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          Benjamin

        

      

    

    
      Monday 4 June, 5am – somewhere in Catalonia.

      

      Light gusts of wind, a distant police siren and a chorus of chirping crickets helped Benjamin to recover consciousness. Flat on his back and gazing upwards, his eyes slowly adjusted to a starlit sky that looked like remote pinpricks, but with a silver-white moon providing enough light to see by.

      He hadn’t a clue where he was at first; his head throbbed like hell, and he could feel a lump at the back of his skull. When he pulled his fingers away and saw the blood, he nearly passed out again, so he shut his eyes and rubbed his fingers against the side of his shoe and on the hem of his khaki pants, anything to wipe away the red stain. The pain was intense. He was spinning, but he could still make out the bloated figure on the ground, about fifteen metres away near a row of parked vehicles. Benjamin called out, but it was more of a groan.

      ‘Hey, what happened?’

      No reply.

      ‘What happened?’

      Very slowly, he managed to stand, then staggered nearer to the motionless figure. There was a wide gash across the man’s bald scalp, which was glued to the ground in a sticky puddle of blood. A ball of cloth was wedged in his mouth. Benjamin immediately felt nauseated again. He crouched down, squinting to avoid sight of the bloody skull, then yanked the gag free from the man’s lifeless jaws. He reached for his wrist, searching for a sign of a pulse to see if there was anything he could do. There was nothing. He’d been talking to a corpse.

      Whatever frenzied attack had just taken place, he was thankful to have survived it himself. Glancing around, he finally realised he was at a service station, with the body lying away from the fuel pumps and shop – all closed. There was a van alongside, and a few other lorries and trucks parked nearby, but no one else was in sight.

      Benjamin checked his watch. It was just after 5am. He could recall pulling in here late last night, before midnight, carefully reversing into the carport area, with the vehicle’s boot tight against a barrier and impossible to break into. He’d grabbed his jacket and got out, locking the car behind him. He’d caught a faint glimpse of a van pulling away fast but had thought nothing more of it as he’d dashed across to the shop just before it closed, keeping his car in sight. He’d used the washroom and bought a sandwich, was opening it as he returned to his car, unlocking the door when the blow came, and then he was out cold.

      He could vaguely remember someone yelling before he’d been bludgeoned. He’d seen a word on the side of the van that had sped off, and something else – a piece of fabric – as he’d slumped to the ground. He rubbed his eyes. Whatever he’d seen, it had gone; but then something else nearby caught his eye. He reached to pick it up. It was a small, white button, like a shirt button. He peered at the body again, dressed in tracksuit bottoms and a bloodstained T-shirt. The button didn’t come from there. He put it in his pocket.

      Suddenly, he realised his car had gone – with the painting.

      Fuck. They’d stolen the painting.

      Benjamin didn’t lose paintings. He’d never lost a painting. What he did was track down art thieves and forgers and retrieve paintings.

      How many had there been – one, two thugs? They’d obviously waited for him to return to the vehicle, to get the keys out of his pocket to open the door. They’d taken the car, but it wasn’t even his, it was a hire car. It was the painting they’d targeted. Had the bastards then also savaged the figure on the ground? Why? Because he’d witnessed something?

      Benjamin looked around again. There’d be security, surely, possibly a CCTV camera, but then he saw that it was pointing towards the fuel pumps and not where he’d parked and been attacked, which was also too dark.

      He still had his jacket on, with his wallet and passport. He tugged out the wallet, wincing as he did. They hadn’t taken his money because they clearly just wanted the painting, but his phone? Shit, it was also in the car. Going through his pockets he found his airline boarding pass and a lecture leaflet from yesterday. Slowly, he started to recall the sequence of events, now fully aware of the critical situation he was in.

      He’d only been in Spain a few hours, but he was already stranded without his phone at a service station alongside a dead body in the early hours of the morning, and with the painting and his car stolen. He was in trouble. Big trouble.

      Whoever took the painting was also a killer. He had to find them and get the painting back, and the best way, in fact the only way to do that was to first find his car. He had to move, immediately. He looked down at his footprints in the blood alongside the disfigured corpse. He should not have touched it.
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          The Marqueses de Guíxols

        

      

    

    
      Nineteen hours earlier.

      Sunday 3 June, 10am – La Bisbal d’Empordà, Catalonia.

      

      The painting had been discovered on Sunday morning in an old trunk in a cellar at the country home of the Marquès and Marquesa de Guíxols, in the Baix Empordà region of Catalonia. On the outskirts of the old town of La Bisbal d’Empordà, seawards from Girona and a hundred-and-twenty kilometres northeast of Barcelona, the rambling masia house had been in the family for several generations.

      They found the trunk and then the painting while searching the cellar for some antique table linen for their daughter’s forthcoming wedding reception. After the housekeeper had helped to bring the trunk up to the main hall, Jaume, the Marquès de Guíxols, a tall, distinguished, silver-haired gentleman with half-moon spectacles and a ruddy, flushed complexion, carefully propped up the painting on an oval oak table to study it. By contrast, his petite wife, Montse, her taut features highlighted by wide, almond eyes, was barely able to control her excitement.

      ‘It’s beautiful,’ she said. ‘It’s exquisite. But is it genuine? And is it … is it ours? If we sell it quickly, we could clear the debt. We could give her the wedding she really wants.’

      Jaume keyed in some numbers on his phone to make a call. Waiting for a reply, he turned to his wife.

      ‘Montse,’ he said. ‘Look at the painting. What else do you see in it?’
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          Marcos Constantinos and Brigitte

        

      

    

    
      Sunday 3 June, 3pm – Hampstead, London.

      

      Marcos Constantinos sat waiting for a phone call, even though he didn’t possess his own phone. He didn’t own a car either. He cycled to and from his office each day on a foldable, eco-friendly bicycle, now propped up outside his self-sustaining, prefabricated pod. He liked to describe it as his ‘intelligent home’, and if homes had brains, then this one sure was a smart ass.

      It looked like an ugly, minimalist, white luminous sculpture. But it could capture and reuse rainwater, sink and shower water, and then heat all that water under the floors to warm the house, all on solar power. It was a home that apparently understood. It was big enough, with glass walls and steel frames that had saved countless forests, especially as the building industry consumed over fifty percent of the world’s natural resources – and how much space did one need to live in?

      Go-getting, goatee-bearded Constantinos was the owner of a multimillion-pound cosmetics empire founded on environmental, ethical and animal rights values. Always donating to green causes, he’d made his money from soaps and fragrances using vegetable ingredients, but had since launched ‘Cell Conscience’, a solar-powered cell phone. His kinky new squeeze, Brigitte, now appeared with the latest model, excited that it was ringing. It was her phone, not his. Marcos didn’t own one; he just wanted everyone else to.

      ‘Marcos,’ said Brigitte, offering him the phone. ‘They’re calling.’

      ‘I hardly know them,’ he said, hesitating. ‘Promise me it will be symbolic only.’

      ‘I promise,’ said Brigitte. Her eyes shone.

      Marcos sighed and took the handset.

      ‘Yes?’ he said. There was a pause. ‘When?’

      Brigitte was watching and he couldn’t resist her.

      ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘Do it. But no violence, you understand? The collective will cover any legal repercussions. Do it.’

      He switched the phone off and Brigitte undressed in front of him.

      ‘Come here,’ she said.

      At first Marcos didn’t obey.

      ‘Come. Here.’

      Marcos moved towards her.

      But then her phone started ringing again.
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          Benjamin and Sir Anthony Hughes

        

      

    

    
      Monday 4 June, 5am – somewhere in Catalonia.

      

      Benjamin Blake, forty-one, art detective, currently dressed in a battered corduroy jacket with bloodstained back collar, frayed polo shirt and khaki cargo pants, was … English. He was also peculiarly handsome with a kind, inquisitive face, often distracted and reckless yet still intellectually brilliant, but above all, English.

      With a passion for art, food and wine, he had a slight yet permanent frown that creased his forehead, making him look frequently baffled, and bushy hair that had a life of its own; currently also matted with blood at the back.

      Benjamin could be blunt, awkward and unpredictable, but not in a bad way; regardless of his quirkiness and flaws, he was well-intentioned, considerate and selfless. He didn’t want to hurt anyone’s feelings, even though it meant battling a deep rebellious nature that was pushing to rise up against his innate sense of courtesy.

      Despite his gentle looks, he possessed a gritty, inner toughness, hardened over the years by threats from the criminal underworld of stolen and forged art. Keen to appear calm and composed, even if he wasn’t, his tenacious character and quick-witted intuition had helped him to survive several lethal encounters up to now … but only just.

      Benjamin’s impressive art historian’s résumé was complemented by a PhD in forensic science, with a specialism in counterfeit criminology in the arts. Since starting his own art loss detective agency, however, he’d moved on from purely analysing works of art using forensic science in the laboratory. He was now regularly called upon to investigate art crime – be it theft, forgery, looting, illicit trade or smuggling – and he’d become an expert in developing criminological and psychological profiles to better understand the art thief or master forger.

      It went further, too, because Benjamin believed that by viewing any crime scene as a work of art, the forensic scientist could become the connoisseur, evaluating the entire scene to draw conclusions from often overlooked details, clues or traces. For Benjamin, investigating a crime scene was an art, not a science.

      But there was an issue. Or rather, Benjamin had an issue. Several issues, in fact … and not just because his wife had also recently filed for a divorce.

      A man of few words, he faced the daily paradox of working in the art world while being unable to stomach the aloofness of the art Establishment itself.

      Art had to be freely available for everyone, as far as Benjamin was concerned, and there had to be equal opportunities for anyone wanting to study or work in art.

      He abhorred bullies, cronyism, snobbery, the self-serving elite and the super-rich (especially if uncharitable), and he had little time for the many pompous and patronising figures he encountered, even though some of them eventually became his clients.

      With his unorthodox and maverick attitude towards bureaucracy, protocol and authority, he sometimes found himself in precarious situations through a combination of circumstance, haplessness and rash decisions. It meant that things didn’t always go the right way for Benjamin; but when they didn’t, he had a stubborn if also perilous determination to put them right.

      

      Right now, stranded at a service station in Catalonia with the painting and his car stolen, he knew he’d also suffered concussion because every so often things appeared in slow-motion. He wasn’t sure if he was confusing the real with the surreal, and if it was partly due to the double images of the painting that kept swirling in his brain, or if it was something he’d seen before he was attacked … something on the ground.

      His head was still throbbing incessantly. He felt he had punch-drunk syndrome, and it dawned on him that whoever attacked him had really tried to kill him. Inflicting injury to the head was one of the most effective methods of homicide; maximum damage with minimum effort. Someone knew exactly what they were doing when they’d struck him, and he was lucky to have survived. Unlike the poor bastard lying nearby.

      Just hours ago, he’d been sworn to secrecy about the painting, and he had no choice but to keep his word. He now had to retrieve it without fail, if it hadn’t already been bartered for something else. He started to piece together his whereabouts prior to arriving in Spain last night, trying to fathom out who else knew that he’d put it in the boot of his hire car …
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        * * *

      

      Sixteen hours earlier.

      Sunday 3 June, 12.30pm – Norfolk, England.

      

      Benjamin had been participating in a brunch lecture in the Sainsbury Centre at the University of East Anglia in Norfolk, when he switched his phone back on and immediately received two calls.

      The first was from Walter Postlethwaite, his divorce lawyer, or at least the chap he’d appointed to try and defend him against the far-fetched demands of his soon-to-be ex-wife’s lawyers. The divorce hadn’t been Benjamin’s idea or, he believed, his making, but the sooner Walter reached some sort of an agreement on his behalf, the happier he would be.

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

      Benjamin knew only one Walter, and one was enough. Walter clearly didn’t realise that his full name might be logged in Benjamin’s phone contacts, either, as he still announced himself every time he called.

      ‘Hello again, Walter,’ said Benjamin, as Walter had been calling rather a lot. Before he could explain why he was calling this time, Benjamin was already making his excuses. ‘It’s not the best moment, to be honest, Walter,’ he said. ‘I’ve only just finished a –’

      ‘You remember I have the meeting with your wife’s team tomorrow at noon?’

      Benjamin winced at the ‘team’ reference. It was his wife’s Champions League team of unreasonable and exorbitant lawyers against non-league Walter, a one-man band. Benjamin wanted to help, but Walter’s timing was appalling.

      ‘Yes, but it’s not a great time to talk right now,’ said Benjamin. ‘I’m in Norwich. I’m also hoping to see my daughter this evening, to discuss it all with her, so it would be better to chat first thing tomorrow morning, perhaps –’

      ‘Okay, but –’

      ‘Okay, thanks, Walter, that’s great, speak tomorrow, bye.’

      Benjamin cut him off, then immediately felt guilty about it.

      Just seconds later, Anthony Hughes called.

      He started the call abruptly with: ‘I presume you have that passport with you.’ Cold, business-like, not even a hello or an introduction. The opposite to dear old Walter.

      When Benjamin didn’t reply, he said, ‘Is that Blake? It’s Hughes. Anthony.’

      Hughes was the chairman of Sotheby’s worldwide and it was actually ‘Sir’ Anthony, but Benjamin avoided the term. He’d met him only once but spoken to him several times, having been sent on assignments for Sotheby’s in the past. He was another one of those prominent yet condescending types, but also an important client.

      ‘Anthony –’ said Benjamin.

      ‘I’ve been trying to speak to you for nearly an hour. Do you have that passport?’ Hughes insisted.

      Benjamin did. He always did. After arriving back in London late on Friday from Florida, where he’d been advising and finally dismissing as a forgery a painting at auction, initially believed to have been on the FBI’s National Stolen Art File, he’d headed to the tiny flat he was renting short-term in Clapham and then slept most of Saturday.

      He’d planned the day-trip event to the university in Norfolk on Sunday to also catch up with his daughter, Sophie, a promising young singer, and to take her for a drink or dinner if she wasn’t rehearsing, before grabbing the last train back to London. Even though he hadn’t brought an overnight bag or his laptop, he still had a small backpack stuffed with some notebooks and a passport. Assignments could crop up anywhere in the world and at any time.

      ‘Of course,’ he said, but then his phone bleeped.

      ‘Can you hear me?’

      ‘Yes, but I think my battery’s running low –’

      ‘Let’s get straight to the point then,’ Hughes said.

      ‘Let’s.’

      ‘A painting, possibly a priceless Dalí, has been discovered just outside Barcelona by an old friend of mine. I want you over there immediately to see if it’s genuine.’

      Benjamin hesitated. It wasn’t that he didn’t provide an appraisal service, but he preferred the more lucrative and secret assignments working for Scotland Yard’s Art and Antiques Unit, or for Interpol on international stolen or forged art cases, even though it often dragged him further into that vicious criminal underworld. Insurance companies that monitored the art theft databases run by the FBI or the International Foundation for Art Research paid him far more than private collectors, curators or auction houses.

      He also felt inclined to remind Hughes that they’d been forging Salvador Dalí lithographs for years, and that he wouldn’t need to go to Barcelona to authenticate anything. All they had to do was email him some good quality photos of the front and back, the signature, the dimensions and any other relevant documents, like the original invoice for the print –

      ‘It’s not a lithograph,’ Hughes snapped. He went on to say that his friend was the Marquès de Guíxols and that the painting was oil on canvas. ‘I’m also calling you as I understand the work could be a study for a painting that you know very well, the hallucinating bullfighter or something –’

      ‘Excuse me?’ said Benjamin. ‘The Hallucinogenic Toreador? Yes, I did a thesis on it, and it’s included in the current series of talks about deceptions and discoveries that I’ve been invited to take part in. He glanced down at an image of the painting on his lecture leaflet while Hughes was talking to him. ‘But it’s impossible that there’s another study.’

      Hughes wasn’t listening. Instead, he told Benjamin that he needed a specialist in Barcelona before the Marquès approached anyone else, and that he, Benjamin, was going. Not only that, but he wanted him there ‘incognito’.

      ‘When?’ Benjamin asked, hearing Hughes mumbling to someone else.

      ‘Now,’ came the reply. ‘Since I’ve got hold of you, we’ve confirmed a flight for this afternoon. Don’t let me down, there’s little time. The Marquès has some financial and personal issues and he’s not even sure the painting is his yet, so it’s very delicate. He doesn’t want anyone to know. If others get wind of the fact that you’re meeting him then they’ll all be sniffing around. He’ll want to sell it quickly and privately, and I’ve offered to assist him. Total confidentiality is crucial, you understand? A flight’s been booked from Stansted to Girona using your agency details. Best we could do. Finding a hotel was tricky because of the summit but my PA has booked you in somewhere. Hang on, I’ll pass you over –’

      A minute later and Benjamin had scribbled down the flight reference and hotel details, as well as the Marquès de Guíxols’ address and phone number on the back of the lecture leaflet, all from a text message that he received, just before his phone went dead. It was already 1.15pm, with the flight leaving at 5.15pm.

      

      Due to roadworks and diversions, he eventually made it to Stansted just an hour before the flight was due to depart. Unable to recharge his phone in the taxi, he had to pay extra at the Ryanair desk for not checking in online, or having a digital or printed boarding pass, which wasn’t a great start.

      Many people assumed that his international art assignments involved private jets, helicopters, a yacht, a jet-ski, endless dry martinis, a luxury hotel and a chauffeur at each airport greeting him with something like, ‘Welcome to Berlin, Mr. Blake’ – but it wasn’t like that at all. Nothing was glamorous in his job, and chaos usually followed wherever he went. Danger, too. There was always danger.

      Once through security, he rushed to buy a European plug adapter for his phone charger, exchanged a wad of sterling into euros, and then sprinted towards the departure gate – conscious that Sotheby’s had booked him a hotel but not a return flight. Sure, he had a passport, driving licence, credit cards and cash, but he had nothing else at all, no toiletries, no change of clothes, just his jacket over a polo shirt and the small backpack of notebooks.

      He was certain the job wouldn’t take long, anyway. It often took less than two minutes to dismiss a painting, as most discoveries turned out to be fakes. He used ‘image, location, time’ as his strategy for authentication; most art failed the image test, without having to worry about the location of its discovery, or the date and time period of its creation.

      On the flight, he mulled over the call from Anthony Hughes. If his client had wanted a simple appraisal, he could have called the Salvador Dalí Foundation in Figueres, north of Barcelona, although it would have hindered any hope of a quick and discreet sale, if it was genuine. Benjamin had a good enough relationship with the Dalí Foundation, and he’d advised them on several fakes in circulation in the past. There was an elderly specialist he’d met in Figueres, too, years back when he’d been doing a thesis – Conso Puig was her name – and they’d kept in touch.

      His flight touched down at Girona-Costa Brava Airport at precisely 8.15pm, local time. With no baggage to collect, he unwrapped his plug adapter and found somewhere near the car rental desks to start recharging his phone, then paid cash to hire a modest VW Polo for two days.

      Once his phone was showing signs of life, he checked his scribbled notes on the lecture leaflet and then keyed in the address of the Marquès de Guíxols on Google maps. It was about a forty-minute drive from Girona airport, heading east towards La Bisbal d’Empordà. His hotel was in Barcelona, about an hour away, south. No time to lose, Hughes had insisted, so Benjamin decided to visit the Marquès immediately, to view the painting and then locate his hotel later. At least that was the plan.
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        * * *

      

      Nine hours later.

      Monday 4 June, 5.15am – somewhere in Catalonia.

      

      Benjamin realised that he was now back near Girona airport. From the service station, he could see a radar and control tower in the distance across the fields, and even at this early hour planes were already taking off.

      He’d pulled in here last night, after visiting the Marquès. Someone must have followed him, knowing he had the painting in the boot of the car, and that he was taking it to Barcelona for further examination. There were only four people who knew that – the Marquès, his wife, two staff members, and possibly Hughes. Did one of them really have him targeted? He would need to find out, but he had to move fast.

      Suddenly, lights started to flicker across the fuel pumps, and a light went on in the shop. Moments later, Benjamin was banging on the window.
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          Elena

        

      

    

    
      Sunday 3 June, 8pm – city of Girona, northeast of Barcelona.

      

      Elena Carmona signalled to her father to turn down the volume on the TV in her cramped apartment on the east side of Girona. Despite the open window and a fan rotating slowly in the corner of the room, her T-shirt still felt glued to her skin. Neighbours could be heard shouting, dogs were barking outside, a baby was crying, and reggaeton was blaring from a car. It was a deprived neighbourhood, but not as bad as the one she and her brother had been brought up in and which her father, Diego, still refused to move from, even since her mother died.

      Dressed in boxer shorts and a vest, Diego was only staying with her now, temporarily, because he was unable to look after himself. His right foot was in plaster after a bad fall, and it was currently propped up on a low table in front of Elena’s TV, with his crutches lying on the floor beside him. A sixty-four-year-old taxi driver, the foot fracture meant he couldn’t work, and he needed to, despite Elena and her brother taking it in turns to drive the taxi and keep some cash coming in.

      Diego had spent forty years as a labourer, barman and farm worker, whenever he could find work, before finally saving enough to acquire his own taxi. Like hundreds of thousands of Spaniards who’d moved from the poor west and south to the industrialised northern cities in the late 1970s, Diego’s own parents of Romany origin – persecuted and harassed under the Franco regime – had finally brought him from Andalusia to Girona when Spain was in transition from a dictatorship. With the cities unable to accommodate the inﬂux of migrants, Diego had been brought up in a dilapidated district on the edge of Girona, an area of social exclusion but where his roots still firmly and proudly remained.

      Elena, thirty-one and streetwise, had always juggled several jobs, too, whenever she could find the work. Fiery, olive-skinned, stunning, with sleek, jet-black wavy hair, cut short at the back in a French bob, her eyes literally sparkled, yet she was also often snappy and on edge, and even more so this evening.

      She was working on her laptop in the corner of the room, with one eye on the Twitter newsfeed while calling someone on her cell phone. She needed her father to turn down the TV news about the G20 and UN Climate Change Conference starting in Barcelona, not only because she couldn’t hear herself think but because she also hated the way they were reporting on it all.

      For the last year, Elena had gone back to studying, to further improve her English and finally kickstart a proper career with a qualification in journalism, initially specialising in sports journalism – periodismo deportivo – her passion.

      She’d made the decision to restart her life just before her thirtieth birthday, soon after losing her mother. She’d wanted to put the clubbing, failed relationships and other issues behind her. There were boyfriends she regretted, cute yet stupid guys, but then there’d also been an assault that had left her emotionally scarred, mainly because the police refused to believe her side of the story or take things further – and she knew why. It was one of the reasons she’d wanted to learn journalism: to eventually expose hypocrisy, cover-ups, corruption and the chauvinistic bastards in authority who’d treated her the way they’d treated her. But first she had to learn the ropes, and she’d chosen sports journalism.

      A few years ago, she was fit, very fit, running half-marathons, playing volleyball and padel, even kickboxing. She was still in great shape, but instead of taking part in competitive sports, she planned to report on them instead.

      She’d paid for the two-year course by registering with a temp agency specialising in bar, catering and hotel work, and she’d been regularly employed whenever it fitted in with her study hours. She was the oldest on the course, and her overall assessment would be based on all the essays and audiovisual assignments to date, as well as the final media dissertation due next month. She was anxious to finish it on time and there was still much to do. In the meantime, she’d been approaching online newspapers in Spain with some articles related to the climate conference, in the hope of getting some byline credits to add to her portfolio.

      ‘Hi, it’s Elena Carmona …’

      She was speaking on the phone now, seeing that Diego had finally worked out how to use the remote control to mute the volume on the TV.

      ‘We spoke on Thursday, and you asked me to email the piece over, which I did. So, have you read it and are you going to use it?’

      Silence filled the room. Diego gazed across at her as she listened to the reply from the other end of the line.

      ‘Yes, I know it’s Sunday evening,’ she said, ‘but the G20 starts in thirty-six hours.’

      Silence.

      ‘No, it was about climate emissions from the agricultural sector, reducing meat consumption to cut greenhouse gas emissions, and very relevant at the moment with Spain’s track record on factory farming.’

      Another silence.

      ‘Well, I emailed it, can you check? No, I can wait. No ... I’ll wait. No. I said I’ll wait. You can check while talking to me, no? What? It was a thousand words. Well, it’s relevant now, today, but it might not be in a few days, so I need to know if you’re going to use it, or I’ll take it elsewhere. What? Why didn’t you tell me that on Thursday? You could have –’

      Elena was cut off. She stared at her phone.

      ‘Go to hell,’ she shouted. ‘Dickhead.’

      Diego shook his head and turned up the TV again.

      Elena jumped up, cursing, and then called another number as she went across to her kitchenette to prepare some food for her father, with the phone pinned to her ear by the shoulder.

      ‘Yes, it’s Elena Carmona,’ she was soon saying. ‘If you remember I sent an email with my article about factory farming in Spain in light of the key issues at the climate conference. No, it’s not unsolicited. We spoke last week, and you said send it in. Have you had a chance to read it yet?’

      There was a short silence, then: ‘I’ve never seen anything on your site about factory farming.’

      Silence.

      ‘Well, if he’s your climate change correspondent then he should have looked at the issue –’

      Silence again.

      ‘Qualified to know? What do you mean he’s more qualified to know? What do you mean by that? Qualified in what sense? Qualified because he’s a man?’

      It wasn’t long before Elena had banged a saucepan down hard on the counter and tossed her phone to one side.

      ‘Bastard.’

      She knew deep down that she wasn’t as qualified as others to write about climate issues, but she couldn’t stand being patronised, and always by male editors. Throughout the course, she’d had to put up with a macho lecturer who’d kept flirting with her, while repeatedly telling her that she had the looks to be a TV sports presenter. The jerk. She hated that. Hated it. Sure, she’d love to report at major sporting events, but she didn’t want to be there for any looks. She didn’t want to be anywhere for her looks. If anyone else ever tried that line on her, she’d probably kill them. Her looks had let her down badly in the past. They’d got her into situations she didn’t feel comfortable with. Why was that?

      She continued to prepare some food for her father and checked her phone for messages from her brother. There was nothing. He was as unreliable as ever.

      ‘Hey, papi,’ she called over to her father. ‘Did Pablo confirm he’s okay for the taxi shift from 6am?’

      Diego didn’t reply.

      ‘Papi?’
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          Benjamin

        

      

    

    
      Monday 4 June, 5.30am – near Girona-Costa Brava Airport, Catalonia.

      

      ‘Internet?’ Benjamin called through the glass.

      He was banging on the window of the service station shop because the shop itself was still closed. There was a stocky, dark, middle-aged man inside, with a beard fading to white. He was mopping the floor. Had he driven here? Benjamin hadn’t seen the headlights of any vehicle arrive. Had he walked here? It wasn’t yet dawn, but the air was already warm and balmy, with the symphony of chirping crickets still reverberating from the surrounding trees and hedgerow.

      ‘Internet?’ he called through the glass again.

      The man inside shook his head and waved him away.

      ‘No, listen, please,’ Benjamin shouted, with more urgency. ‘I need to get online. I need to use a phone or a computer.’

      The man now waved aggressively and shouted back in Spanish through the glass.

      ‘Vete a la mierda, cabrón! Me cago en tu puta madre!’

      Benjamin could guess from the tone and twisted body language of the man with the mop and bucket that he wasn’t shouting anything very pleasant or friendly back through the glass, but he had no idea that he was being told to run along and fuck himself, or that in a purely literal sense, his elderly mother was at risk of being shat upon.

      What he did know was that he had to inform someone about the dead body, although he had no intention of calling the Spanish police and waiting for them to arrive. He’d be detained while he explained what he was doing here, and the last thing he should do was report a lost painting. It would affect his undercover work, his clients would never take him seriously again, and anything the police might do, he could do himself.

      Whoever stole the painting and attacked him must have also been responsible for splitting open the skull on that corpse. He’d find the painting by finding the hitman. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d had to track down a killer.

      He had no intention of calling Anthony Hughes or the Marquès de Guíxols, either. He simply couldn’t tell them that he’d lost the painting. Also, if, just if he’d been targeted by either of them, then it would hardly help matters if he suddenly called to announce that he was still breathing.

      He was certain, however, that the Marquès and his wife hadn’t ordered someone to follow him. Why target their own painting? Last night, the old aristocrat had almost been threatening Benjamin to authenticate it urgently, which is why he’d insisted on him taking the painting to Barcelona for further examination. He’d go stark raving mad if he knew it had been stolen, whether it was genuine or not. And what if it was genuine?

      Benjamin hadn’t wanted to admit that there was a slight chance that it could be genuine, not with the aristocrat’s threatening tone, but he now shuddered at the thought of losing a canvas that could be worth a fortune. As for the Marqueses’ housekeeper and maid, they appeared to hold some sort of grudge against their employees, and they also knew he’d put the painting in the boot of the car. But who else? The corpse? Who was it? Had he followed him and then been attacked himself? If so, who had the painting now? Benjamin had to move, he had to immediately locate his car, and there was only one chance he had to do so …

      ‘I need Internet,’ he shouted through the glass, much louder now, but the man started waving aggressively again and yelling back in Spanish.

      ‘Vete a la mierda, cabrón!’

      It didn’t sound good. Benjamin briefly considered his options. Smash the glass, smash the whole shop window, and then demand access to the man’s phone, if he had one, or the shop’s computer, if there was one. Not the most sensible idea. The man would retaliate, it would set off an alarm, the police would surely arrive, and Benjamin would be taken away and possibly held as a suspect for the body in the carport area.

      ‘Right,’ said Benjamin, as if in response to his own thoughts. ‘I’m going to leave, then, okay?’

      The man glared at him through the glass.

      ‘But you need to call someone,’ said Benjamin. ‘It’s because over there – look – there’s a body. It’s way over there …’ He pointed. It was all he could do.

      The man continued to simply glare at him.

      ‘Airport? Walking?’ Benjamin tried. He stretched his arms out wide, and then swayed from side to side to make them look like the wings of a plane, but it made him feel dizzier. He then used his fingers to indicate someone walking.

      This time the man pointed towards a gate across the forecourt, shouting back through the glass in Spanish again.

      ‘Joder, vete de una vez!’

      It was time to leave.

      Benjamin could see the illuminated runway lights across the field as he pushed through the gate and staggered along the grass verge down towards the airport. He had no time to lose to get online.
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          Séverin and Jürgen

        

      

    

    
      Monday 4 June, 5.45am – central Barcelona.

      

      Séverin enjoyed hurting and killing people, if they deserved it. It was as simple as that. He was paid to do it, too, which made it even more enjoyable.

      His propensity for violence and a lack of any remorse started when he was just nine years old. Teased at his French school for being ugly and monstrously oversized for his age, Séverin learnt how to defend himself by becoming a callous bully.

      Because his mother had an allergy, Séverin’s parents never allowed him to have a pet. Other kids taunted him, telling him it was because he was a future serial killer. All serial killers harm animals at an early age, they said, and that’s why his parents wouldn’t let him near animals. He retaliated by turning violent towards anyone who did hurt animals.

      Witnessing a classmate throw a stone at a cat, he beat the kid so hard that he lost permanent sight in one eye, and no one ever questioned or teased Séverin again. He’d beaten him senseless because he believed he was doing the right thing; he was proud of it. From then on, he made temporary friends by agreeing to belt anyone who they said deserved it, and the pride in doing so stayed with him forever.

      Progressing from school bully to a professional bruiser and savage debt-collector around Marseille in France, combined with part-time jobs as a labourer and gardener, his big break in finding his true vocation as a hitman came with his first paid-for killing.

      He received a fat fee from a Saint-Tropez nightclub owner who claimed a rival had been harassing his fourteen-year-old daughter. Séverin used pruning shears to remove the scalp of the suspected paedophile, gouging out the man’s eyes before strangling him with just one of his meaty hands. The police never found the killer. As far as Séverin was concerned, someone had behaved badly and had to be erased. He was simply putting the world right; he was the good guy.

      After that first assignment and over the next fifteen years, Séverin’s trademark contract killings carried out for French gangsters never involved any firearms – only his bare hands, or the tools of his building and gardening jobs. He often wore a leather tool belt around his waist when out on a mission, like a double holster. Instead of guns, he carried screwdrivers, pliers, a meat cleaver, a couple of claw hammers or his favourite pruning shears and secateurs.

      As and when required, ‘Sev’ became an expert on severing arms, hands, fingers, feet, toes, even genitals … getting a kick out of keeping his victims alive during bit-by-bit mutilation, before putting them out of agony. All along, his victims had to have done something wrong, something very bad. They really had to deserve it. Otherwise, it wasn’t fun, and it definitely wasn’t ‘right’, in his twisted code of ethics.

      Deep down, perhaps in the dark pit of his depraved mind, Séverin believed he had many likeable qualities … although he wasn’t aware that his looks weren’t one of them.

      Physically immense, he appeared rather insane, with sinister, deep-set hooded eyes that portrayed a cold, dark stare, and a demented, pudding-bowl haircut with a fringe like Star Trek’s Spock. He had brown, nicotine-decaying teeth, around which his twisted, menacing mouth spat out rancid saliva and vile breath to anyone within reach.

      With no remaining family that he knew of, he was a loner and had never had any success with women, much to his on-going frustration. Many prostitutes refused to go with him and would then receive a hard slap or a gob load of phlegm from him instead. He would not stand for being disrespected or made fun of.

      Never a heavy drinker, he got off on various substances instead, plus a lot of creepy porn. Recently, he’d moved from crack cocaine to hallucinogenic angel dust, which only enhanced his penchant for savagery. PCP or phencyclidine could be snorted, taken as a tablet, a capsule, in liquid, or even injected, but he’d been soaking his marijuana in it … a lot.

      After years of well-paid butchery, Séverin had been considering semi-retirement. He’d saved enough money and was thinking of setting up a florist’s shop as a front for his other horticultural interests; he knew enough about plants, especially hemp, from his part-time gardening.

      But then while researching tulip bulbs as a pretext to finding cannabis suppliers in the Netherlands, he was approached by a Dutch gang looking for logistical support for a mission in Nîmes, his hometown, and with a connection to Barcelona. After a few clandestine meetings, he accepted the job, as it reminded him of the very first retribution that he’d carried out at school.

      Right now, however, in the early hours of the morning and wearing a red hoodie emblazoned with the logo of Nîmes Olympique football club, he was in the centre of Barcelona, raging and seeking revenge. He’d driven here in pursuit of the Dutch bastards who’d left him stranded, and who still owed him eight thousand euros in cash. He’d been betrayed, and no one ever betrayed Séverin and got away with it …
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        * * *

      

      Jürgen was on edge. Dressed in black jeans and T-shirt, with a shaved head and long hipster beard, he was perched on a stool in the corner of a cafeteria within Barcelona’s Sants railway station. He was relieved to be rid of the sadist, Séverin … but for how long?

      Violence had never been part of the original plan, let alone murder. Jürgen’s world was green, dedicated to healthy living, saving the planet and the well-being of animals. It was about promoting veganism, non-violence, anti-capitalism, spirituality, peace, love, weed, and a lot of radical free-thinking. There was no space in his world for a contract killer.

      Back in the Netherlands, Jürgen had lived in a squat in The Hague, and then in a commune of canal boats in Utrecht, where the idea for this stunt had first been conceived. He’d then moved to Barcelona, where they’d planned everything. But then along came Séverin, the so-called ‘facilitator’ from the South of France, recruited by someone from the organisation in Amsterdam. Had they even carried out any background checks on him?

      Over the past month, Jürgen had visited Nîmes a couple of times to coordinate things with Séverin, and to pay him a first instalment. Séverin had also visited Barcelona, and they’d met at a hotel. Jürgen thought the Frenchman was sinister from the outset, and he was worried about his mental state, even more so once they’d received the final go-ahead for the mission. Now things had gone drastically wrong, and he was in a panic about his own safety.

      Even at this early hour, Sants station was teeming with commuters, tourists and security guards. During the past ten days and before travelling to Nîmes for the last time, Jürgen had blended in with the crowds, using the toilets and left-luggage facilities as a virtual campsite.

      He’d come to the station an hour ago to pick up a cell phone that had been deposited in the luggage locker. He’d left his Dutch colleague, Hendrik, guarding the hostage back at the safe house – but nor did he trust him. Hendrik had got on too well with Séverin when the Frenchman had come to Barcelona last month, and he’d seen them doing drugs together.

      Checking the phone, Jürgen saw a text confirming that the pre-recorded voicemail had been delivered to fifteen media groups, in Spanish and English. It was, they said, a ‘robocall’, reciting the same message through auto-dialling software … but it wasn’t the exact message he’d recorded.

      What the fuck had they done?

      He quickly dismantled the phone, snapping it into tiny pieces, and then dropped the fragments and SIM card into two separate bins near the cafeteria.

      He tried to remain calm. At least he still had all the cash. He would need it to get safely back to Amsterdam, once he’d removed all trace of himself at the safe house. When this mission was over, Jürgen had planned to leave the part-time job in Barcelona and return to his own utopia, a small houseboat near the artistic colony of Ruigoord, in the west harbour of Amsterdam.

      But he now feared it might never happen …
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          Benjamin and the Marqueses de Guíxols

        

      

    

    
      Monday 4 June, 5.45am – near Girona-Costa Brava Airport.

      
      ‘December, November, October, September …’

      Benjamin was muttering to himself as he hurried down the lane that ran parallel to the AP-7 motorway towards the exit for Girona airport, with his shadow bobbing two steps ahead of him, cast by the moonlight.

      ‘August, July, June, May …’

      He was putting himself through the type of pitchside concussion assessment that rugby players might receive, being tested to recite the months of the year backwards or being asked to stand for twenty seconds with one foot in front of the other, and so far, he’d passed, even though he knew he’d suffered concussion.

      His head was spinning, and the déjà vu feeling was still there; double images of the painting flashed through his mind, or was it something that he’d seen on the ground, just as he was attacked?

      He had no idea how bad his skull injury might be, but nor did he have any intention of letting it delay him. He was in severe pain, yet he had to overcome it.

      There were links between repeated concussion and early-onset dementia and other neurological diseases, chronic traumatic encephalopathy, they called it, or dementia pugilistica, a pathology often seen in former boxers. With a possible fractured skull, he knew he had to avoid further brain trauma to limit neurological impairment; his own studies in biochemistry had taught him all that. But just the thought of a blood clot, aneurysm or brain haemorrhage was enough to make him feel dizzy.

      In truth, he sometimes wondered if he was a bit of a hypochondriac, but he’d never shared that thought with anyone. Certainly not with Claire, his soon-to-be ex-wife. She’d always said he was neurotic.

      ‘April, March, February, January.’

      He probably could have gone on to do a full forensic pathologist course if it hadn’t been for sporadic fainting at the sight of blood, or vasovagal syncope, as it was officially known. He’d quickly discovered that blood splatter analysis, decomposing human remains, postmortems and autopsies weren’t for him.

      Instead, following on from his master’s in the restoration and conservation of works of art, he’d finally done a PhD in forensic science specialising in document examination, art forgery and counterfeiting. And it meant that last night, at one point, the Marquès de Guíxols even insisted on calling him ‘doctor’ …
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        * * *

      

      Eight hours earlier.

      Sunday 3 June, 9.30pm – La Bisbal d’Empordà.

      
      It had taken about an hour to reach the aristocrat’s home after hiring the car from Girona airport. On taking a toll ticket to join the motorway, he’d headed north for the exit towards La Bisbal, where he then paid the charge with some euro coins he had.

      The gentle contours of the Baix Empordà countryside glowed in the twilight, and signposts indicated that the route passed near to Púbol castle, where Salvador Dalí had renovated an abandoned fortress as a gift to his wife, Gala. Benjamin had been told that the home of the Marquès was on the outskirts of La Bisbal, and the instructions were to call a number he’d been given as he approached the old town in order to get precise directions.

      Conscious that his iPhone hadn’t properly recharged at the airport, he pulled up to make the call in the main thoroughfare of the old town of La Bisbal at around 9.30pm. The street was lined with antique and ceramic shops, many still open, with the late evening strollers dividing their time between the bars and perusing the shops’ pottery displays spread out across the pavements.

      The air was hot and humid, and Benjamin was sweating slightly in his corduroy jacket, aware that everyone else looked unhurried, far more relaxed than him, and dressed more appropriately for an early summer evening.

      He headed into a bar, where he perched on a stool in the corner and used a socket near a slot machine to recharge his phone again. As the barmaid shot him a quizzical look, he asked for a small beer, drank it quickly and then ordered another, which seemed to placate her. Once the phone had rebooted, he searched for the aristocrat’s number on the lecture leaflet, but soon noticed he had an incoming call.

      ‘Hello, Walter,’ he said, answering the phone.

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

      ‘Yes, I know who it is.’

      ‘I was just wondering if you’d spoken to your daughter. You said you were going to meet up with her earlier. It’s just that the meeting with the other team is at noon tomorrow and I’ve been checking through the documents related to –’

      ‘Walter, I have to stop you,’ said Benjamin. ‘I didn’t get to speak to Sophie –’

      ‘Oh.’

      ‘– and I’m now travelling –’

      ‘Again?’

      ‘– and my phone’s about to die, so I’ll have to call you back, I’m sorry.’

      He felt guilty for cutting Walter off again, but he had no option.

      Minutes later, after finding the number of the Marquès on the lecture leaflet, he was finally connected with a woman who said she was his assistant.

      She spoke enough English for Benjamin to understand that he had to turn left at the end of the street, immediately after an antique shop with old gramophones in the window, and to follow the sign up towards a hotel called Castell d’Empordà. Then he had to continue on the road all the way past the hotel, down a hill and winding track, for two kilometres in the direction of Peratallada, which is how he found the rambling old masia, with its ninth-century walls enclosing a second-century tower and a thirteenth-century Romanesque church.

      The rich scent of Mediterranean pine hit him once he was out of the car, and he gazed up at sections of the stone building’s façade that seemed to undulate like waves in the sea.

      ‘I think we just spoke on the phone,’ was all Benjamin said with a smile, after he was met at the front door by an elderly woman, and who he assumed was the housekeeper. She didn’t say anything or smile back; she even looked surly. She had white hair and purple bags under tired eyes that avoided meeting his gaze.

      From the front entrance, he could see a Gaudí-style staircase encrusted with coloured glass and ceramics, an elaborate fireplace and ornate, mosaic floor tiles. But there was also a shabby, grimy, unkempt feel to the house, with a musty odour hanging in the air.

      Benjamin needed to use the loo but decided it would be polite to wait. He didn’t want it to be the first thing he asked for.

      He was led into an anteroom off the hallway and felt intrigued, knowing he was finally going to see the Marquès de Guíxols’ supposed Dalí painting. As he stared at the walls, he was initially impressed with the art on display in what appeared to be a waiting room. There was even a painting similar to a Cézanne he’d once seen at the Barnes Foundation in Philadelphia. It was smaller, but with many of the same visual elements, and solid groupings of parallel, hatched brushstrokes. Suddenly the Marquès appeared at the doorway.

      ‘Ah-hah, I see you’re admiring my –’

      ‘Copy of a Cézanne,’ said Benjamin, turning to the very tall aristocrat entering the room.

      ‘A copy of a Cézanne, you say,’ the Marquès replied, somewhat playfully, and in excellent English.

      ‘It’s in the manner of Cézanne, after Cézanne, but certainly not Cézanne,’ Benjamin said, studying the canvas again. ‘In fact, I’d say it was painted by some crafty genius who’s not only a clever artist and historian, but also a material scientist. It’s easier to prove that a painting is a replica by finding anachronisms than it is to authenticate it.’

      The Marquès moved closer.

      ‘Y-e-s,’ he said, in three syllables, looking at the painting, then at Benjamin. ‘Well, we never believed it really was genuine, which is why it hangs in here.’

      The aristocrat had a slight stoop and a ruddy, almost beetroot complexion. He had a snobbish sneer, a lecherous glint in his eye, and literally managed to look down his multi-veined, barnacled nose at Benjamin, through the gap between his half-moon spectacles and flying eyebrows.

      ‘Guíxols. Jaume Guíxols,’ he said, offering a hand that poked out from the cuff of his bottle green velvet jacket. ‘You may call me Jaume. Your name, of course, is –’

      ‘Benjamin.’

      ‘But no one else knows you’re here, do they?’

      ‘No one,’ said Benjamin, returning his stare.

      ‘Good. We must keep it that way. This is a very delicate situation. I will explain, but not in front of Montse. Come, come …’

      As Benjamin followed Jaume across the hallway towards a reception room
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