting, from back in the direction of the bus. A moment later he realised it wasn’t shouting, it was singing. He slipped his finger over the trigger and listened. It was her, he thought, singing very loud, slightly out of tune. He didn’t know the song. She sounded breathless, happy.

			Then suddenly she was there, at the edge of his area, moving fast. He hadn’t expected that. She was almost running, waving her arms about, singing at the top of her voice. Rebecca Martin. Ten years old. She was tall, he thought, for a ten-year-old. The blonde hair was tied back into a ponytail. She had a small backpack on one shoulder. It took him a couple of seconds to track her because she was moving so erratically. Was she actually dancing? Either that or skipping.

			He cursed silently, forced himself to stay calm. As he took deeper breaths she stopped for a moment, right in the middle of his set-up zone, catching her breath. He got the cross hairs onto her head, then he could see her properly. The scope had a twenty-five times magnification and she was just less than five hundred metres away. Her face was large and clear. He could see her eyes, her mouth, the freckles across the bridge of her nose.He thought, Would you have shot through that little boy? – in Russia, the hit on Barsukov – if you had known that the woman wasn’t involved, that there would be no repercussions, would you have shot through his head?

			The girl started moving again, but walking slower now. She was smiling to herself. She had earphones in, snaking away to a phone or music device. That accounted for the singing out of tune. But her voice had sounded … what? He realised suddenly that he was shaking. Her voice had brought to him a tiny little piece of her personality. What she was like, what she sounded like.

			The singing of children. He had no children and rarely thought about them. Viktor had no kids either. Kids were not a part of his life. But the singing. It had caught hold of something in his chest, pulled a smile onto his face. That was why he was shaking. His arms were shaking, his legs, his chest. He had to get control of it.

			She was still walking, oblivious. In a few moments she would be out of the zone he could aim within, hidden by the spur of land where the road curved. He tracked her movement, slipped the sights a little ahead of her, ran through the calculations. She was moving so slowly that hardly any adjustment was needed. Suddenly she stopped singing and stood still, looking down at either her phone or the music player. He slid the cross hairs over her head again. But the gun wasn’t steady now. The trembling in his limbs was getting transmitted down the stock. He thought, instantaneously, No, I would not have shot the boy, and something inside him paused.

			This was the story they had written for her, for both of them – someone else’s plot. His part was to pull the trigger and end her life.

			But he had a choice.

			He took a long breath.

			She started moving again, no longer singing. He slipped his finger off the trigger and his eye off the scope. He couldn’t do it. He didn’t know why, but he couldn’t do it. He didn’t want this girl to die.

			Looking down the barrel, he watched her walk right past the kill zone, then brought his knees up, rolled, shook the mud and branches off and thrust himself out of the dirt and bushes, like some giant grub being born. The sun blazed in his eyes. He looked down at her from his exposed position, now behind her. Standing up he was high enough to see straight over the spur of land where the road turned. He saw her approaching the bend with the house just beyond it. He could see the sun reflecting off the swimming pool, see the red roof tiles.

			They would try to kill her without him, he knew, the guy on the ridge opposite was probably already reporting to Jones. No matter what he did she would probably be dead within twenty-four hours. A six-man team meant lots of back-up options. He had a useless thought – that he should shout at her, warn her. But right then he saw the flash at the house. He ducked automatically, knowing instinctively what it was. He saw the roof of the house lift at one end, then explode outwards and up, debris showering into the sky. There was a massive crack echoing off the valley sides. He dropped to one knee and watched a coiling fireball burst upwards in a cloud of black smoke. In an instant it was subsiding into a high column of swirling dust. He could hear the noise of alarms going off, tiles and bricks raining over the hillside.

			 

		

	
		
			 

			5

			Rebecca still had the headphones in when she saw the flash, above the rocks right in front of her. She was about seventy metres from the house, at the curve in the road, with a steep wedge of land between herself and the drop down to their plot – the house itself was out of sight. She stopped immediately, then a split second later heard the bang, even above the noise of the music. She pulled the earphones out, let her school bag slip off her shoulder to the ground. Tiny bits of stone started to drop all around her. Some pieces struck her head. She could hear alarms, see smoke rising into the air.

			Without thinking, she started to run, coming round the bend to a cloud of dust, still billowing outwards. Her house was somewhere behind it. She had no idea what was happening but her first thought was that a car had come off the road and crashed down there – the Italian’s car, maybe, if he had one. In town she had once seen a car crashed into the wall of a building, on fire – there had been a lot of smoke. She kept running, going towards the smoke and dust, flapping her arms in front of her to clear it.

			She was about fifty metres down their driveway before she could see a corner of the house. There was a car buried in a wall that had collapsed there, it looked all white with dust, she couldn’t tell what kind of car it was. It wasn’t her mother’s, it might be her dad’s. But her dad couldn’t have crashed here, because he hadn’t passed her on the road, and he wouldn’t be here already – her mother had told her that he would come back at the normal time. The house alarm was going off, very loud, and something was on fire, crackling behind the broken front wall; she could smell the burning, really sharp in her nostrils, but she couldn’t see what it was. There was glass all over the road – her feet were crunching on it. The car alarm was shrieking too, on and off.

			A wind stirred the smoke and she saw more of the house, all of the roof caved in, bricks and tiles all over, and something that looked like tiny shreds of paper, floating through the air. The smoke was coming out of the hole where the roof had been. That was her house. She stood mouth open, staring at it.

			Now she saw the damage she thought it must have been a gas leak. What else could it be? They had two big, metal gas ­cylinders in the kitchen. She thought, I have to get to my bedroom, get my things out. She wasn’t running any more, just walking slowly, in a daze.

			She was about thirty metres from it, past the gateposts, in the yard where the cars were normally parked, when she heard someone shouting, and thought it must be someone inside the house. She kept going, feeling frightened, then realised it was coming from behind her – someone shouting out at her, telling her to stop.

			She turned to see a man coming down the hill towards her, running. He was carrying a backpack, and something long, shouting at her very loud. She had never seen him before. He was very tall, with blond hair and was wearing some kind of plastic suit or overall – a crinkly thing like she had seen the police wear at crime scenes on TV programmes, except his was black and the police suits were always white. There was a thing like a gas mask hanging around his neck. Still, she thought he must be police. He was running very fast, so he reached her before any other options could occur to her.

			‘Stay there,’ he panted, in English, when he got beside her. ‘Don’t go further.’ He wasn’t looking at her, but over her, at the house. For a moment he was very out of breath. He bent suddenly, so that he was actually lower down than her. ‘Do you understand English?’ he asked. ‘Can you understand me?’

			She nodded. ‘I speak English,’ she stammered. ‘My mother is English.’

			He looked at her properly for the first time. She realised only then that she didn’t know him, didn’t know where he had jumped out from, didn’t have a clue what was going on. All her mother’s words came back, all the warnings. Her hand closed around the mobile in her pocket. ‘I don’t know what happened,’ she said, her voice wavering. She should turn and run, she thought. He was speaking English to her, but the police here spoke Spanish. ‘That’s my house,’ she said.

			‘It was an explosion,’ he said, looking past her again, squinting towards the smoke.

			‘Like a gas explosion, you mean?’

			He looked back at her and his eyes met hers. She was shaking now. But his eyes looked OK, she thought, his face looked OK. But her mum had said things about situations just like this, had warned her.

			‘A gas leak …’ he said vaguely. ‘Maybe.’ He stood up. ‘Wait here. I have to go and check.’ He glanced behind them. ‘Better still. Wait over there.’ He pointed to the rocks up by the start of the lane down from the main road, where he had just run from, about thirty metres back, behind the gateposts. ‘Get behind those rocks and don’t do anything,’ he said. ‘Just wait there for me. Keep your head down – in case it happens again. OK? You understand that?’

			Had he just been driving past, maybe? She looked down at the long thing in his hands. It was a gun. Maybe he was one of the hunters who went after the wild boars, up in the scrub. But whatever he was, if he had wanted to hurt her he wouldn’t suggest leaving her alone. She nodded again. She would walk up there, call her mum, right now.

			 

		

	
		
			 

			6

			Carl waited until she was behind the rocks, just past the gates. He saw her move behind and then wave to him, to signal she was there. She speaks English, he thought. Her mother is English. He thought her mother must be in the house somewhere. Suspicions aside, he hadn’t known the girl’s nationality, or anything else about her, just her name and age. In the normal course of things he wanted to know as little about the target as possible, consistent with getting the job done, neither the personal details, nor the reasons for the hit. That was meant to be a feature of the anonymous contract system – that it distanced and protected him, as well as the client and the cartel.

			She had done well to mention the gas leak. He hadn’t been thinking about that at all. He’d been thinking about another bomb, a secondary – she had been walking towards it and he had wanted to stop her. He was still thinking about that possibility, thinking very quickly. There was the guy on the ridge and the policeman too. Both within range. And the gas thing. If they had gas bottles in there, or a gas main, then that might blow now. There was fire inside the building somewhere. A fire or burglar alarm had been ringing as he came down the hillside, but it had stopped now.

			He had to get in there, check for life, do it quickly. Both her parents were inside – through the spotting scope he had watched a car, a Nissan, returning earlier with two occupants – a man and a woman – one of the two cars that had left the place that morning. Jones hadn’t told him who else was on the list, but her parents had been his first guess. Unless the bomb had been planted to get the girl, as a back-up, if he failed to make the shot. In which case they had fucked it up, triggered it too early. The car alarm was still sounding intermittently, coming from the Nissan. The girl hadn’t realised about her parents, he assumed, hadn’t worked it out yet.

			He started to walk quickly forwards, then stooped and placed on the ground the gun and the backpack with his ammunition and kit. He checked back, but couldn’t see her. She would be behind the rocks, out of the line of a direct blast. She had been lucky to be just around the bend in the road when the bomb had detonated. He thought the guy up on the ridge must have detonated it, or it was on a very long timer. He had been in the valley since well before dawn, and had seen no one come up the road except the policeman, and he hadn’t been carrying anything, so they must have planted the thing yesterday sometime.

			He kept his hand up in front of his face and skirted round the walls of the place. It was a single-floor villa, typical Spanish style, but modern, built mainly from breeze blocks, with a light brick cladding. The bricks had exploded all over the place. It was built onto the hillside, just below the main valley track, with terraced levels which were gardens, and a pool. The water there was coated so completely with a layer of floating dust that it looked like a solid surface, perfectly still now. There was a low perimeter wall about ten metres past the pool, then past that he could see the side of the valley dropping away, heavily forested with some kind of low, deciduous tree.

			The blast wouldn’t have needed to be huge to demolish a house like this. Parts of two of the outside walls had collapsed, one onto the car, the other, further round, next to the swimming pool. He stepped up towards the place and could smell the burning, but still couldn’t see any fire. There was smoke coming through a hole in the roof, further back where it had collapsed inwards. He couldn’t interpret the layout through the wreckage and the smoke, couldn’t see where a front door would be, so near the pool he picked his way over the fallen masonry and went through a wide hole in the wall. He was listening for people calling out, buried, but couldn’t hear anything. His heart was beating very fast now. Fear and adrenalin. If they triggered a second blast he would get it full on.

			He moved quickly, searching through the mess, coming into what must have been a bedroom. There was no roof but he could make out a bed – the wooden frame upturned, broken. There were bookshelves standing against a wall, perfectly intact, books still in them, everything coated in the white dust. He called out, shouting in English, asking if there was anyone there.

			The far wall was still up, a picture hanging there, not even at an angle, but the wall next to it had caved in. A door was swinging on one hinge. There was a jagged pile of bricks, tiles and wood all over the ground, mixed in with fluttering paper and torn sheets, a metal bedstead poking up through the mess. He could see some flames licking through the smoke in the room beyond the collapsed wall. There was a light haze of choking smoke all around him.

			He put his sleeve over his mouth and nose, then looked down. Right at his feet there was an arm protruding from beneath a wooden panel of some sort. It was poking out, the fingers closed on the palm. He bent quickly and tried to shift the panel. It was only the back of a cupboard, and came away easily, revealing a woman lying in a twisted position, a big puddle of blood all around her. He crouched and put his fingers at her neck, feeling for a pulse, but nearly all her head and face was a horrible ragged mess. He thought something large had hit her. The body was still as warm as his own, but there was no pulse. She had a light cotton dress on, spattered all over with blood. It would be the girl’s mother.

			He stood, and shouted again, desperate to get out quickly. But then saw another body behind the pile of rubble: a man. He was just lying there, face up, eyes wide open, chest terribly still, the skin pale and mottled with the dust. There wasn’t any blood around him. Carl stepped through the broken furniture, over a mattress with the insides bursting out, and saw the body was naked. He couldn’t see a mark on it. But the eyes were wide open, the face rigid.

			He had to get out. Now. He had been up close to the effects of a bomb blast once before. It also had been just like this, a random mix of devastation and safety. He had seen people dead like this too, without a mark on them, killed by compression. He started to cough as the smoke got into his lungs. He shouldn’t have left the girl alone. There were houses two kilometres away and the people there would have seen the smoke, heard the explosion. But the police were bought off, so maybe that wouldn’t deter Jones. There was the guy on the ridge. At least him. He could be closing in on her right now. It might even be possible to disable communications into a little valley like this – take out the GSM masts, cut the landline, giving them plenty of time. He stumbled back to the hole he had come through. He had to get back to her, quick.
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			Rebecca started a text to her mum but her fingers wouldn’t work properly – they were shaking, plus she couldn’t see properly, so it was really slow. She kept making mistakes and having to go back and start again. She was continually looking up as she was doing it, to see if he was coming back yet. She didn’t want him to see her doing it. She had no idea why, but knew she didn’t want him to know she had a mobile phone.

			Normally she was really quick texting, much quicker than any adult she knew, but now it wouldn’t work. She had started it because she was frightened he would hear her talking if she actually called her mum. She stopped, looked up for him, then moved further behind the rock. She would have to call her mum, speak quietly.

			She spoke her mum’s name almost in a whisper, so faintly the voice recognition didn’t register it, so then she had to speak it louder, move again to the edge of the road, look to see if he was coming out yet. There was still some smoke coming out of the roof. Would he call the fire brigade? she wondered. She held the phone to her ear and watched the house, waiting for him to appear. After a few seconds of complete silence she looked at the screen and saw she had no signal, no bars at all.

			She cut the call attempt and felt a panic fluttering in her tummy. No signal wasn’t normal. There was a mast right on the hill opposite. She looked up to make sure it was still there and out of the corner of her eye she saw movement to the side of her, back along the road down the valley. She turned towards it.

			There was a man there, coming quickly forwards. He was at the bend in the road, up above her – where she had been standing when the explosion had happened. When he saw her he stopped immediately. It was the policeman who had spoken to her, she thought. He looked young like that, in the same uniform. He had something in his right hand which, after a moment, she realised might be a pistol, though he wasn’t pointing it at anything. She thought she would shout out to him, warn him, or ask for help, but something stopped her. 

			As she watched, he crouched down on the ground near to one of the bushes edging the road. He peered across to the house then, before she could decide what to do, he shouted to her: ‘Come. Come to me now.’ In Spanish, same voice – definitely the man she had just spoken to.

			She moved out from behind the rocks, took a step towards him. He was a policeman, so it must be safe.

			‘Where is he?’ he shouted, again in Spanish, not looking at her, but down at the house. ‘Where is the man you were with?’ So he had seen the tall guy. She was about to tell him he was in the house, but again something stopped her. She took another step towards him though. Why was she uncertain?

			‘The house is on fire,’ she shouted. ‘There’s been an explosion.’ She didn’t want to walk up to him. The tall guy had told her to wait behind these rocks, in case there was another explosion. She risked a glance back. There were wisps of smoke coming from the roof still, but no longer a big black column of it. Up above them, high in the air, the cloud was still hanging there. No sign of the tall man yet. ‘There was an explosion,’ she shouted again, still in Spanish. The policeman was about thirty metres away from her. Not far. She didn’t have to shout very loud.

			‘I am police, little girl,’ he said, speaking bad English suddenly, and looking irritated. ‘You do what I tell you. Come over here now.’ But still he didn’t get up from the crouch. He was looking off towards the house, looking very nervous, like he was frightened the tall man would appear from there. That’s what it looked like. He shouted again, ‘Where is the man you were with? Tell me now.’

			‘I don’t know,’ she said. She was still taking slow steps forward. Why had she lied?

			He stood up, beckoned her with his hand. ‘Walk to me,’ he said. ‘You are safe.’ The gun in his other hand was pointed forward, not at her, but in her direction. She stopped.

			‘Come,’ he said, more urgently. ‘Come now.’ He looked down the hill again, then started to come towards her, ­warily. She saw the gun coming up. She had followed none of her mother’s advice today. What would her mother say about this? She would tell her to run.

			She spun quickly and started across the junction, heading up the road beyond, away from him.

			 

			Carl was already coming round the side of the house when he heard the first shot. He sped up, kept his head low, ran to where his pack and gun lay. As the front area came into view he could see a man up on the road, in uniform, a handgun held out at arm’s length. He was about seventy metres away. The man fired the gun as Carl watched. Carl couldn’t see what he was shooting at, but knew. He felt a flush of fear in his blood, then heard her scream – a short yell of fear, rather than pain. He tried to keep calm, got his hands onto the gun, dashed sideways towards some bushes.
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