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For Babs,

Because I love her

For Carmen,

For her loyalty

For Antonia,

For lending me her name




AN ENDING

Antonia Scott has less than three minutes.

To other people, three minutes can seem a negligible amount of time.

Not for Antonia. It could be said her mind is capable of storing vast quantities of data, yet Antonia’s brain isn’t a hard drive. It could be said she is capable of visualizing in detail the entire street map of Madrid, and yet Antonia’s brain isn’t a GPS.

Antonia’s brain 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 and baring their fangs.

Except that Antonia has learned how to tame them.

This is just as well. Because Antonia Scott doesn’t have three minutes. Two men in balaclavas—and a woman with a friendly face—have abducted her police partner, Inspector Jon Gutiérrez.

Antonia Scott doesn’t run after the van. She doesn’t shout for help. She doesn’t make a desperate emergency call.

Antonia Scott does none of those things, because Antonia Scott isn’t like the rest of us.

What she does is pause.

Ten seconds. That’s all the time she allows herself.

In ten seconds—eyes closed, hands braced against the wall of a building to steady her nerves—Antonia is able to:


• calculate the three most likely routes out of the city center;

• memorize everything about the van and the kidnappers;

• decide on a plan to save Jon’s life.



She opens her eyes.

She dials a special telephone number. One that tells Mentor he doesn’t need to speak when he picks up. Simply listen and do as she tells him.

Antonia dictates the exact words he has to send out in an APB (Inspector Gutiérrez, 10-37 Mercedes Vito, top priority), the vehicle license plate (9344 FSY), and the color (white, of course). Then she chooses one of the three possible routes. The one where the police patrol cars need to converge.

Pirámides, Madrid Río, Legazpi.

Of these three, Madrid Río is the most complicated, the slowest, the least likely, because there’s always a traffic jam. Also, there’s a police precinct right by the exit.

Antonia immediately rules it out.

That leaves Legazpi and Pirámides.

She chooses Pirámides. It’s the most direct, the quickest, the most obvious.

It isn’t an easy choice. Inspector Gutiérrez’s life is at stake. When the survival of one of the three people you care most about in the world depends on you, you’d think you could make a rational decision.

But this . . . It’s a coin toss.

And Antonia doesn’t like that one bit.




AN APB

Ruano flicks the blinker at the last minute. Instead of going back to the precinct, he heads in the opposite direction.

“Around one last time. Do you mind?”

Irritated, his partner glances at his watch. It’s late, his shift ended eleven minutes ago, and he wants to go home to his wife. But Osorio indulges his rookie partner. It’s the end of the month. It’s not that Ruano is behind with his fines. The idea that traffic cops have quotas is of course an urban myth.

“How many do you need?”

“Fifteen.”

“No big deal. We can make that up from double-parkers on Carlos V.”

Stopping outside the bar El Brillante in the square “for just a sec” isn’t a good idea. To a traffic cop who needs to fill his quota, it’s like shooting fish in a barrel. Two laps around the traffic circle, pinpoint the offending vehicle, and wait for the hungry sucker to appear. Dangling from his wrist is the inevitable white plastic bag containing a calamari roll, carefully wrapped in foil. The distinctive smell it gives off would make the stomach of any self-respecting inhabitant of Madrid rumble. But the moment a traffic cop hands the dummy a fine, his appetite vanishes. The smell is suddenly revealed for what it is: a reek of oily batter that has just cost him €200.

A crafty cop can make his quota in a single busy afternoon.

But Ruano doesn’t want this easy answer. It turns out the kid’s an idealist. A dreamer. In other words, an asshole. Maybe it’s a hangover from his previous job. Or maybe it’s simply because he’s young. He’ll outgrow it once he’s acquired a middle-aged spread and some common sense.

What Ruano wants is to earn his paycheck. To go around catching real offenders. People who burn rubber down narrow streets, people who sell weed on street corners. If I wanted to catch real offenders, I’d have become a real cop, Osorio often tells him.

Whenever Ruano hears this, he looks at Osorio and laughs. The carefree laugh of the true millennial. Ruano finds everything amusing.

“Just wait till you reach my age, you’ll see.”

“You’re thirty-seven, Osorio.”

“Yeah, and here I am, still driving around with rookie cops.”

“Maybe you could make more of an effort . . .”

“Maybe you could go to hell . . .”

In fact, Ruano is heading northeast. Driving from memory, on automatic pilot. They both know the route by heart. They might travel it as often as ten times a day. Countless times a year. More, if Santa María de la Cabeza weren’t so slow. All the time, but especially at this time of day.

At the junction with Calle de la Arquitectura, they hear the APB on the car radio. Osorio raises an eyebrow, Ruano’s face clouds. A police inspector. Kidnapped. In a white van. He opens his mouth to say something, but a loud clamor cuts him off.

Pripripri, pripripri

The screen on the dash glows prison orange. Some characters flash up in the center.

9344 FSY

The patrol car is fitted with ANPR—Automatic Number Plate Recognition. Cameras on the dash, roof, and fender scan the license plates of oncoming vehicles and run them through the police database. Just in case. You never know.

The system isn’t perfect, but sometimes it issues an alert. A license number and a reason to stop the vehicle. Maybe it’s stolen, or has €1,000 in unpaid fines, or contains an abducted police inspector.

“I don’t get it,” says Osorio. “The ANPR says it’s a ‘yellow Megane.’ But the license plate is the one for the alert.”

“Wasn’t that a white van?” says Ruano, peering into his rearview mirror.

Osorio turns in his seat. A few blocks back, they passed a white Mercedes Vito going in the opposite direction. He spots it at the traffic light at Calle de las Peñuelas. From their position, they can’t see the license plate.

“Call it in,” says Ruano.

As Osorio is talking on the car radio, the traffic starts to move, but Ruano stays where he is. One of the drivers honks his horn, but the patrol car remains stationary.

“I’m going to follow them.”

“You can’t cross the median. It’s too high.”

Ruano drums his fingers on the wheel. The next break in the median is a hundred meters farther on. Too far.

Unit M58, confirm visual contact with suspect vehicle, over, demands the radio dispatcher.

“They’re getting away.”

The van is receding in the rearview mirror, and Ruano doesn’t think twice. He spins the wheel toward the median and steps on the gas. The Nissan Leaf’s fender shatters, sprinkling pieces of white plastic across the road, and provoking more angry honks from the cars behind. But Ruano manages to cross over into the opposing lanes.

“Unit M58, traveling southwest on Santa María de la Cabeza, in pursuit of Mercedes Vito reported,” Osorio says into the radio. He releases the button and shoots Ruano a worried look. “You’re nuts, kid.”

“They were getting away,” replies Ruano, craning his neck.

He turns on the flashing lights, but not the siren. Just enough to force the cars in front to make way for them. The traffic is congested, but the two lanes help. So does the fear of getting a fine. Madrid drivers move aside twice as quickly for the infamous blue-and-white check of traffic patrol cars than for ambulances or the federal police.

A few seconds later, they spot the white roof of the van up ahead of them.

“If they take the Acacias underpass, they’re screwed. We call it in, game over. The police will intercept them at the other end.”

“If they go over the bridge, calling it in won’t help,” says Ruano, chewing his lower lip.

Osorio sighs. The kid is right. At the far end of the bridge, the van has plenty of options. It could get lost in the endless maze of streets in the Usera or Opanel neighborhoods, and both offer several routes out of the city. Too many.

Unit M58, do not intervene, I repeat, do not intervene. We are sending patrol cars from Pirámides. ETA four minutes.

“It’s a bit late for that,” Osorio tells the radio dispatcher. Offhandedly, as though talking to himself.

The last set of traffic lights, where Paseo Santa María de la Cabeza crosses Calle de la Esperanza, has just turned red. The van is the third vehicle in line.

Unit M58, I repeat, do not intervene. Do not reveal your position to the suspects.

It’s a bit late for that as well. The patrol car’s lights, which opened their path to the van, are now reflecting off the white body of the Mercedes. Only one car stands between them.

The traffic signal bleeps more slowly, indicating the light is about to turn green. The last pedestrian reaches the opposite sidewalk. The first car drives off.

The van doesn’t move.

The car in front of Ruano and Osorio honks before swinging sharply into the adjacent lane, where the other cars are driving past. Some of the drivers honk, others lower their windows to yell at the van, which still doesn’t move.

Ruano looks at Osorio and grits his teeth.

“What now?”

“Give them a warning, see what they do.”

Ruano presses the siren button once. The short, piercing wail fades away with no response.

“Come on, you’ve gotta be kidding,” says Osorio, opening the passenger door.

“Where are you going?” Ruano reaches over and grabs hold of his jacket.

“Nowhere, if you don’t let go of me.”

Puzzled, the rookie looks at his colleague. This isn’t the way he normally behaves. But then this isn’t a normal alert. Ruano glances at the van in the middle of the road. Perhaps a police inspector is being held hostage inside.

“They told us not to intervene.”

Osorio clicks his tongue in annoyance.

“Intervening is above my pay grade. They don’t pay me enough to intervene. I’m just going to make sure they stay where they are until the . . .”

Ruano releases his grip a little. Just enough for Osorio to place his foot on the ground. His boot crunches on the asphalt. A sound that should be inaudible but which resonates in Ruano’s ears, becoming a piercing, persistent echo. It drowns out the metallic clunk of the Vito’s side door opening. And continues to reverberate in his head as the first shots ring out.

Ruano doesn’t hear them.

He feels the thud of lead on the patrol car bodywork. He smells the stench of oil and grease from the engine, sprayed with bullets, that protects him from the shots.

He feels the air rushing in from the open passenger door, merging with the draft coming through the shattered windshield.

He is aware of shards of broken glass raining on his head and inside his uniform, scratching his skin.

He can barely see Osorio—his colleague who only a few weeks earlier invited him to spend Christmas with him and his family—We can’t leave the poor guy on his own, he told his wife, the more the merrier. . . . —the lazy, kindly grump who is forever breaking his balls. Nothing more than his shoulder, protruding at an odd angle behind the torn-off door.

Ruano doesn’t hear the shots or the bystanders’ terrified screams or the screech of tires as the van speeds off. The echo of Osorio’s boot crunching on the ground fades away after Osorio himself does, dead even before he can finish his sentence.




Part I

ANTONIA

Who guards the guards?

JUVENAL
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A JET PLANE

It’s no more than a dot in the morning sky.

Dawn has yet to break when the Bombardier Global Express 7000 begins its descent from the west. It doesn’t need to wait for approach clearance, because the Cuatro Vientos airport has been closed to all other air traffic.

Antonia Scott’s eyes remain fixed on the jet as it lands. Oblivious to the early morning chill, she sits on the car hood waiting until the plane has taxied to a halt alongside them.

The hatch opens, and a familiar figure appears in the rectangle of light. Antonia slides off the car hood and walks toward her, one hand behind her back, ignoring the pins and needles in her legs.

“You’re late,” she says.

“We had problems leaving Gloucester,” replies the shadowy shape.

Antonia keeps her hand hidden as she slowly ascends the eight steps. Only once she is sure the woman is the person she was expecting does she relax the grip on the Sig Sauer P290 clipped to her belt.

“You’ve changed your hair.”

“This is my natural color. I got tired of being blond.”

Carla Ortiz smiles warmly despite the fatigue and fear in her big brown eyes. She extends a hand to greet Antonia, then withdraws it at the last moment.

“I . . . I don’t like physical contact,” Antonia says by way of apology.

“I know. They told me. That and other things.”

“Embarrassing ones, I presume.”

“You presume right, dear,” a voice from inside the plane says in English.

Antonia enters and crouches in front of the first seat. A crooked, bejeweled hand, cold as a bedsheet in winter, musses her hair affectionately.

“You look awful,” says Grandma Scott, motioning toward the blue-black rings under her granddaughter’s eyes.

“And you . . . ,” Antonia replies, trying to contain the emotion she feels at her grandmother’s touch.

Grandma and Marcos are the only two people whose physical contact she has ever craved. Her husband died a few hours earlier, following Antonia’s decision to switch off his life-support machines after years of senseless waiting. And Grandma Scott doesn’t have long to go either. This surprise journey in the middle of the night hasn’t exactly helped.

Antonia studies this bag of bones wearing a polka-dot dress. The hand that isn’t caressing her granddaughter is clenched around a glass containing a large whisky.

Antonia immediately notices the absence of lip smears on the rim of the glass, her grandmother’s clean breath, and realizes she has lost the use of her left arm. She is opening her mouth to ask about this when a thought crosses her mind. A thought with a Basque accent and a powerful voice that is not fat.

She’s gone to a lot of trouble to conceal it from you. Let her believe she’s succeeded.

“. . . are prettier than ever,” she finishes her sentence, with an effort.

“Maybe that was true a few decades ago, dear, but now I’m pushing a hundred.”

Gazing into Grandma Scott’s watery blue eyes, Antonia feels her heart breaking. This could be the last time they see each other face-to-face. She desperately wants to lean over and hug her, but she can’t.

“Run along, dear,” her grandmother excuses her with a parting caress. “Go and do your thing. And tell me about it later.”

Antonia nods and straightens up. Ignoring Carla’s attempts to start a conversation, she glances around the cabin for several long minutes, noticing how her anxiety is mounting. She completes her inspection, however superficial it may be.

This is all she has time for.

She walks back to Carla.

“Any news of Inspector Gutiérrez?” the other woman asks.

“The van got away. That’s all we know for now.”

Scared by the thought, Carla hesitates, but finally ventures:

“She . . . she was there, wasn’t she?”

Antonia nods. An awkward silence follows, the kind Antonia used to feel obliged to fill with promises. Bold, reassuring promises that, coming from other people, would be empty words.

Such promises from other people at times like this are meaningless.

Not from Antonia Scott.

A promise from Antonia Scott is a contract. A contract that, if it’s not fulfilled, she pays for just the same. In the inflationary currency of guilt and remorse.

That’s why Antonia doesn’t alleviate the silence with words such as: I will find Inspector Gutiérrez or I will catch the woman who kidnapped and tortured you. Over the past few months, Antonia has learned something about promises.

So instead, she says to Carla:

“I’m sorry about your father.”

The young woman’s face darkens, and she looks away.

“He was very old.”

“Were you able to speak with him? Before . . .”

The ellipsis contains entire encyclopedias.

“I didn’t want to, and he couldn’t,” Carla says with a shrug.

CARLA

The stroke Ramón Ortiz suffered a few months earlier left him a dribbling wreck. Death doesn’t leave anyone off its list, not even the world’s richest man. The businessman’s wealth and power could do nothing to save him; it simply enabled him to pass away in pleasanter surroundings.

For her part, the rich heiress had undergone a transformation during the time she was Ezekiel’s captive.

She emerged from the sewers a changed woman. All her frivolity and capriciousness evaporated in her gloomy prison. Whereas before she was selfish and needy, now she was generous and self-assured in a way at once ambiguous and unsettling. She smiled less often, but when she did, it was for real.

And, no, she never did make peace with her father. He was waiting for her by the manhole cover on Calle Jorge Juan amid a throng of photographers and journalists. She refused the hand he offered, preferring instead to lean on Inspector Gutiérrez, the man who braved a booby-trapped tunnel and took a bullet to save her life. She didn’t respond to Ramón’s embrace; she didn’t smile or shed a single tear. In a remarkably steady voice, she thanked everyone for their support. She said she felt fine and couldn’t wait to get back to work. The whole world heard her calm statement on the morning news, and the company’s shares shot up by six percent.

She never spoke to her father again in private. She tried on a few occasions. She longed a hundred times to ask him why he had abandoned her to her fate. Why he didn’t give in to Ezekiel’s blackmail, as she would have done without hesitation had her son been the one in danger.

Her son, slumbering draped in a blanket on one of the private jet’s couches, was all she cared about. To hold him in her arms again was the only thing she longed for during her captivity. She would give everything she had for him. Every last one of her thousands of millions of euros, down to the loose change in her pocket.

It was only when Ramón died—on a Saturday at three in the afternoon in the middle of the news headlines—that Carla understood everything. He was in his hospital bed, watching television, his head bobbing gently as if he were dozing off. And all of a sudden, he died. He didn’t make a sound, he just went. One of the four private nurses providing him with round-the-clock care told her the details. Carla took the call at 15:08, knowing beforehand—we always know these things—that her father had just died. No sooner had she hung up than she went back to the news bulletin, scarcely registering the procession of banal events or indeed the cruel irony that she and her father had doubtless been watching the same images five miles apart.

She had just inherited a twelve-figure fortune. A one followed by eleven zeros. An absurd, impossible sum to which, when her father was alive, she had been as oblivious as she was to the news program now. Like those images, it was simply there, it existed beyond the bounds of her responsibilities and influence.

Yes, she had worked night and day in her father’s company, put in all the hours she could and more. But she had done so to earn the one thing she couldn’t have. Her father’s respect.

She could almost see the next day’s news headlines on the gigantic hundred-inch screen—almost but not quite: the screen was expensive but not a crystal ball. She saw herself in mourning attire, greeting the guests at the funeral parlor. The king and queen, of course, the prime minister, a few ministers. Other important figures: Laura Trueba or Bill Gates. All of a sudden, she had become something else. An avalanche of responsibility had cascaded onto her. The fates of hundreds of thousands of employees and millions of investors now depended on her every gesture. One misstep, one slip of the tongue, and the whole empire could come tumbling down.

This was the moment when she understood her father’s betrayal. This was the moment when she wished she could call him. Not to say she forgave him—that would be impossible—but that she understood him.

For, alongside that exorbitant sum, alongside those eleven zeros, she had inherited a steely, luminous truth in just five words:

She had not earned them.
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DICE

“Let’s go over the plan,” says Antonia, moving toward the front of the jet.

Looking at this slip of a woman, nearly half a head shorter than her, Carla feels oddly envious. Antonia Scott isn’t unattractive, nor is she a beauty. It isn’t her looks or even her intelligence that Carla envies. It’s her unswerving determination. Antonia Scott saved her life in the tunnels of the Goya subway station, and as a result, Carla is permanently in her debt.

When Antonia called her a few weeks earlier, Carla was expecting a request. Payment of some kind. Which, obviously, she was more than happy to provide.

There’s no cheaper way to square a debt than with money.

But instead, Antonia Scott told her a story that made Carla sick to her stomach and kept her awake at night. A story about a mysterious woman who for want of a better name we will call Sandra Fajardo. About how this woman manipulated a mentally unstable man into believing she was his daughter. About how the two of them abducted Carla with the apparent intention of blackmailing her father. About how the bogus Sandra’s body was never found.

About how everything they thought they knew was one big lie.

“I don’t understand. My father’s blackmail wasn’t for real?”

“It was an elaborate charade,” replied Antonia. “Somehow, I don’t yet know how, all this is connected to me.”

She went on to tell Carla about Mr. White. The man pulling Sandra Fajardo’s strings.

“I don’t believe it. All those police officers who were killed trying to save me. The woman at your son’s school. How many lives have been lost because of this charade, as you call it?”

“Eight that we know of.”

“I . . . I thought it was all over,” said Carla, her voice faint with fear. She waits for Antonia to offer some reassuring words. In vain.

Then the memories come flooding back.

The diversion.

The man with the knife.

Fleeing through the wood.

The needle in her neck when she could run no more.

And afterward, her desperate battle with darkness. The friendly voice that turned out to be her tormentor.

“Do you . . . ? Do you know what she wants?”

“No. But I’m going to find out.”

Before hanging up, she had given Carla very clear instructions about what she had to do if her worst nightmare came true.

Ten hours earlier, it did.

Antonia’s message simply said:

SHE’S BACK

That was all Carla needed. She got up in the middle of a business dinner, muttered some excuse, and jumped in her limousine, at the same time issuing instructions to the nanny to drag her son out of bed.

The flight from La Coruña to Gloucester to fetch Grandma Scott took two hours. Leaving the airport another four. But here they were at last.

According to plan.

“No cell phones or other electronic devices. No searching on the internet for news about myself or Spain. No accessing my email accounts, no contact with anyone,” Carla reels off.

“Give me your purse,” says Antonia.

Carla rummages in her bag and hands it to her with a frown of displeasure. Antonia removes Carla’s credit cards, her ID card, even her store cards, and puts them into an airsickness bag, which she drops into the trash can. Then she pulls a lighter and a can of lighter fluid from her shoulder bag. In a matter of seconds, Carla’s life has been reduced to an evil-smelling puddle. Antonia keeps back one black metal rectangle that she slips into her pocket.

“Careful with that card, Antonia. It has no credit limit.”

“I’m not a big spender. You’re going to need some cash.”

“I prepared that weeks ago,” Carla says, pointing to an outsized Samsonite case.

Antonia doesn’t bother to look inside; she knows what it contains.

“Dollars?”

“Also yen, euros, and pounds.”

Antonia nods approvingly.

“Where should we go?”

“If I knew that, it would put you in danger. Your decisions mustn’t follow any logic. But I’ll give you something to help.”

Antonia places a pair of plastic dice in Carla’s hand. Each side is marked with dots, and the opposite sides all add up to seven.

Carla puzzles over the dice for an instant until she understands what Antonia intends for her to do.

“Each decision, a throw of the dice. When you get where you’re going, take another flight, then another. After that, travel overland for four hundred miles before catching a commercial flight. Then travel back the way you came, also overland. It’ll be tough,” she says finally, peering over Carla’s shoulder.

Carla follows Antonia’s gaze to where Grandma Scott is sitting. The old lady appears to have fallen asleep.

“Don’t worry. She’ll bury us all,” she says.

“I don’t see why that’s supposed to reassure me. It’s a very real possibility,” says Antonia.

Only Carla’s horrified expression tells her she has once again fallen foul of a metaphor. If Jon were there, he would say something to lighten things up, but he isn’t. And yet Antonia doesn’t apologize. Firstly, because she doesn’t know how to smooth things over. She doesn’t even know what that means. Secondly, because it’s true, the danger is very real.

Now Sandra is back, no one is safe. Least of all Carla, one of the trophies that slipped through her fingers.

“We need to get going,” says Carla, wringing her hands anxiously.

Antonia realizes she can’t put it off any longer.
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A BUNDLE

Antonia leans out of the aircraft door and waves. A tall, thin man with sunken cheeks steps out of a recently reconditioned Rolls-Royce Phantom. He is wearing a suit and tie—impeccably knotted, even after hours spent waiting in the back of the car. In his arms is a precious bundle. The other trophy that slipped through Sandra Fajardo’s fingers.

“How long is this going to take?” the newcomer asks after boarding the plane.

For all that Sir Peter Scott is a diplomat, flexibility isn’t one of his virtues, although he appreciates it in others. What’s more, the UK ambassador to Spain is a wealthy middle-aged Englishman, and so for him, arrogance is pretty much compulsory.

The early morning chill and a night spent in a car haven’t improved his manners either. He juts out his chin and looks quizzically at Carla.

“I’m sorry, I don’t think we’ve been introduced,” says Carla.

“You know perfectly well who I am, and I know perfectly well who you are. Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like an answer.”

Antonia shakes her head. Carla says nothing.

“It’ll take as long as it takes,” comes a hoarse voice from behind him.

The ambassador wheels round and meets the stern gaze of Grandma Scott. It’s possible he even gulps discreetly.

“I’m sorry, Mother. I didn’t notice you when I came onto the plane.”

“Of course you didn’t. You were too busy being rude. When was the last time you called me?”

“The responsibilities of my job . . .”

“Take precedence over your mother. You’ve made that perfectly clear. Now come here and let me take a look at my great-grandson.”

Oblivious to the drama unfolding around him, Jorge Losada Scott has been snoring gently for the past few hours. Wrapped in a tartan blanket and wearing his Baby Yoda pajamas, he doesn’t even stir when Grandma Scott uncovers his face. His cheeks are bright pink, his lips slightly open.

“He has your nose, Peter.”

“Yes, he has,” the ambassador says with a smile.

“Thank God he has inherited the rest from Antonia. Now lay him down on the couch before you get another hernia, my boy.”

Sir Peter Scott does as he is told. The pony-skin couch squeaks as he puts Jorge next to Carla Ortiz’s son. The two bundles are almost identical in size; the boys are only a few months apart in age.

“Everything’s going to be fine,” says Carla.

“You can’t guarantee that.”

“For heaven’s sake, Peter,” Grandma Scott scolds him. “The woman is telling you she’ll do her level best. If you want guarantees, go buy a toaster.”

The ambassador shifts his feet, looking first at his grandson, then at his mother. Finally he nods to the old lady and strides out of the aircraft without looking back.

After saying goodbye and imparting some last-minute instructions, Antonia joins her father beside the car. By the time she reaches him, the jet is already taxiing down the runway.

“You didn’t tell me your grandmother would be there,” says Sir Peter.

“She’s a target too.”

“I wish I’d known, Antonia.”

“You should be going with them.”

“Your grandmother and I cooped up together for who knows how long? What a quaint idea. We wouldn’t need a psychopath to murder us.”

“You’d be safer.”

“Safer wandering about God knows where than in the embassy, protected by an SAS unit?” retorts Sir Peter. “I should never have agreed to allow Jorge . . .”

“Sandra Fajardo already took him once in broad daylight from somewhere we believed was safe. Do you really want to run that risk?”

Irritated, the ambassador smacks his lips. Only a few hours earlier, his daughter had called him to help her face the grim task of saying goodbye to her husband for the last time. He had gone to be beside her at once, as was his duty. He saw it as a step toward reconciliation with his daughter. Letting go of Marcos was Antonia’s first step toward regaining some of her humanity. For a brief moment standing next to the heart rate monitor as the beeps became steadily slower, Sir Peter had caught a glimpse of the happy, smiling child who had rampaged along the corridors of the consulate in Barcelona when she wasn’t much older than Jorge. The happy, smiling child she might have been if her life had turned out differently.

There is nothing of that child in the slip of a woman standing next to him by the runway. Her eyes are two obsidian shards.

And, even more worrying, the ambassador muses, what she just said is true.

“I suppose I don’t want to run that risk,” he admits.

“You should be going with them,” Antonia repeats.

“They’ve already taken off.”

“We can call them back.”

“You’re the one who should be on that plane.”

“I can take care of myself.”

One of her father’s bodyguards emerges from the shadows where he has been waiting. Antonia remembers him well. He was the one who dragged her from Marcos’s room. Six foot ten, eighty-seven kilos, and not much sympathy for Antonia. A brick wall in a suit, an elite SAS officer.

The ambassador motions toward the colossus as he opens the car door.

“Thank you, Noah.”

And then toward her. So small, so alone.

“I have someone to protect me, Antonia. Day and night. You don’t.”
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A RECEPTION DESK

Alone on the airstrip as she watches her father’s car pull away, Antonia reflects on his parting words.

“I have someone to protect me. You don’t.”

Antonia translates this as:

Rakṣakuḍuha.

In Telegu, a Dravidic language spoken by seventy-four million people, the bodyguard without armor who throws himself naked into the path of the arrow.

Antonia had someone like that. But now she doesn’t. White has snatched him from her without explanation. Only a message that said:


I HOPE YOU HAVEN’T FORGOTTEN ME. DO YOU WANT TO PLAY? W.



A black Audi A8 with tinted windows approaches. The passenger door opens, inviting her to climb in. For an instant and against all logic, which in Antonia is an aberration, she expects to see Inspector Jon Gutiérrez at the wheel. A few brief moments of magical thinking, of crossing her fingers very tightly and wishing, wishing, wishing it were true. The universe gives Antonia the standard response. Except that in her case, it comes with the added shame of having permitted herself to indulge in such foolishness.

With an annoyed frown, Antonia opens the back door and slumps onto the seat.

“Am I your chauffeur now, Scott?”

“I need to close my eyes a minute.”

“The front seat is fully reclining.”

“Yes, but back here, I’m alone.”

The man at the wheel turns around. Dark, receding hair, a clipped mustache, and doll’s eyes that look painted on rather than real. A short camel-hair overcoat. Expensive.

“Careful where you put your feet. There’s a Chekhov back there,” he says.

Mentor has also spent the past few hours covering the entrance to the airfield.

“It’s not a Chekhov, it’s a Remington 870,” says Antonia, opening one eye and nudging the shotgun with the tip of her sneaker.

“It’s a loaded gun,” Mentor says uneasily, twisting in his seat to reach down and remove it from the footwell. “And you know what Chekhov said about loaded guns.”

“I’ve no idea.”

“If you show one in the first act, you have to fire it in the third.”

“We’re already in the third act.”

“That’s what I meant, Scott.”

After a brief tussle with his safety belt, Mentor manages to grab hold of the weapon. He places it on the seat beside him.

“How did it go with your father?”

“As well as can be expected.”

“That bad, huh?”

Antonia doesn’t reply; she simply stares out of the car window. A distant rumble of thunder merges with the purr of the Audi as Mentor starts the engine. Raindrops become tiny fleeting comets chasing each other across the glass.

On the M-40 beltway, near the Plenilunio shopping mall, the traffic all but grinds to a halt. Antonia notices a white van in the adjoining lane. The same make as the one that took Jon. A different model. On the middle seat, two small children are playing catch with what used to be a dinosaur and is now a shapeless green blob covered in teeth marks. The mother turns and says something to them in a serious voice, although to judge by the look on her face, she isn’t really angry.

Just a normal family on an innocent trip to the mall, along with other normal families. Antonia wonders what they did to merit that life and what she did to deserve the one she has. She can find no answer, of course. Except . . .

Pothos.

In Greek, a desire for the unattainable.

Not for the first time, Antonia wishes she had a family where she could take refuge, someplace to hide. But all she has is the savage screech of monkeys in the deepest recesses of her mind. To this dubious lullaby, she falls asleep.

When she wakes, the sun is high in the sky.

She clambers out of the car, rubbing her eyes. Her bladder is full, her tongue furry. They are in the parking lot outside a soulless industrial building in the middle of a soulless neighborhood. Rejas, to the south of Madrid’s Barajas airport, is an anonymous rectangle, the last blur travelers see before the cabdriver tells them that’ll be thirty euros, muchas gracias. True, millions of people visit the mall every year: it’s the biggest in the Spanish capital. And yet no one ventures much beyond the parking lot.

Nearby is a relatively settled neighborhood, but a few miles to the east, the landscape changes. The orderly buildings give way to chaos. Abandoned warehouses cheek by jowl with derelict single-family dwellings, allotments where horses are kept, unfinished office buildings. Vacant lots with FOR SALE signs hanging from the wire fences, posters where the sun has erased the reds and blacks and spewed out pale pinks and dirty grays. Posters with telephone numbers that are no longer legible and if they were would be invalid.

A place forsaken by God and his direct superiors, the urban planners.

A handful of streets named after months, where August and December are indistinguishable.

There is no obvious route leading in or out of this place, which is why Mentor chose it for the location of the headquarters of Spain’s Red Queen project.

From the outside, it is just another industrial building with a fenced-off parking lot and a suitable name for an aggregates manufacturer with a corrugated iron roof and cement walls.

Mentor is sitting smoking a cigarette on the concrete steps outside the building. Going by the mound of butts between his feet, it seems he hasn’t moved in hours.

“You’re smoking too much,” says Antonia as she walks from the car that has doubled as a bed to the steps that have doubled as Mentor’s waiting room.

“My wife thinks the same. But it’s never the right moment to give up.”

“Why didn’t you wake me?”

“You know why. You’ve just come back from a long mission. And you haven’t slept all night.”

“We can’t waste any time.”

“When you don’t sleep, you get cranky and act like a spoiled brat.”

Antonia would have yelled and stamped her feet, but has slept enough simply to heave a loud sigh and bound up the steps. Beyond the glass door—which doesn’t even have a lock—is a chipped Formica reception desk, a linoleum floor, a waiting area with two armchairs that are losing their stuffing, and several magazines on aggregates. These include the current issue of the industry’s official publication with a feature titled “Everything You Need to Know About Silica Sand!”

“ID, please,” says the young man behind the counter.

Antonia looks wearily at Mentor, who shrugs.

“The kid is new.”

“The kid is doing as he’s told,” the young man retorts.

“I can’t waive the rules. Besides, you haven’t been here for a while. He needs to know that you’re you.”

Antonia nods and walks over to what looks like the grubby, taped-up casing of a webcam that was already out of date before Zuckerberg founded Facebook.

Inside it, of course, is a new-generation retinal scan that causes the screen concealed behind the counter to beep.

“Good to go, sir.”

“Thank you. Come along, Scott,” Mentor says, motioning toward a metal door. She looks at it, but doesn’t move.

“Are you through lecturing me?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

With an irritated frown, Antonia follows Mentor to the door. It unlocks with a buzz, but when Mentor pulls on the handle, Antonia prevents him from opening it.

“You let me sleep in the car for four hours. And then that business at the entrance. You’re obviously trying to tell me something.”

“We’ve missed you, Scott, we really have.”

“It would save time if you just tell me what it is.”

Mentor purses his lips, trying to summon his patience.

“The message is you’re not alone in this, and we need to exercise more caution than ever.”

“Message received. Now, if you don’t mind, we need to start searching for Jon Gutiérrez.”

“What do you think we’ve been doing while you were asleep?” says Mentor, finally opening the door.

Stepping inside, Antonia holds her breath. She had almost forgotten how impressive the place was.

Almost, because Antonia doesn’t forget anything.
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HEADQUARTERS

The shabby reception area with its nineties furniture gives way to a bright, open space. Powerful 1,250-watt lamps hang from the six-meter-high ceilings. The lights illuminate a series of interconnected concrete structures fixed to the floor with steel girders, a miniature village. An area near the entrance serves to park the customized Audi A8s. Of the four spaces, only one is occupied. On the others, someone has taped DIN A3 photographs of successive car wrecks.

When she sees the photos, Antonia allows herself a smirk. Her gesture doesn’t escape Mentor.

“It’s no laughing matter. In less than twelve months, you’ve flushed three hundred thousand euros down the drain.”

“Only a hundred thousand of that was me. The other two you can charge to Jon.”

“I’m having second thoughts about rescuing him.”

The first concrete module they pass is a cube-shaped structure with one enormous window. The interior is dark, but Antonia doesn’t need light to know what is inside. She can recall every last centimeter of the training room. And they aren’t happy memories.

She turns away and quickens her step. Stationed outside Dr. Aguado’s laboratory is the MobLab, and beyond it is the meeting room block. It’s a large, open space with a long table in the center and a dozen thirty-inch screens fixed to the wall.

Not a single minute or drop of paint has been spent on sprucing up the Red Queen project’s headquarters. It contains nothing that isn’t functional and doesn’t look as if it came from the Blade Runner hardware store. Maybe that’s why Antonia finds it so beautiful.

And yet she hasn’t set foot in this meeting room for close to four years.

Mentor steps aside to let her by, but when he sees the look in her eyes and her clenched fists, he hesitates.

“When you’re ready, Scott.”

That doesn’t seem likely to be soon.

Antonia’s pulse is racing, her breathing shallow. Now that Jon needs her, she is panic-stricken. Or perhaps she is letting the panic take over because she has run out of excuses.

After all these years fleeing who she is, what she is capable of, reality has finally caught up with her. Antonia is a black belt in self-deception, but even she can acknowledge that she is torn between a desire to be back in this room and her fear of it.

Even though it’s not a good idea.

Even though the man to whom she swore never to enter it again is lying in a funeral parlor with no one to watch over him.

Even though a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach tells her she should turn and flee this concrete cage. The place that changed her forever into something infinitely superior, infinitely more hateful.

Then she looks through the open door and sees that all the screens have combined to form a single fragmented image. Inspector Jon Gutiérrez’s face. His wavy hair with reddish tints, and his bushy salt-and-pepper beard. His dictionary-size square jaw. His eyes blinking in the camera flash.

Even in her agitated state, Antonia sees through Mentor’s dirty trick. His ability to manipulate her infuriates her.

“Take your time,” Mentor whispers in her ear.

Antonia opens her mouth to speak, but he leans in and cuts her off. His lips are practically touching her. His warm, acrid smoker’s breath makes her skin crawl.

“If you’re about to tell me you can’t, don’t bother. Whatever’s going on in your head, get over it. I gave you a night to make your family safe and a morning to rest. But that’s all. Because the man whose face you’re looking at has saved your life more times than you can count.”

Hearing this, Antonia is seized by a sudden conviction.

The heaviness in her chest lifts, her breathing slows. The monkeys in her head screech a little more softly. The beauty of convictions is that they offer us some relief.

Antonia lets out the breath she has been holding in and turns to Mentor.

“I can.”

“That’s my girl.”

“You don’t understand. I can count them. Seven times,” says Antonia, entering the room.
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A QUESTION

When she sees Antonia enter, Dr. Aguado stands up. Long eyelashes, faded makeup, a nose piercing, and a mischievous, languid look in her eyes. Currently with a glint of fear in them.

“I can’t tell you how sorry I am . . .”

Aguado pauses, because in fact she has no idea where to begin. Antonia nods respectfully. She is glad to see her there.

“Let’s get to work.”

“Of course. Oh, I nearly forgot,” the doctor says, holding out a glass of water and a small plastic beaker containing a red capsule.

Antonia shakes her head, trying not to steal a glance at the beaker.

Aguado looks inquiringly at Mentor, but he frowns at her, and she whisks the capsule away. Only then does Antonia sit down, in her favorite place, opposite the screens. As she pulls herself up to the table, the castors on the Aeron chair (the smallest size, so her legs don’t dangle) make a familiar scraping noise on the concrete.

“What do we have?”

“All this,” Mentor says, indicating the table in front of her.

The glass top of the table is covered with dozens of reports and photographs. Antonia leans forward to rest her elbows on the surface and scans each of the documents. Fifty seconds later, she looks up again.

“In other words, nothing.”

“The license plate was false, but you already know that.”

“The same number as the one on the vehicle in which the real Sandra Fajardo committed suicide,” Aguado interjects.

“A sick joke, Scott?”

“She’s leaving us her signature. As if it wasn’t everywhere.”

Antonia can’t forget the way she stopped to wave at her before climbing aboard the van that took Jon. An elegant woman with a friendly face.

A friendly face only she has seen.

“No CCTV? A traffic camera? Anything?”

Mentor shakes his head. Antonia already knows the answer to her question. If there were, it would be on the table in front of her.

“We can make an e-fit from your description and within thirty minutes have it broadcast on every news channel. But . . .”

“But,” Antonia says, banging the table out of frustration.

While Sandra is holding Jon Gutiérrez captive, they can’t make that kind of move. There is very little they can do.

“I’ve sent the entire team to the Usera neighborhood to hunt for the van. Including the six rookies the National Police give us for backup, the IT team . . .”

“Even my own assistant,” Aguado cuts in.

“They’re driving around in unmarked cars asking people if they’ve seen the van.”

“It’s a pretty long shot.”

“It’s all we have, Scott. We have no photos of Fajardo, no clues, nothing. Just a dead traffic cop and another in the hospital under sedation.”

The two police officers who tried to detain the Mercedes before it crossed the Manzanares River. They were told not to intervene. They were after a medal and received a hail of bullets instead.

“You’ve seen the ballistics report,” says Aguado, pointing to the document in front of Antonia.

“Yes, 5.56 × 45 NATO cartridges,” Antonia replies without looking. “Very common. Practically every soldier in the EU has been issued with them at some point in the past few decades. Not to mention thousands of police officers.”

A chafing sound breaks the ensuing silence. Aguado and Mentor watch as Antonia’s left hand starts to tremble again, brushing the papers.

Aguado reaches into her pocket for the box where she has put Antonia’s red pill. Mentor raises his eyebrows slightly and very slowly shakes his head.

Antonia finally seems to notice the tremor and traps her wrist with her right hand. Her lips murmur a lie.

“I’m fine.”

In response to a question no one asked.

Then, in a louder voice:

“We’re wasting time. None of this will help us find Jon,” she says, pushing the useless documents toward the center of the table, away from her twitching fingers.

“Do you have a better idea?” says Mentor.

“We need to understand what’s going on. You need to tell me why you went to Brussels.”

WHAT HAPPENED IN BRUSSELS

Mentor gives in to Antonia’s request and gestures to Aguado, who sends a signal to the screens from her laptop.

“This happened nine days ago. While you and Inspector Gutiérrez were on your way to Málaga, to search for Lola Moreno.”

The images show a luxury hotel room. A naked man on a super king-size bed. The sheets are crumpled. The body is covered in stab wounds. There are two pairs of feet in the photograph. Those sticking out over the edge of the bed that belong to the stab victim and those dangling a few inches above it. The next photo shows the owner of the second pair. He is hanging from the ceiling fan, eyes bulging from their sockets, face contorted, tongue poking out from between his teeth.

“It’s England,” says Antonia.

“How can you tell? I doubt his own mother would recognize him.”

“It wasn’t him I recognized. It was the make of ceiling fan,” she says, pointing to the tiny symbol at the bottom of the fan. “They only sell that model in the UK.”

“Callum Davis, our Red Queen in England,” Mentor confirms, pointing to the hanged man. “And his shield bearer, Rhys Byrne.”

“Lovers?”

“Scott, you know that’s strictly forbidden.”

“That doesn’t . . .”

“Yes, it does answer your question, in fact. And yes, they were. Not openly, but there aren’t many secrets within our teams,” Mentor says, looking pointedly at her.

Antonia is trying hard and failing to avert her eyes from the bulge the pillbox is making in Dr. Aguado’s lab coat pocket.

“Callum and Rhys were on a rather dangerous mission. One involving a Glasgow-based diamond-smuggling ring, hardened criminals with links to the Mafia. We assumed they were the ones who did this.”

“Forensics examined the scene,” Aguado cuts in, “and discovered the truth was much worse.”

Antonia gets to her feet and walks over to the image of her English colleague, eyes narrowed. She makes a repetitive upward motion with her arm, does some mental arithmetic, then looks again.

“Callum killed his shield bearer and then hanged himself.”

“How on . . . ?”

“The blood-spatter pattern on his shirt. An almost perfect semicircle surrounded by several smaller ones. That could only happen if Callum was wielding the knife.”

Aguado coughs awkwardly and looks at Mentor.

“You’re right,” says Mentor. “It took us slightly longer to get there, Scott. The knife wasn’t at the crime scene. It turned up a few hours later on the hotel grounds. But by that time, all hell had broken loose.”

Fresh images appear on the screens. They show an Audi A8 parked up on a sidewalk in a residential area. This time, Antonia doesn’t need to guess. The words on the red-and-white tape, POLITIE, NIET BETREDEN, save her the trouble.

One of the screens begins to show a video taken on a cell phone. They see a dead woman in the Audi’s passenger seat. She is dressed in a matching gray jacket and pencil skirt. The entrance wound is small, the size of a coin. By contrast, the damage the bullet has inflicted on exiting is enormous. The window is an abstract painting. A composition in red with a spider crack at the center, where the woman’s skull has scratched the glass without shattering it.

“Lotte Janssen, our Dutch Red Queen. The car was found outside her home in Rotterdam. They arrested her shield bearer less than two blocks away. He was wandering the streets in a catatonic state, still clutching the gun.”

“That’s when you realized something was wrong.”

“A queen kills his shield bearer. A shield bearer kills his queen. All within the space of a few hours. Yes, even we mortals managed to put two and two together, Scott.”

“Don’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“Play Jon’s role. It doesn’t suit you.”

Mentor plucks a cigarette from his pocket and lights it.

“I miss him, too, Scott. But we have to be prepared for the worst.”

Antonia mulls this over for a few seconds. And then responds the only way she can.

“No.”

“The possibilities . . . ,” Aguado starts to say.

“What did you do when you found out about Holland?”

“We assembled all the team leaders for a meeting in Brussels. We were aware something was going on, but we had no intel. There were raised voices, and things got very tense. We were experiencing our very own 9/11. Nobody knew what to do. We had the Dutch shield bearer in custody, but he hadn’t uttered a single word. And then . . .”

Mentor falls silent and lowers his head. Aguado averts her gaze.

“Then there was another attack,” whispers Antonia.

A photo appears on the screen. Amid the smoke and rubble, Antonia makes out an ornate piece of masonry, stone carvings of saints, a door embossed with bronze. Art isn’t her forte, still less Gothic art, and she doesn’t recognize it right away. But eventually, she is able to connect what she is seeing to an old memory from school. A dull Friday-afternoon lesson in the drowsy late-spring heat in Barcelona. The classroom shutters are drawn, and the projector is showing an image of a twelfth-century German cathedral.

“Cologne.”

“There was an explosion,” says Mentor. “Two dead. Six seriously injured.”

“The dead were . . .”

“I know who they were, Doctor.”

Antonia looks as if she might burst into tears. Or possibly start a fistfight with someone. It’s impossible to say which.

“They’re hunting us down, one by one,” she says, her voice choking with rage. “Everyone associated with the Red Queen project. Five dead in one day. England, Holland, Germany. What about the others?”

“The Dutch shield bearer is still being held by the police. The French one, Isabelle Bourdeau, is missing, together with her queen. Paola Dicanti and her queen were heading to a safe house in Florence, but we lost contact with them last night, we believe of their own accord.”

Mentor takes a lengthy pause. He massages his forehead with his fingertips, as if trying to summon information or to chase away his despair. It doesn’t seem to do much good.

“That’s all I know,” he concludes.

“No, it’s not.”

Puzzled, Mentor straightens up.

“I’ve told you everything I . . .”
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