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For Babs,


because I love her


For Arturo, Javi, and Rodrigo,


no matter what









AN ABYSS


Antonia Scott has never been faced with such a tough decision.


To others, her dilemma could seem negligible.


Not to Antonia. While she may be capable of functioning several levels into the future, her mind is no crystal ball. She may have the ability to visualize dozens of disparate pieces of information simultaneously, but her brain doesn’t work like in those movies where you see a whole string of letters superimposed on the face of the protagonist as they’re thinking.


Antonia Scott’s mind is more like a jungle, a jungle full of monkeys leaping at top speed from vine to vine, carrying things. Many monkeys and many things, swinging past one another in midair, baring their fangs.


Today, the monkeys are carrying dreadful things, and Antonia is afraid.


This isn’t a feeling she is accustomed to. After all, she has seen herself in such situations as:


•A high-speed nighttime boat chase in the Strait of Gibraltar.


•A tunnel packed with explosives, where a kidnapper was pointing a gun at the head of a particularly valuable hostage.


•What happened in Valencia.


Her astuteness saved her on the day of the speedboats (she let those in front of her crash), and her knowledge (of words for animals) in the tunnel. As for Valencia, no one knows how she came out alive (the only person who did) from that massacre. She has always refused to talk about it. But she survived. And didn’t feel afraid.


No, Antonia is afraid of almost nothing, apart from herself. Afraid of life, maybe. After all, she relaxes by imagining for three minutes every day how she could kill herself.


Those are her three minutes.


They’re sacred.


They’re what keep her sane.


In fact, it’s that time now. But instead of being immersed in the calm of her ritual, Antonia is sitting in front of a chessboard. The pieces are red and white. One of Antonia’s bishops could make an easy checkmate.


Red to play and win.


A simple decision.


Not for Antonia.


Because on the far side of the board is her son, Jorge, staring at her, eyes narrowed. Behind those green half-moons, she senses all the ill humor and defiance contained within his four-foot frame.


“Make your move, Mom,” says Jorge, giving a slight kick under the marble table. “I’m bored.”


He’s lying. Antonia may not know what to do, but she knows when someone is lying.


Jorge is waiting expectantly to see whether she moves her bishop and beats him, so that he can fly into a tantrum at losing. Or conversely, if Antonia moves a different piece, to blow his top because she’s let him win.


Antonia is rescued from her paralysis by a buzz on her cell phone. A florid face appears. Redheaded and very Basque-looking. The vibrating phone makes the chess pieces dance on their squares.


Jon knows she is with Jorge. This is her third visit since the judge decided, against the wishes of the boy’s grandfather, to give her a second chance. She is on probation. Jon wouldn’t phone if it weren’t truly urgent.


Antonia shrugs an apology and stands up to take the call. Turning her back on her son’s frustration, and on the impassive social worker endlessly taking notes in a corner of the room.


However relieved she is to dodge the situation with this pretext, Antonia has already decided this was a game she couldn’t win.


Which she likes even less.









Part I


ANTONIA


A man might befriend a wolf, even break a wolf,


but no man could truly tame a wolf.


GEORGE R. R. MARTIN
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A BODY


Jon Gutiérrez doesn’t like bodies in Madrid’s river Manzanares.


It’s not a question of aesthetics. This particular body is very unpleasant (apparently having spent a long time in the water), its bluish skin covered in violet blotches, its hands almost severed at the wrist. But this is no time to be finicky.


The night is unusually dark, and the streetlights illuminating the world of the living seven meters above him only make the shadows denser. The wind is producing strange rustling noises in the reeds, and the river water is decidedly on the chilly side. After all, this is the Manzanares, it’s eleven o’clock at night, and February is already sliding its gray paw under the door.


None of this is what upsets Jon about bodies in the river, because he’s used to freezing water (he’s from Bilbao), to whispers in the dark (he’s gay), and to lifeless bodies (he’s a police inspector).


What Jon Gutiérrez can’t stand about bodies in the river Manzanares is having to pull them out with his bare hands.


I must be an idiot, thinks Jon. This is rookie work. But obviously, these three Madrid losers can’t even find their own dicks.


It’s not that Jon is fat. But like it or not, half a lifetime of being the biggest guy in the room creates habits. A penchant for helping. Which becomes overwhelming when you see three clowns fresh out of the police academy splashing about in the reeds, trying to extricate a body from the water. And only managing to nearly drown themselves instead.


So Jon struggles into the white plastic suit, pulls on the rubber boots, and wades into the two feet of water with a fuckyou,motherfuckers that leaves the greenhorns’ cheeks as red as if they’d been slapped.


Inspector Gutiérrez sloshes toward the corpse, displacing both water and rookies before reaching the clump of vegetation on which the body has snagged. It is caught in some roots, and is mostly submerged. Only the pallid face and one arm are floating on the surface. Stirred by the current, it’s as if the victim were trying to swim away to escape the inevitable.


Jon crosses himself mentally and plunges his arms beneath the cadaver. It’s soft to the touch, the subcutaneous fat jiggling under the skin like toothpaste in a balloon. He steadies his legs and prepares to yank with all his might like an harrijasotzaile, a Basque rock lifter who on a good day can hoist three hundred kilos.


This’ll show those rookies.


His bulging arms tense, and two things occur simultaneously.


The second of them: the body doesn’t move an inch.


The first: the sandy riverbed sucks in the inspector’s right foot, landing him flat on his ass in the river.


Jon isn’t a guy prone to tears or bellyaching. But neither the noise of the current, the rustle of the wind in the reeds, nor his own curses can drown out the rookies’ laughter. So, with water up to his shoulders and his pride dented, Jon allows himself an all-too-human moment of self-pity and blames someone else for his predicament.


Where the hell are you, Antonia?
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A CABLE


“You won’t get it out like that, Inspector,” a woman’s voice says next to his ear.


Jon grabs hold of Dr. Aguado’s forearm, and she helps him back to his feet. Normally, any pathologist’s hand gives Jon the heebie-jeebies, but when your ass is stuck on a sandy riverbed, you cling on to whatever is offered.


“I thought dead bodies floated. But this one seems determined to sink.”


Aguado smiles. She must be around forty years old. Long eyelashes, faded makeup, a piercing in her nose, and a sly languor in her eyes. Nowadays with an added happy spark. According to gossip, she’s found a girlfriend.


“The human body is more than sixty percent water. Water doesn’t float, so first of all, the body sinks. At the right temperature, bacteria start to decompose the body in a matter of hours. Right now, it’s four degrees Celsius outside, and the water is around six degrees, so it’ll be more like days. The stomach and intestines fill with gas, and then—pop!—up she comes again.”


Aguado bends her knees, steadying the body with one hand while she pokes around under it with the other.


“Can I help, Doctor?”


“Don’t worry. I just need to find what’s keeping her down.”


Jon glances at the shapeless, swollen mass floating facedown, naked. Short hair of indistinct color. Jon is wondering how the hell the pathologist knew it was a woman.


“How the hell did you know it was a woman?”


“Several reasons, Inspector,” replies Aguado. “The angle of the clavicle, the lack of any occipital protuberance, and, although you can’t see it, right now I’m touching what in all probability is the victim’s left breast.”


The forensic pathologist straightens up and hands him a small powerful flashlight. Jon shines it on her as Aguado takes a pair of blunt-tipped scissors out of the waterproof bag hanging around her neck. Leaning down again, she struggles with something under the body. Suddenly, the corpse comes free and floats to the surface.


“The murderer tied a cable to her thigh,” says Aguado, pointing to an indentation at the back of the leg. “Probably with a weight attached. Help me turn her over.”


The body is weightless now, and flipping it over requires no more effort than flipping a page, the final one. The eyes are gone, eaten by the fish. The face looks like a mask looking for Carnival but finding only misfortune.


Before he came to Madrid, when he was still patrolling the mean streets of Bilbao, Jon considered himself tougher. In the Otxarkoaga neighborhood, it was all broken glass and bad apples contaminating all the rest. Back then when he saw a dead body, Jon didn’t feel a pang of discouragement or wonder, What happened to you, who did this to you?


He just felt he was doing his job.


Here he feels responsible.


That damn Antonia.


Tugging the body along under the shoulders, Jon pushes his way through the reeds and drags it to the dry part of the small island.


“No cause of death for the moment,” says Aguado, talking to herself. She pauses, as if listening to something. “Elevated levels of adipocere. In the water for at least a week.”


“Adipocere?”


The pathologist points to the bumps and bulges under the cadaver’s bluish skin.


“Adipocere is produced when a dead body is submerged in water. The microorganisms change the subcutaneous fat into a kind of soap. I’ll tell you more tomorrow: I have to get to work now before contact with the air spoils the evidence,” she says, pointing to the riverbank.


Jon knows when he’s being thrown out. He waves, and the three rookies come over carrying a stretcher and big transparent plastic bags. The cadaver is too far gone to put into an ordinary body bag. The inspector leaves the dirty work to them—Go on, you can do it. He wades back through the water to the retaining wall. There are no steps, but the police have installed a rope ladder, and Jon hauls his 110 kilos back up to street level.


The street is deserted, apart from a man leaning against a patrol car. Dark, receding hair, pencil mustache, and doll’s eyes that look more painted on than real. An expensive short camel overcoat.


“It seems to be growing colder,” says Mentor, blowing out a mouthful of smoke.


Jon’s dented pride mends a little. No better cure for one’s own humiliation than seeing someone else make a fool of himself. Mentor is vaping.


“What’s this?” asks Jon, pointing to the gadget.


Mentor pushes the mouthpiece between his thin, almost invisible lips, inhales and then exhales again. The wind blows a mandarin-flavored cloud in Jon’s direction.


“I was smoking three packs a day. Last week I even lit one in the shower. So I thought: Why not give it a try?”


“Does it work?”


“What can I say? I take in twice the amount of nicotine as before, and have three times the urge to smoke. Has Aguado come up with anything yet?”


“Only that the victim is a woman. Murdered. In the water for a week or more. And she wants to be left in peace.”


“That’s pretty communicative for Aguado. Have you noticed she’s a lot happier recently?”


“I hear she’s found a girlfriend,” says Jon.


He starts to remove his plastic suit but waves away the blanket Mentor is offering.


“I hope you didn’t get wet, Inspector. This part of the river isn’t exactly recommended for your health.”


“Meaning?”


Mentor waits for him to recover his coat and shoes, then leads him over to the riverbank.


“In 1970, a pipe from a secret experimental center ruptured near here. Apparently, Franco was determined to possess the atomic bomb, whatever it took, and had a number of scientists running experiments with plutonium. It wasn’t made public until 1994, but more than a hundred liters of radioactive material ended up spilling into the Manzanares through that drain.” Mentor points somewhere in the darkness. “A few hundred cancer cases here and there, nothing serious. But it’s not a place where I’d choose to go swimming.”


Jon doesn’t react. Of course, he feels his skin itching all over and his reddish beard starting to fall out. But there’s no way he’s going to open his mouth. If he did, his teeth might drop out.


Mentor looks at his watch, a serious expression on his face.


“Where’s Scott?”


“I called her more than three hours ago,” replies Jon after realizing that the radiation poison hasn’t yet affected him.


“Not that it’s essential she comes. We’ve only dismissed the police authorities and mobilized the Red Queen unit in the middle of the night just for her.”


“That’s not fair,” Jon protests. “She could be . . .”


This vehemence is mostly pure show. Deep down, Jon feels doubt peeping out from behind the curtains.


It’s been seven months since Antonia and Jon rescued Carla Ortiz. The case made headlines around the world, first when the heiress mysteriously disappeared, and later because of what ensued between her and her father. But there wasn’t a word about Antonia Scott or the Red Queen project. Nor about Jon. Emerging from the sewers with Carla, he had shielded his face from the photographers’ flashes. A blurred photo, like a flower with no scent.


There are no prizes in the Red Queen project, only anonymity. A life without a name, but loads of excitement. And that was prize enough.


The loathsome Bruno Lejarreta, who had been hoping to use the scandal to launch a career in television, soon discovered he had a problem. He couldn’t talk about Inspector Gutiérrez anymore. When you don’t even make the regional news, it’s time to go home, tail between your legs. Oh, what a shame, thought Jon when he heard. Then opened another beer.


The purveyors of daily garbage dug around in the Ortiz case for a few days. The body of one of the kidnappers had appeared, but the other one was still presumably under the rubble of the Goya 2 metro tunnel. The journalists speculated who it might be. This one, that one, another one. Know-it-alls and tweeters opined without knowing a thing, then went on to tweet about something else they knew nothing about. And life went on, the way things that are pretty meaningless do.


The world turned the page.


But not Antonia.


Antonia Scott never turns the page.


“It could be her,” concludes Jon, pointing to the dead body laid out on the plastic sheet on the island. The rookies have stuck six powerful halogen lamps on their orange stands in among the vegetation. The dark intimacy of death has been transformed into a distorted anatomy lesson.


Mentor shakes his head dismissively.


“Just one more unidentified cadaver. The sixth, if I remember correctly. Yet another that’ll simply end up being the result of a bad trip or an abuser. Nothing of interest to us. We’re wasting our time.”


Antonia hasn’t stopped looking for the missing kidnapper. Following every possible lead. Analyzing every scrap of information. Insisting they investigate every unidentified dead body found in or near Madrid. But despite all the time and effort she has put into the search, the woman once known as Sandra Fajardo has never turned up.


Antonia has refused to take on any more cases until she does. And that is a serious problem. However much leeway and unofficial credit they won from the Ortiz case, it’s been seven months now.


The problem with unofficial credit is that it is as fickle as a politician’s memory. And it’s politicians who back Mentor.


“It’s not as if there have been other cases,” insists Jon.


“How the hell would you know, Inspector?” says Mentor, who, what with the lack of support, the cold, and the urge to smoke, is umore txarrez. Extremely pissed. No sign of one of those deceptive, empty smiles of his. “What would you know about the orders from above I’ve had to refuse? Or the dark threats she could have helped with.”


Jon scratches his head and takes a deep breath. To fill that huge chest of his takes several seconds and plenty of liters of oxygen. The time he needs to calm down and not give his boss a slap that would send him cartwheeling to the bottom of the river.


“I’ll talk to her. But . . .”


Jon doesn’t finish his sentence. Puzzled, Mentor turns to him and follows the direction of his gaze. In the middle of the river, a phantasmagoric light is floating down with the current. If phantoms glow in bright pink. The light drifts past the island, up against the far bank. Another one follows it, closer to the center. And they glimpse a third, higher upstream.


Fifty yards from them, a fourth light seems to leap from the retaining wall a little farther up, then land in the water with a distant plop.


“Scott,” growls Mentor, more annoyed than ever. He turns to Jon, his look telling him: Go find her and talk some sense into her.


The hand Jon bunches into a fist wants to reply: What I’ll do is punch you in the face. But as it is hidden in his coat pocket, the message is not transmitted. And all Inspector Gutiérrez can do is obey and go look for Antonia Scott.
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A BRIDGE


As a result, Jon Gutiérrez heads for the Arganzuela Bridge in a foul mood. Due to the humiliation of his soaking, the time of night, hunger, and because who the hell understands Antonia.


He’s been following her upriver, catching glimpses of her ahead. A tiny figure who every few steps throws one of those lights into the water, pauses for a few moments, and then continues walking.


Jon has caught up with her slowly, going over and over in his big red head how to deal with the situation. Antonia Scott isn’t exactly a reasonable person. Arguments roll off her like water off a duck’s back. Especially when it’s a question of finding the man who left her husband in a coma. The man who, Antonia suspects, is pulling the strings on Sandra Fajardo.


The mysterious, elusive, mythological Mr. White.


Mentor hadn’t wanted to know anything about Antonia’s search for White. At first, Jon thought Mentor didn’t believe he existed, that he thought he was no more than a myth. Or, worse still, an obsession of Antonia’s she had ended up giving a name to. But all the space Mentor had allowed her these past seven months suggested something different.


Then there were the whispers. The scared looks. And the enigmatic warning Aguado had given Jon a few days before in a hasty aside.


“Better let this one go.”


Aguado disappeared before Jon could ask what she meant, leaving him as twitchy as a turkey on Christmas Eve. And none of his subsequent attempts to wheedle it out of her had gotten anywhere.


Despite all of this, Jon kept his doubts to himself and allowed Antonia to continue.


Now her time was up.


Jon reaches the Arganzuela Bridge, where night doesn’t exist. The gigantic ultrametallic, ultramodern, and ultraexpensive structure is shaped like a plastic comb binder machine. It is full of powerful spotlights that glint off the metal, creating an almost perfect reflection on the surface of the water below. Jon has never been one to appreciate contemporary architecture. He’s simply content that bridges bear his weight—not that he’s fat. Although he does appreciate the sheer amount of light. That and the sound of his footsteps on the wooden slats of the walkway, they’ll announce his arrival.


Let’s see if you stop trying to escape, neska.


Antonia Scott is squatting in the center of the bridge. Thirtysomething years old. Dressed in a coat and black pants. White sneakers. On the ground beside her is a green plastic bag, one of those they give you in convenience stores.


Jon approaches her, slapping his feet on the boards a little louder than necessary.


Antonia raises a finger that warns:  Don’t interrupt, it’s rude. He comes to an abrupt halt a few yards from her.


“You could have told me you were here already,” says Jon. “Or at least sent a—”


At that moment, the cell phone in his pocket vibrates. He has just received a WhatsApp from Antonia. Ever since she discovered stickers, she’s used them for more than half her messages. And half of those are little dogs with cute faces. Jon wonders what information she is trying to send with a sticker of a pug in a hat.


“Is this supposed to tell me you’ve arrived?”


“I think so.”


“Great. Because I don’t get it at all.”


Antonia doesn’t reply. She rummages in the bag, then pulls out a packet of translucent plastic glow sticks and a small bottle of water. She pours half the bottle onto the slats, and the liquid drips down into the river below. Taking one of the transparent sticks, she bends it in two. There’s a quiet crack when the glass capsule inside snaps, releasing hydrogen peroxide. As it mixes with the diphenyl oxalate, the stick gives off an intense orange glow.


Has this woman come here for a murder investigation or a rave? Jon wonders.


“Approximate age of the victim?”


“Aguado hasn’t told me. I was starting to—”


Antonia raises her finger again. Infuriating.


Jon is one of those who when they’re infuriated go on the counterattack. To protect himself. For sport. For his purple balls. But Antonia is behaving strangely tonight. And with her, the bar of strangeness is set very high.


Antonia puts the luminous stick inside the half-empty bottle. Screws on the top, then straightens up. She hesitates, sniffing the wind. When it dies down for a moment, she throws the bottle into the water, observing the orange glow as it floats downriver. Her eyes blink several times in succession, like a camera shutter.


Jon has seen this before. He knows Antonia is making a mental map. And now he understands why she has been throwing bottles into the water from different positions.


“Wasn’t there a more ecological method?”


Staring down at the water, Antonia ignores him.


Halfway along, the current seems to lurch toward the north bank, as if that’s where it wants to take the bottle. Eventually, though, the small piece of plastic runs aground among the reeds.


“Confirmed, Doctor. She was thrown from the bridge. The current changes course halfway down. The weight tied to her leg wasn’t heavy enough to keep her underwater. As the body swelled up because of the gases and became more buoyant, it dragged the weight along the bottom until it reached the island.”


Antonia falls silent for a few moments. Then she adds:


“I suggest you come up here with the luminol. And ask Mentor to order them to switch the bridge lights off, would you?”


She pulls her hair (black and straight, medium length) back from her ear, revealing a pair of wireless AirPods. She taps on one of them a couple of times to end the conversation, then turns toward Jon.


“So that’s why neither of you paid me any attention,” grumbles Jon. “You might at least have told me you were talking on the phone. I got my balls fried trying to pull that dead body of yours out of the water.”


Antonia raises a quizzical eyebrow.


“Mentor told me there was a radioactive spill from that drain over there,” explains Jon, pointing to it.


“That’s completely untrue.”


“Thank God for that,” Jon says with a sigh.


“The radioactive spill was from that other one,” says Antonia, pointing to the next drain, which is even closer to where Jon fell in the water.


Jon sighs again. A different sort of sigh.


“Adiós, fertility.”


“Don’t exaggerate. The amount you absorbed won’t be more than the equivalent of seven or eight X-rays. Your sperm count is fine. Besides, I thought you didn’t want children.”


“I like to keep my options open.”


“Children bring you nothing but heartache.”


At that precise moment, the lights on the bridge go out, leaving their two figures in darkness. The huge silhouette stirs restlessly. The tiny one reaches for the cell phone in her bag and turns on the flashlight.


“I see the visit with your son went well,” Jon says, taking a flashlight of his own out of his pocket. A real one this time. “What are we looking for?”


“Bloodstains. Especially on the metal rails.”


Paradoxically, it’s sometimes easier to spot bloodstains in the dark. Luminol helps a lot—a miraculous product that when sprayed on the crime scene can make blood and other organic material glow with an ultraviolet light. In the absence of luminol, when the blood is old, it can take on different hues, from brown to black, depending on the surface it has fallen onto, how long it’s been there, and the effects of oxidation. In these cases, Antonia and Jon prefer to work in the dark, focusing on the small circle of light in front of them, combing the area little by little. Seeing less to see more.


“Why didn’t you come down to us? We were waiting for you,” Jon reproaches her as he points his flashlight at nearby surfaces.


“I can’t swim.”


“There’s only two feet of water. Even you could stand up in it.”


“That’s enough to drown. Even you fell over.”


Jon grits his teeth. He would have liked the Red Queen not to have seen her shield bearer fall flat on his ass. He was supposed to protect her. He’d also like to be back at home with a plate of tripe a la vizcaina. And for the twenty-year-old he’s been flirting with on Grindr to finally decide to meet him. And for world peace.


As Mama says, face the fucking music and dance.


That’s how it is with Antonia. He has to get her dancing, even if she’s the only one who can hear the music.


“It’s unlike you to stay so far from the crime scene.”


“Sometimes I can see better from a distance.”


Out of the corner of his eye, Inspector Gutiérrez recognizes his companion’s symptoms. The ones that mean her very special brain is functioning far faster than recommended. By now he has had many months to learn to read that particular stiffness in her shoulders and neck. Her ragged breathing. Her voice an octave higher than normal. Her fingers opening and closing without her realizing it.


Jon’s hand moves to his jacket pocket, where he keeps the familiar square-shaped pillbox. But he doesn’t take it out. Instead, he bends down and continues examining the rail meticulously. Inch by inch.


No.


Not until she asks for them.


He doesn’t have any more time to think about it, because he’s found something on the edge of the rail. A dry brown stain.


“Take a look at this.”


Antonia turns and comes over to him. Now both of them are crouching under the rail, peering up.


“Is this what you were after?”


Antonia blinks rapidly several times. Another sign Jon has learned to interpret. Like when you hear the hard drive of a laptop humming while the disc head searches for the information.


“It might be. The bloodstain fits with the killer throwing the victim over from here.”


Aguado appears at the end of the bridge, with the equipment needed to continue the job. They stand up to give her room, switching off their flashlights.


“You didn’t want to commit yourself, is that it?”


Antonia nods in the darkness.


“I don’t want to see the body. Not unless it’s her.”


Jon knows from experience that sometimes the accusing look of the dead can drag promises out of you that you have no chance of keeping. Seven months ago, an adolescent drained of his blood in a deserted mansion did that to Antonia. A promise that collided with the one she had made to Marcos, her husband, that she would never again do anything to put them at risk. She has broken both of them.


“I know what it’s like to look into those dead eyes, angel. But in this case, there was no cause for worry. They were eaten by the fish.”


“I don’t see how that would make me worry any less,” says Antonia. She is to irony what Superman is to bullets. “The absence of eyeballs greatly reduces any possibility of identification.”


Jon doesn’t respond at once. Because what he has to say to Antonia, what Mentor has told him to say, is something she’s not going to like at all.









LOLA


PARADISE SHOPPING MALL, MARBELLA


Lola Moreno saves her own life thanks to a series of coincidences. The first is that the stroller she is looking at through the Prenatal store window is navy blue. If it had been light colored, the glass wouldn’t have reflected the pistol raised by the man behind her. Second, if she didn’t have the husband she has—and therefore know that murder is a distinct possibility in her life—it’s unlikely her reaction would have been so well judged.


Instead of standing rooted to the spot or turning around to confront her attacker, Lola flings herself to the ground just as the first three shots from the Makarov smash the glass window to smithereens, destroying the stroller’s hood.


She saves her life . . . for the moment. Happiness is short-lived in a poor man’s house, her mother is always telling her. Though Lola Moreno, dressed in Balmain jeans, a soft cashmere jersey, and carrying a Prada bag, isn’t exactly what you’d call poor.


She’s not short of money.


She’s short of time, which is a different story.


Thirty kilos of plate glass land on Lola. She immediately protects her head with her hands, confident Tole will deal with the matter. That’s what he’s paid for. And paid a lot.


(Lola is shouting something about it, but can’t be heard).


Anatoly Oleg Pastushenko is indeed well paid. So well that he’s been able to allow himself to become addicted to Starbucks coffee. In order to stay alert. The problem is that the eighteen spoonfuls of sugar in every Venti Frappuccino have made him sluggish and careless. Fat on reflexes, says Yuri, who sometimes mixes up words in Spanish to great effect.


Carrying a huge cup in the hand you are supposed to draw your gun with is a hindrance for a bodyguard, especially if your other hand is scrolling your cell phone to find out how Spartak, your soccer team, did last night. However quickly you toss both these things to the ground, the armed assassin will take even less time to spin around toward you before you can pull out your gun.


Tole is hit by four of the five bullets.


One in the leg, when the killer shoots first, almost without aiming. The bullet that hurt the most.


The second and third open a couple of holes in his black jacket and lodge in the left lung and spleen, ripping them apart. This means Tole is going to find it much harder to breathe and fight infection in the six seconds he has left to live. Yet these two bullets don’t hurt. The adrenaline and pain from the first one leave no room for that.


Tole manages to get out his gun between his adversary’s third and fourth shots. He fires only once, managing to graze the killer’s arm and disturbing his aim. The fourth bullet ricochets off a sign on the wall and ends up flying harmlessly through the gap under the glass balustrade to the floor below. From where the sounds of people yelling and running come after they hear the gunfire. And where the next morning, a bored cleaner will sweep it up, along with the rest of the garbage.


The fifth bullet—the one that kills Tole—opens a perfectly round hole above his left eyebrow, plowing through his skull, then slowing down as it pushes through the brain mass before coming to a halt without reaching the parietal bone.


He drops.


Lola stops screaming in time to see Tole’s face crash to the ground a few inches from her into a pool of Frappuccino. A scarlet bubble appears between his bloody lips. The friendly, loyal face of her driver and bodyguard, whom she has seen in the rearview mirror every morning for the past six years, now registers only shock and bewilderment. Tole, dead aged forty-seven without having done much in his life or having fulfilled any of his dreams.


Naturally, a thought like that doesn’t cross Lola’s mind then. Nor will it do so later, when she is running barefoot across the shopping mall’s parking lot, feet bleeding, as she fights to survive. It will that night, when she is curled up in a bathroom wanting to weep (covered in a stolen jacket and shaking with fear) and finds she cannot.


The bubble on Tole’s lips now bursts, spattering Lola’s cheeks with tiny droplets of blood and saliva. And this, more than the shots or the need to protect her unborn child, is what triggers her panic reaction mode. That bubble that bursts with Tole’s dying breath.


When jealous women bump into Lola on the way out of expensive restaurants and fashionable boutiques, they nudge one another. Nudges that mean “flower-vase woman” if they are Spanish. “Trophy wife” if they’re English or Russian.


The fact is, Lola has more time than other thirtysomethings (according to Lola, only twentysomething) to go to the gym. And this, too, helps save her life when she:


•Shakes off the glass fragments, her hands now flat on the ground, and springs into a burpee pull-up, leaping to her feet with an explosive movement of her gluteus and rectus femoris (Zumba, Wednesdays from 11:00 to 11:45).


•Jumps over Tole’s body with a vertical leap without losing her balance (Body Balance, Tuesdays from 12:15 to 1:00).


•Lands a double thrust with her elbow on the assassin’s cheekbone (Cardio Boxing, Mondays and Fridays at 10:00, her favorite).


By pure chance—and because Lola stumbles a little—her double elbow jab catches him twice, although not very powerfully. Lola is tall, about five foot nine, but has never hit anybody for real in her life, and the cardio boxing is fine for a housewife for toning her butt, but not for smashing cheekbones. Even so, the confused killer staggers back a little.


And the handkerchief covering his mouth is displaced.


It takes Lola half a second to recognize him.


An entire second to realize she’s in deep trouble.


Deep shit, she thinks.


When faced with a threat, the brain’s adrenal medulla releases an immediate charge of catecholamine into the bloodstream, giving us instant energy for fight or flight. Lola has already fought: those two weak elbow jabs to the face were her best effort. Now terror demands she flee.


When she leaped up, she lost one of her Miu Miu sandals. As she turns in a panic, she slips on the shattered glass and falls headlong. “Belly flop,” as they say in Marbella. She loses the other sandal as she tries to stand up again, and shards of glass lacerate her naked feet. She ignores the pain because she’s too frightened to give in to it. As she runs to the emergency exit at the end of the corridor, she offers a perfect target to her killer.


By now he has recovered from the two blows to his face. He levels his pistol and squeezes the trigger. The pink jersey is so close it makes an easy target: but for a pistol to fire, there have to be bullets in the magazine. A Makarov contains only eight. Three bullets into the store window, four into Tole’s body, one ricocheting down to the floor below. So the expected bang! bang! bang! turns into nothing more than a harmless click, click. The killer curses—he’s used to other guns with more bullets—and reaches inside his jacket to pull out a second magazine he never thought he would need. Struggling with the slide, he slots the fresh magazine in, but doesn’t have time to shoot at the already disappearing jersey because behind his back he hears:


“Put your hands up!”


The killer raises his eyebrows. He’s probably thinking: Seriously? Hands up? Seriously? and spins round. The security guard from Chocrón Jewelers, revolver in hand, mustache, and beer belly, has run out of the shop and is aiming at him.


The killer gives him no chance to fire. Two shots to the chest, one to the head. That leaves five. Before the guard’s knees touch the ground, the assassin has turned back to Lola. He shoots, but his first bullet simply buries itself in the doorframe of the emergency exit, which has already closed behind Lola. He cries out in frustration.


But Lola still isn’t safe.


Not by a long shot.
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A VIDEO CALL


Grandma Scott can tell Antonia is in a very bad mood.


“You’re in a very bad mood. I can tell,” she says.


She is in her kitchen, spreading butter and jam on a piece of toast, facing the video camera on her iPad. The soft fruit jam is homemade and packed with sugar. Antonia chooses not to remind her grandma that she’s not supposed to have sugar or fats. Grandma Scott would only remind her how old she is. Ninety-three going on ninety-four next month. And fresh as a daisy.


No, Antonia doesn’t mention the toast. She’s given up trying to control her grandmother’s sugar and cholesterol levels. What really annoys her is that her grandmother can stuff her face, whereas she has to count every single calorie. Even though very sweet tastes are the only ones that can penetrate the wall of her anosmia, they’re a thing of the past for her.


Kummerspeck.


In German, that means “the bacon of sadness.” The weight you gain when you’re unhappy.


Since Antonia returned to work seven months ago, she’s been trying not to let herself go. To make up for three years of eating processed garbage. A slice of toast like that would go straight to her skinny butt.


So she is in the kitchen of her loft in Lavapiés, with a cup of capsule coffee for breakfast, dying of envy.


“It hasn’t been a good night” is all she says.


Her grandma squints and comes closer to the screen. She’s just noticed something.


“You’re calling me from home?”


Antonia props her iPad on the table so she can bury her face in her hands.


“I came back here to sleep. There was no point in going to the hospital so late.”


She doesn’t tell her grandma this is the fourth night she’s slept in the loft. That increasingly she is spending less time with Marcos.


She doesn’t tell her she has bought an inflatable mattress she plugs in every night and puts away every morning. That she stuffs it in the closet so the sunlight won’t be a witness to her shame.


She doesn’t tell her she finds it harder and harder to see her husband, take his hand, and fall asleep next to him. That his increasingly sad and wrinkled body, with its increasingly rough, cold skin, is like an unbearable accusation. That the compassion she previously felt for Marcos, the sense of guilt, the sadness, have slowly transformed into a feeling of resentment.


Empathy for other people’s misfortune has its limits. You start to feel their catastrophe is an act of cruelty, with you as its victim.


She doesn’t say any of this either. Antonia Scott may be the most intelligent person on the planet. But that doesn’t give her the wisdom to know what to do or the strength to do it.


So Antonia says nothing, but her grandma doesn’t need to hear it from her.


She knows.


“Yesterday the gas man came for the annual check. Handsome fellow.”


Only Grandma Scott is capable of making handsome fellow sound lascivious, even with a mouthful of dentures.


“For God’s sake, Grandma, you must be forty years older than him.”


“Thirty-eight, my girl. And you should see his lunch box,” she says, taking another bite of toast. “Plus, he’s a widower, poor thing. Perhaps I’ll ask him over for lamb roast with mint sauce one of these evenings.”


Grandma Scott reckons her leg of lamb with mint sauce has irresistible aphrodisiac qualities. Antonia isn’t shocked: she knows her grandmother would flirt with the gravedigger shoveling dirt onto her coffin.


“What I was trying to get at—” her grandma continues.


“I know perfectly well what you wanted to get at,” Antonia cuts in. “I don’t need a man in my life.”


“Nonsense. Look what I’m reading. It has a very interesting test.”


She lifts a magazine up to the screen. Antonia reads nine of the twelve letters in the headline. In their Franklin Gothic font and discreet fuchsia color. The rest of the letters are hidden by the forehead of a blond woman. Antonia can’t understand how she can be smiling so much while she’s biting her thumb.


“Time to grab a hunk? Find out in fifty questions.”


“You’re trying to dissect me with such a blunt instrument?”


“Don’t play the innocent, my girl. Just look at question three . . .”


Antonia lets her go on for a while, until her grandma realizes she isn’t listening.


“All right. What’s the matter?”


Her granddaughter starts to talk.


About her failure to communicate with her son, Jorge. About how unbearable she finds the way he looks at her as if he can’t quite trust her. She says it’s something she doesn’t really understand, something neither of them is accustomed to.


Her grandmother nods, but makes no comment.


Antonia describes how she feels toward her husband in a coma. She’s very evasive about this. She has a black belt in lying to herself, and only a yellow one in expressing her reality.


Her grandma nods, and says nothing.


“I’ve been talking to myself for ten minutes.”


“You’ve been wallowing in self-pity for ten minutes. I didn’t bring you up to be a sniveling wreck. You’re not going to get any compassion from me, my girl. If you want to cry, go and lean on Jon. He’s being paid to lend you that big muscly shoulder of his.”


“Aha,” says Antonia once she’s recovered from the violence of her grandma’s attack. She’s always frank, but this time she’s wrapped her frankness in sandpaper and bludgeoned her with it. “Things aren’t too good with Jon either. He’s not backing me up much with Mentor. Last night—”


“Oh, you’re so pigheaded!” her grandma interrupts. “Listen, and listen carefully, Antonia Scott. There’s only one solution to your problems. To all of them. Let it go.”


Antonia blinks in astonishment. The old woman goes on:


“You made a mistake years ago. It was your fault Marcos died.”


“He’s not dead, Grandma.”


“We both know what it says in the medical reports. We both know you cling to him only because you can’t admit you made a mistake. But your husband isn’t there anymore. You made yourself ill not wanting to admit it. Your pride made you ill. It drove Jorge from you and forced your father to take him from you.”


Her grandma pauses to take a sip from a glass on the table. It looks like red-currant juice, but knowing her grandma as she does, Antonia is sure it’s another kind of juice. The sort that matures in oak.


“Because you haven’t been with him since he was born, you’ve learned nothing about being a mother. Above all, the most important lesson: we never get it right. Whatever you do, it will be wrong. And when he grows up, he’ll blame you for all his problems and defects. That’s how it is. How we are.”


Antonia understands this last part very well. After all, she blames her own father for lots of things.


“You don’t pull any punches, do you?”


“As long as you don’t allow yourself to make mistakes, you’ll go on believing you’re a bad mother. That you’re letting your husband down. That you’re a poor investigator because you can’t find someone who nobody has ever gotten close to. You’ll carry on being stuck and scared to death. Your only kingdom will be isolation and loneliness. Let it go.”


It takes Antonia a few seconds to remember where she’s heard that line before. Then she recalls it was the first movie Jorge asked to see when Social Services allowed her to be with him again. An incomprehensible movie with snowmen that talk and a princess who won’t come out of the closet. Two hours of her life she’ll never get back.


“Did you just quote Elsa, Grandma?”


“And I’m proud of it,” says her grandma, raising the glass, which definitely doesn’t contain currant juice.


Antonia snorts in exasperation, disturbing the bangs on her forehead. Her short hair has become a mane down below her shoulders, crying out for a cut. She hasn’t even found time for that.


“I don’t think you need to worry about my obsession. I only have a few hours before Aguado hands in her official report and confirms to Mentor what we all know already. That the body in the Manzanares isn’t Sandra Fajardo.”


“You don’t even know her real name yet, do you?”


Antonia can still hear Sandra’s voice ringing out in the dark tunnel. Those words whose meaning she still can’t properly grasp:


With your amazing memory, you can’t even recall the people you’ve hurt? The victims of your fight against evil?


“I don’t have anything, Grandma. Everything about the Ezequiel case was a fabrication. The religious paraphernalia, the intricate modus operandi: it was all lies, smoke and mirrors. And I still don’t understand why. Except that it involves White.”


Her grandma takes another sip and puts on her beatific smile, the smile promising candy. She is not even remotely upset that Antonia has to give up her pursuit.


“That man is a lunatic, Antonia.”


No, Grandma, he isn’t. He’s much more than that. Why can’t anyone see it? thinks Antonia.


But she doesn’t respond.


She wants to hang up.


She wants to go back to her living room and sit down, cross-legged, for her sacred three minutes. She has never needed them so much.


“Do you have any idea what Mentor has up his sleeve for you now?”


“No, I don’t,” says Antonia, shaking her head. “Some nonsense or other.”


“Brighten up that face, my girl. It’ll make you feel better.”









LOLA


Lola runs down the stairs, repeating to herself some invaluable advice.


They work in pairs. When they go after someone, they always work in pairs.


A snatch of conversation she overhears in her living room as she serves eel blini and jugs of kissel, then sponges down the work surface. Conversation that becomes more animated as the night wears on and the loud voices drown out the perennial background noise of Pervý Kanal, which they get thanks to the satellite dish on the chalet roof. Dangerous loudmouths, showing off in front of her, as if she didn’t exist. Yuri’s pussy. Who can hardly speak Russian, it seems. Who cares what she hears?


It’s true she doesn’t speak Russian very well, although she’s spent six years studying it, but she understands almost everything. At least enough to have heard one of the buddies—or associates, which to Yuri is the same thing—describing the way hired killers work. Never imagining she might one day be the target.


A motorbike or car waits outside. In a public space. Bang, bang, then the gunman runs toward the waiting vehicle while the guy on the bike keeps watch and covers their exit. Vroom, vroom and da svidaniya. Si te he visto no me acuerdo. (If I saw you, I don’t remember.)


This last sentence said in Spanish, because Russians love Spanish expressions.


Lola knows the shopping mall like the palm of her hand, and so knows what she would have done. Left the car with its engine running in the parking lot near the emergency exit.


Which means she’s running in the wrong direction.


A noise two floors above confirms her suspicion. The killer is on her trail. In order to make sure, Lola pokes her head out into the stairwell. The shot misses her by inches. The explosion fills her ears, echoing off the concrete walls.


Lola curses herself, then continues sprinting down. She is running out of stairs, options, space. She has reached the emergency door that leads to the parking lot.


Behind her comes the sound of the killer’s footsteps as he rushes down the stairs. There’s no time to lose. Lola pushes open the door, and there it is, ten yards from her, parked across the sidewalk.


A car with the engine running.


Lola doesn’t stop to see who the driver is—she already knows that—but dodges among the cars parked in the lot. It’s too early for there to be many of them: rush hour is at midday, when the foreigners come to have lunch first, then to burn plastic at Gucci or Valentino. So Lola has to bend down and scurry between them, trying to find somewhere to hide. Vaguely aware that her feet are leaving bloody prints on the asphalt.


She hears the emergency door opening again. She crouches behind a brand-new Prius, only too aware there are no more cars left to shield her: the nearest one is three spaces away.


It starts raining. Buckets.


Lola is paralyzed, trembling with fear, unsure what to do, when the Prius’s rear window is shattered. Yelping with terror, she throws herself to the ground. She can’t see the killer, it’s too far for her to run to the next car. All she can do is crawl under the Prius. She pulls herself along, noting the sticky feel of motor oil on her hands and elbows (soaking through the €1,200 jersey).


The car is dripping oil.


Lola is dripping as well: dripping blood. The cuts on her feet have made her lose a lot, and she has not had any breakfast. Her idea had been to grab a coffee after buying the stroller. They say it’s bad luck to buy one so soon: she is only in the third month of her pregnancy. If she wears loose clothing, it’s barely visible. But she wants so much to have a baby. And she’s so impatient.


It brings bad luck.


Lola is starting to feel light-headed; she can’t see properly. Her arms are growing weak; the ground is pulling her down to it. Promising peace.


No, dammit, I mustn’t pass out.


Something within her is tempted by the idea of losing consciousness and letting them shoot her without her being aware of it. Fade to black, That’s all, folks. Easy, painless.


No.


She struggles up again. Mixed with the rain, the oil has left a slippery iridescent rainbow stain on her cheek, which runs into her open mouth. The taste is sweet.


Not a nice sweet.


She spits.


She crawls out and toward the next car in the row, reaching it just in time. She sees a pair of boots on the far side. Thick black boots, one of them bloodstained.


The tip of the right foot is less than a yard from her.


If he moves a bit, he’ll see me.


If he crouches, he’ll see me.


Someone cries for Lola, sadly and softly. It’s her, of course. She doesn’t make any noise and hardly moves, but she weeps disconsolately because of the huge injustice of dying like this, trapped under a car, filthy and all alone.


That’s when the siren sounds. Not far away like in the movies, but very close and very loud. A block away, at most.


The boots disappear.


A door slams shut, a car engine accelerates and disappears in the distance.


Still weeping, Lola drops to the ground again, only for a short rest, as she can’t stay there, the threat isn’t over.


She doesn’t stop crying, even when the cell phone starts vibrating in her jeans pocket.


She didn’t even remember she had it with her.


It’s a message from Yuri.


They’re coming for me. You know what to do.


You idiot. You stupid jerk, thinks Lola. If she had her husband in front of her at that moment, she’d tear out the hair implants he’d just had done in Turkey.


Now you’re warning me? Now?
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IN A HURRY


What’s good and what’s bad about Bilbao?


The bad thing about Bilbao is that there is nowhere like Attack. Somewhere to relieve tension and aching balls in a couple of hours of cruising if you incline to starboard.


The good thing about Bilbao is there are no places like Attack, places Jon emerges from with a bruised soul and feeling far lonelier than when he went in.


But feeling lighter, I have to admit.


What he really wants is for the guy on Grindr to respond. But following a few chats, it seems as if the earth has swallowed him up. And he was very hot. Inspector Gutiérrez doesn’t want to get his rocks off twice a week and feel like crying. What he wants is civilized love, but he can’t find it.


Jon does up his jacket as he leaves, his hair still dripping from the sauna. He doesn’t bother with his overcoat, because he’s only six minutes from home. The universe putting temptation in your way, and what have you.


The eternal optimist, Jon switches on his cell phone. Inside Attack, you have to leave phones in the coatroom along with everything else, for obvious reasons. Let’s see if he is lucky and a message from the young man pops up.


What pops up are five calls from Mentor.


Six, with the last one just coming in.


“It’s almost two in the morning,” says Jon, picking up.


“I hope you’ve prepared Scott as I asked.”


“She already has Aguado’s report,” sighs Jon.


“It’s as we feared. The dead woman isn’t Sandra Fajardo, so I’ll take you off the case.”


“Couldn’t this wait until tomorrow?”


“No, because something very important has come up. I need the two of you to go to Marbella.”


“Okay, tomorrow first thi—”


“Right now, Inspector. Believe me, this is very urgent. And very, very big. Fetch Scott and get going. I’ll send you the details on the way.”


Jon’s jaw drops as wide as a shark’s. Either that or he’s yawning—there’s no way of telling the difference. This makes two nights in a row he’s been to bed late. The previous one fishing out dead bodies, this one with his gay pursuits. He’s not that young anymore, so he needs this order like a hole in the head.


“It’s a six-hour drive.”


“With that car of yours, you can make it in four if you step on it. But drive carefully.”


“You’re asking me to step on it and drive carefully in the same sentence?”


“They’re not incompatible.”


“I’m dead tired.”


“If you need a chemical stimulus, you should be able to find what you want in your glove compartment.”


That’s all we need. Two drug addicts on the team for the price of one.


“Look here, my body is a temple.”


“You can’t say that with your cholesterol levels, Inspector.”


“I thought medical records were confidential.”


“They’re confidential enough. Don’t crash,” Mentor orders. And ends the call.


As a result, half an hour later Antonia is sitting in the passenger seat of the Audi A8. Metallic black, tinted windows, alloy wheels, €100,000 or more. Jon has christened it “the Queenmobile,” a nickname only he finds amusing.


“If you’re tired, I can drive,” Antonia offers, all sweetness and light.


This is the third car Mentor has provided them with. Antonia wrecked the first after a 250-kilometer-an-hour chase. Jon crashed the second one against the Rolls-Royce belonging to Sir Peter Scott, Antonia’s father, in a fit of anger. But as Jon sees it, that was her fault as well.


All of which means Jon doesn’t intend to let her drive until the twenty-second century at least.


“Have a rest, angel. Take a nap.”


Disgruntled, Antonia leans back against the headrest, closes her eyes, and pretends to sleep.


Jon looks at the time and thinks of Amatxo, and how she must be feeling. At the age of seventy-one, and with her Arizona bingo hall closed down. What will she do to amuse herself, all alone, poor thing?


All alone, of course, because it suits her. Against all expectation, she didn’t want to leave her apartment in Bilbao and follow her son to Madrid. She has no intention of going anywhere at her age. “You go if you want, I know you don’t care if I die here alone.” Of course I do, Ama, but duty calls and what have you. But she wouldn’t budge, leaving him to iron his own shirts for the first time in forty-three years. Not really, because a laundry does that for him. Besides, Mentor pays him a fortune every month. Close to five figures. But still, he misses her.
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