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      PLAZA DE TOROS DE BADAJOZ, 15 AUGUST 1936


      Subdued by the remorseless violence of their captors, the first group of prisoners trudged across the dusty sand, halting in front of the wooden barrera. The victors had torn open the shirts of many of the captured men and women to expose the right shoulder, seeking the telltale bruising left by the sustained firing of a rifle. Those who bore that mark were rapidly herded into the bullring. Some now stared defiantly at their captors while others wept, cigarettes held in shaking hands, their gaze fixed on a spot so distant it could not possibly be on this earth. They had suffered much, these beaten Republicans, but they had not yet suffered enough. The Moors guarding them slowly drew back, leaving the prisoners standing alone, casting long, stark shadows across the sand as they stared through the shimmering heat at their executioners.


      The sound of hooves echoed over the stone patio outside the gates and the victorious soldiers cheered their general as he clattered into the ring on his big white horse, its brasses gleaming, like some knight of the crusades. General Valverde reined in his mount alongside the two heavy machine guns, dark-oiled and glinting with dull menace, the sights adjusted for short-distance fire. A group of staff officers gathered around the general. A tall young teniente took up position a couple of paces from the others, glaring at the ranks of condemned Republicans with sullen malice.


      The prisoners shuffled as they waited in the pitiless heat. Some of them exchanged final handshakes, others raised their fists in the Republican salute. Some merely stared, ashen-faced, at the machine guns pointing accusingly towards them. From somewhere behind the stands, there was a burst of screaming and from further away came the sound of muffled gunfire. The town was being sacked.


      The men at the guns knelt, ready, the loaders cradling the belts of heavy bullets so they would pass cleanly into the guns without jamming. At the metallic sound of the guns being readied, many of the prisoners crossed themselves. But one woman stepped forward from the front rank, holding her torn blouse together across her chest. Twenty yards away, the troops could not see whether she bore the stigmata of a rifle: the sun was too bright. Little matter: where there was doubt about a prisoner’s culpability, it was as well to assume guilt on the grounds of expediency.


      The general’s voice echoed around the stands as he gave the order to fire. Those standing immediately behind the guns saw the woman’s mouth open, her fist rising in a final salute, but none heard her words as the machine guns exploded into their heavy staccato rhythm, scything down the prisoners, sending them tumbling backwards, smashed against the wooden barrera by the heavy bullets, some still trying to stay on their feet even as death tugged them down to the soaking sand. The firing lasted perhaps thirty seconds. Then the Moorish troops went in with their bayonets. It was surprising how many prisoners were still alive.


      Once the wounded had been killed, the corpses were cleared away using wagons commandeered from the fallen town. Where the prisoners had stood, there remained only a patch of churned and stained sand. And then a new group shuffled into place along the barrera, its woodwork now riddled with the eccentric geometries of gunfire.


      Outside the bullring, long lines of defeated Republicans waited to face the wrath of the victors. The battle was over. The killing had just begun.
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      LAS PEÑAS, 2009, SIERRA DE GREDOS


      The car turned another bend, climbing higher into a land of sunscorched scrub, stunted trees and huge overhanging rocks. An arid landscape broken by sheer cliffs and sharp, boulder-strewn ridges. Stupefying heat. Galindez felt sweat soaking her shirt, trickling down her back. This had been the only vehicle left in the car pool, and now it had become an instrument of torture. Why no air conditioning? It was high summer, for God’s sake. If she’d been a uniformed officer and not a lowly forensic scientist, they wouldn’t have sent her out to the middle of nowhere in a vehicle without air conditioning. There was no point in complaining, she knew. No matter how reasonable the complaint, the same barrier always came up. The same look on their faces: Women – always complaining. Don’t they realise? This is what keeps the pay cheque coming.


      Galindez reached the crest of the hill and crossed a flat promontory leading to yet another steep winding road that curved around the flank of yet another ochre hillside. She slowed, seeing a small improvised shrine at the roadside a hundred metres ahead. Beyond the barrier, the sheer cliff fell into the valley far below. Tyre marks curved crazily from the centre line to the shattered gap in the wooden fence. Galindez drove slowly, taking in the profusion of cheap plastic toys, religious badges, a handmade cross and a portrait of Jesus, executed in luminous colours. Whoever ploughed through that barrier had friends with appalling taste.


      A road sign: Las Peñas. Even the villages were named after rocks in this arid terrain. A two-hour drive in thirty degrees of heat. And waiting for her would be another heap of ancient bones. Another war grave. Joder. Why did they always send her? No one else available in Forensics, Ana María. Good practice for you, Dr Galindez. Do me a favour with this one, Ana? It’s not far, just outside Madrid. She gripped the wheel, feeling a surge of resentment at what she was sure would be another wasted journey. In the mirror she saw beads of sweat on her face, the glint of her eyes behind the dark sunglasses. Her guardia ID swung gently on its chain from the sun visor, the small laminated photograph taken only a year ago: a picture of quiet confidence, her dark hair tied back, deep brown eyes bright with anticipation. Her name printed beneath the photo: Galindez, Ana María, Forensic Investigator. An image of her ideal self, calm and collected, just out of university with her doctorate, eager to start her career in the guardia civil. And this was how it had turned out. Collecting the remains of people killed in a war seventy-five years ago. Good going, Ana María.


      It felt such a waste of time. All the years spent studying forensic science, developing skills of analysis and interpretation, peering at photographs of murders and suicides, learning the beguiling similarities between self-inflicted death and murder. Ways of avoiding the myriad opportunities to reach a wrong conclusion. All those skills focused on assembling a deeper truth. A truth no detective could ever piece together by observation alone. Time spent patiently gathering data. The hours of assiduous analysis devoted to identifying the logical sequence that would give up the secrets of a case. All the skills she’d acquired and yet so much of her time spent on these fruitless trips to recover the remains of people killed so long ago. Worse, Galindez knew she got these jobs because she was still the new girl. Last one in gets the shit jobs, they told her. Like that would make it better. Life’s unfair – and then you die. Papá’s colleagues said he’d had that phrase painted on his locker. He thought it was funny. But then he died and it really was unfair. She took a deep breath, reminding herself it was all good experience, that it would look good on her CV one day. One day.


      She glanced at the map lying on the passenger seat next to the pieces of her satnav. Almost there. A faded road sign confirmed she’d reached her destination. A bleached and faded sign: Compañía Española de Minas, fundada 1898. The remains of an old stone wall hinted at what once might have been an entrance. Behind the wall, an ancient wire fence wound through the scorched grass. Several sections of fencing had collapsed, the folded strands of wire intertwined with the dry scrub swarming over the rusted fence posts. Near the wall were several old buildings. Two of the buildings were in ruins, walls folded crazily inward over their fallen roofs. The remaining buildings were clearly entering the final stages of disintegration. The entire place was steadily decomposing, sinking sullenly into the harsh terrain.


      Cautiously, Galindez eased the car up a rough track running through the parched scrub and seared rocks of the hillside. Five hundred metres of uncomfortable driving ended at a wire fence where several cars huddled in the steaming heat. One, a green and white Lexus with the insignia of the guardia civil, its windows closed. Galindez was willing to bet they’d got air con in that. The dry ground crunched under the wheels as she pulled to a halt in a cloud of arid dust. Slipping her ID around her neck, Galindez collected her case and the canvas equipment bag and stepped out into the leaden heat of the sun.


      It was worse than she’d expected. Heat prickled her scalp and she felt it begin to scorch her neck and arms – short sleeves didn’t help but then she’d dressed for the office today, not knowing she would be packed off to an abandoned mine. Everything about this place was unpleasant: the sharp desiccated soil working its way into her shoes; the clammy feel of the damp shirt plastered to her back; the dazzling white light bleaching the surroundings, painful even through sunglasses. An uncomfortable but familiar start to her working day.


      The gate in the fence creaked loudly. Ahead was the disused quarry, a semicircular gash carved sharply into the hillside. A careless array of abandoned, rusty mechanical equipment littered the quarry floor. On the steep hillside overlooking the quarry she saw an arched area of brickwork that must be sealing the entrance to the mine. A group of people were standing by it. The hot air shimmered, making it hard to see them clearly. As Galindez approached, she saw a man wearing the olive green uniform of the guardia civil. Closer now, Galindez saw a ragged opening had been smashed in the bricks. An opening so small it obliged those entering or leaving the mine to bend almost double. The man in uniform came towards her. Typical officer of the Benemérita: middle-aged, belly straining over the top of a thick belt, eyes obscured by large round sunglasses.


      ‘Dr Galindez? Buenos dias. Teniente Molina. We spoke on the phone.’


      ‘Holá. What have we got in there, Teniente?’ She held out her hand. Molina ignored it.


      ‘As far as I can tell, fifteen corpses. Skeletons, I should say. Very little left of them.’


      ‘A killing from la Guerra Civil?’


      ‘You tell me, that’s your job. I just need cause and approximate date of death to finish the paperwork and put this to bed. You’ve done this sort of thing before, verdad?’


      ‘I’ve done lots of cases like these, Teniente. They get monotonous after a while.’


      He shrugged. ‘Claro. That’s police work, fifty-nine minutes of boredom and one of excitement an hour – if you’re lucky.’


      ‘Even so, I wonder why we bother. We catalogue them and then what? Nada. Usually there’s no suspect and often no witnesses. Dios mio, it was seventy years ago. We aren’t going to make arrests. God knows there’s enough to keep us busy without digging up war graves three-quarters of a century old.’


      ‘Maybe so, Dr Galindez. But in the guardia, orders are orders. Even for forenses like you. That’s what keeps the pay cheque coming, no?’


      ‘That’s what they say,’ she agreed. All the fucking time. We should have it on the badge.


      Molina followed Galindez towards the mine entrance. A second guardia emerged, struggling from the hole in the brickwork. He saw Galindez and she felt the familiar sensation of being measured against that invisible benchmark her male colleagues carried around alongside their gun and their nightstick. Maybe it wouldn’t be so annoying if they’d hide it a little. Especially since it was wasted on her anyway.


      ‘This is Sargento Hernandez. Hernandez, Dr Galindez.’


      The sargento gave her a cursory nod and stared at her chest. Clearly she met some of his criteria since he didn’t even bother looking at her face. She folded her arms.


      ‘You get back to the comisaría, sargento, I’ll be along later,’ Molina said. Hernandez took a last look at Galindez’s breasts and walked back up to the cars parked by the fence.


      Galindez looked at the ragged hole in the brickwork. ‘Is it safe to go in?’


      ‘Absolutamente. We’ve put up a couple of lights. You know, I think it shook the sargento when he saw what’s in there.’


      ‘I could tell he was the sensitive type.’ Galindez took off her sunglasses, squinting against the white glare. She forced her way into the narrow gap, the broken bricks sharp against her back. Inside it was dark and the air smelled of earth. Molina followed, crawling awkwardly through the gap, panting from the exertion.


      An electric lamp hung from a hook in the narrow passageway, throwing dull light along rough stone walls punctuated by the columns of bricks bearing the weight of the hillside above. Galindez’s flashlight played over the dusty surfaces, a probing line of white light picking out rusty lanterns, heaps of broken tools and large coils of wire covered in lichen. Twenty metres in the passageway widened, ending in a brick wall with a heavy door fitted with a large rusty lock. There were storage spaces hacked from the rock on either side of the brickwork, most of the space occupied by piles of ancient equipment and tools, their form and function long erased by dust and cobwebs.


      ‘That’s the entrance to the mine,’ Molina said, pointing to the door. ‘But there’s no key for the door and I don’t fancy trying to force it open if we don’t need to.’


      Galindez nodded, her flashlight moving across upturned buckets, oil drums and wire netting. Dust flickered in the sharp beam. And there they were.


      The killers must have piled the bodies on top of each other but time had changed the order of things. With the decomposition of the bodies, the skeletons had collapsed like a heap of firewood. Galindez knelt alongside them. She’d seen plenty of skulls in her short career yet she still felt there was a certain pathos looking into a face so denuded of its essential humanity. All that remained was this last unrecognisable vestige of its owner, the jaws open in the impossibly wide, astonished surprise of the long dead. Those where the jaw was still attached.


      ‘From the look of it, none of these people died naturally, Teniente.’


      Molina looked at the skull. ‘That’s a gunshot wound, isn’t it?’


      ‘Definitely. This is the entry point,’ she pointed out a neatly drilled hole in the back of the head, ‘and you can see the result here.’ Turning the skull, she indicated the massive exit hole, a gaping expanse of the forehead missing. ‘The bullet entered at the base of the skull, exiting through the forehead.’


      ‘So what does that tell us?’


      ‘Hombre,’ Galindez smiled, ‘someone shot him.’


      Molina grunted humourlessly. He looked again at the dusty skeletons, so diminished in death, their essence long since drained away, the remains now crumbling slowly. ‘There are no signs of identity.’ He sounded disappointed. Galindez knew the feeling well.


      She took latex gloves from her case and began to pull them on. ‘I think it’s best if I establish how many there are. Then we can get them bagged up.’


      ‘There’s no we.’ Molina snorted. ‘You get them bagged up. That’s what you do, señorita.’ He got to his feet and headed back along the tunnel to the entrance.


      Galindez felt the cold starting to seep into her damp clothes. It wasn’t unpleasant now, but after a while it would be. And she was going to be here quite a while, she was certain of that. She pulled off the gloves. There were things in her car she needed and it was pretty clear she wasn’t going to get any help.


      Galindez climbed back through the ragged hole in the bricks into the simmering white heat. The light was painful after the half light of the tunnel. Two people were standing outside the entrance. An old man holding a sheaf of papers, and a woman: middle-aged, short dark hair. Quite attractive, Galindez noticed. She wondered if they were relatives of the victims. That would be good: she could try for a DNA match. The thought cheered her.


      Molina introduced them. ‘Dr Galindez, may I present Profesora Ordoñez, professor of contemporary history at the University Complutense in Madrid and Señor Teodoro Byass, former manager at the Spanish Mining Company. Señor Byass tells me a large part of the mine and the neighbouring quarries closed after the Civil War.’


      Señor Byass was clearly pleased to have had his retirement interrupted to give the history of this godforsaken hole carved into the barren hillside. ‘As you say, Teniente, although we carried on some operations in the area until about 1970 – the year the company shut down. But the mine was sealed off long before that.’


      ‘Before the war?’ the professor asked.


      ‘No, señora. It closed in 1953. I’ve got the papers here. I kept the files when the company folded. Here you are, señora.’


      ‘It’s señorita,’ Ordoñez said, glancing at Galindez. ‘But if we’re being formal, I prefer profesora.’


      Byass mumbled an apology as he handed Profesora Ordoñez the yellowed papers with their faded official stamps.


      She examined them carefully. ‘Had the seam run out?’


      The old man shook his head. ‘Orders from above. As you’ll see in that letter.’


      Profesora Ordoñez turned towards Galindez to read the letter. Her finger moved down the faded typewritten sheet. ‘Orders from the General Directorate of Security, January fifteenth, 1953. For reasons of public safety…’ the Profesora skimmed the page, ‘danger to passers-by, children and domestic animals… immediate closure of the mine entrance…’


      ‘An order like that couldn’t be ignored. Not back then,’ Byass said. ‘They sealed up the entrance within a few days.’


      Profesora Ordoñez turned to put the papers in her bag and caught Galindez lightly with her elbow. ‘I’m so sorry. Did I hurt you?’ She squeezed Galindez’s arm in gentle apology.


      ‘No ha pasado nada, professor, my fault,’ Galindez said, thinking it less of an accident and more an opening gambit.


      Profesora Ordonez looked at the letter again. ‘The letter is signed by the Military Governor of Madrid, General Antonio Valverde,’ she read. ‘As you say, Señor Byass, an order from the Capitán-General of Madrid wasn’t something to be argued with.’


      Molina sighed impatiently. ‘None of that’s important. As far as I’m concerned it’s an open and shut case of a wartime killing. I’ll leave you to do your job, Dr Galindez. I’m going to drive Señor Byass back to the village.’


      ‘I may need some help,’ Galindez protested. ‘Those skeletons are going to fall apart once they’re moved. If we could get a couple of officers in to assist, at least I could keep some of them intact. It would make the forensic investigation much easier.’


      ‘A quick word,’ Molina said, taking a couple of paces away from the profesora and Señor Byass.


      Galindez followed him, knowing what was coming.


      ‘Don’t give me orders, Galindez,’ Molina said in loud voice. ‘You’re just the cleaning woman here, as far as I’m concerned. You may have all day to spend on this but I don’t. All I want is your report signed and dated and sent to the comisaría at Las Peñas by tomorrow morning. Get those bodies out of here and take them wherever the fuck it is you take them. And I want the hole in the bricks sealed up. I think I can trust you to arrange that, can’t I?’


      Galindez glowered at Molina, her cheeks burning with anger.


      ‘That’s settled then,’ Molina said. ‘I’ll leave you to get on with it, Dr Galindez.’


      ‘Just a minute,’ Galindez said.


      Molina stopped in his tracks and turned to glare at her.


      ‘You registered the mine as a crime scene when you arrived, didn’t you?’ Galindez asked. ‘And I presume you gave it a crime number?’


      ‘Of course.’ Molina was furious. Galindez could imagine what he was thinking: who does she think she’s talking to?


      ‘In that case,’ Galindez continued, ‘securing the scene is your responsibility. The regulations about crime-scene management are quite specific. You logged the crime – it’s down to you to find a bricklayer.’


      For a moment, Molina seemed on the verge of apoplexy. Realising the others were watching, he nodded curtly and walked sullenly towards his car where Señor Byass was waiting. They climbed into the green and white Lexus and drove off.


      ‘What a charmer.’ It was the profesora.


      ‘He loves me really,’ Galindez laughed, ‘he’s just playing hard to get.’


      ‘Do you have to put up with that sort of thing often?’


      ‘That?’ Galindez shrugged. ‘That was nothing, believe me.’


      ‘You could complain, surely? Isn’t there some sort of policy about these things?’


      ‘Oh yes. We have anti-sexism policies, anti-bullying policies – all sorts of policies, profesora. But do you know what the most important policy of all is? I’ll tell you: never – as in never even-in-your-fucking-dreams-ever – complain. Complain and you’re a whinger. And that’s not a good thing. You just take the shit and collect the pay cheque. That’s what they expect and that’s what you do.’


      ‘What a depressing thought.’


      ‘Believe me, the alternative’s worse. You have to show you can take it. Otherwise they won’t respect you. And then you can’t do your job at all.’


      ‘Don’t you ever wonder if maybe you’re in the wrong job?’


      ‘I’ve only been in the guardia a year. I need to build up experience before I can get a transfer,’ Galindez said, speculatively prodding a stone with her shoe. ‘The trouble is, it’s a family thing. My dad and my uncle were both guardia. My uncle still is. I need to show I can hack it. In time it’ll get better.’


      ‘I hope so. For your sake.’ Profesora Ordonez knelt and opened the chill bag lying at her feet. She took out a plastic bottle of water and offered it to Galindez. The water was cold, the condensation on the plastic felt pleasant in her hand. She raised the bottle to her mouth, aware of the profesora watching as she drank.


      ‘So it was you who located this place, profesora?’ Galindez asked, wiping her mouth.


      ‘Me and my research group.’


      ‘How did you find out about it?’ The intensity of the profesora’s look was almost embarrassing, Galindez thought. Almost.


      ‘Well, there’s a diary.’


      ‘Whose diary?’ Galindez asked, suddenly interested.


      ‘Oh, someone who was a key player back then,’ Profesora Ordoñez said. ‘The diary of a man in charge of organising much of Franco’s dirty work.’


      ‘He documented it?’ Galindez automatically began thinking fingerprints, DNA, handwriting analysis. Evidence. Even if it wasn’t a smoking gun, she thought, at least it was some form of evidence for once.


      ‘Some of the diary is autobiographical,’ Profesora Ordoñez continued. ‘There are also details of arrests and executions, although the locations aren’t given in great detail. We’ve identified some of the places he refers to. This was one of them.’


      ‘And he admits the killings?’


      The profesora smiled. ‘No. There’s nothing to connect him to them directly. Besides, I don’t think you’d be able to arrest him now, it’s likely he’s been dead for years. ’


      ‘So this is your speciality – tracking down Franco’s hit men?’


      Ordoñez laughed. ‘Haven’t you read my work? I would have thought someone working in this field would be familiar with it.’


      ‘I don’t specialise in war graves,’ Galindez said. ‘They’re allocated to me. Frequently. There’s a lot of political pressure to investigate them. But they don’t put any real resources into it: I have a look, do a report and then it’s on to the next one.’


      ‘Make the most of them. They’re fascinating,’ the profesora said. ‘Could I have a look at this one, do you think?’ She nodded towards the hole in the bricks. ‘Maybe a few photos for our records?’


      ‘No problem.’ Galindez picked up her latex gloves. ‘I’ll come in with you.’


      ‘I hoped you would.’


      Galindez took the lead, crouching to scramble through the hole. She felt the profesora watching as she struggled through the hole, wrestling her bag past the broken bricks.


      The pile of bones intrigued Profesora Ordoñez and she listened carefully as Galindez outlined her view of how the bodies came to be in the mine: that it was likely they were killed somewhere else and then brought here and dumped in a heap before the entrance was sealed up permanently.


      ‘How long would you say they’ve been here, Ana MarÍa?’ The profesora asked.


      ‘Right now, I’d date the killing sometime between 1952 and 1970, probably earlier rather than later.’


      ‘And why do you say that?’ The professor moved nearer, placing a hand on Galindez’s shoulder to steady herself. Once she was comfortable, her hand remained in place.


      ‘I’m not Sherlock Holmes,’ Galindez said. ‘The mine was sealed in fifty-three and the company closed down in the seventies. These people have been dead a long time and of course it’s unlikely a pile of bodies was lying around while the miners came here to work the seams. So…’


      ‘Elementario, mi querido Watson?’ A hint of a smile in the professor’s voice.


      ‘It is when you know how.’ Galindez tensed, sensing condescension.


      ‘It’s unlikely you’ll find anything of much interest.’


      ‘Over a dozen people shot dead and hidden in a mine? If it took place in the early fifties that was well after the war ended. We’re talking about murder rather than a war crime surely?’


      ‘This may not be a shooting carried out during the war. But that doesn’t mean it wasn’t connected to the war,’ Profesora Ordoñez said.


      ‘But why here? Why not just kill them in prison?’


      ‘Things weren’t so neat and tidy in those days.’ The professor’s flashlight wandered over the skeletons. ‘Perhaps the killings needed to be covered up so they dumped them here. They knew one thing for certain: no one would come looking for these people. Not in Franco’s lifetime anyway.’


      ‘So the killers weren’t worried about the law?’


      Profesora Ordoñez smiled. ‘It’s quite possible they were the law.’


      Five o’clock and the sun was remorseless. Galindez worked steadily and methodically, piling the skeletons on top of black plastic sacks outside the mine entrance. So many bones. Skulls, the strange curves of spines and ribcages, thigh bones, shins, the smaller pieces: toes, fingers – even a few teeth found in the dirt beneath the pile of bodies. Fifteen scrambled skeletons. Back at the lab Galindez could reassemble these bodies – given time. Whether the guardia would sanction the expense was unlikely, she knew. What good would it do anyway, she explained to the profesora. Apart from keeping the pay cheque coming, of course.


      ‘You mean they won’t investigate further?’ Profesora Ordoñez asked, surprised.


      ‘What difference would it make? That world has gone. Those people have been dead so long, who can possibly care now?’


      ‘That’s rather harsh, Dr Galindez,’ Ordoñez said, ‘Don’t you have any interest in the past?’


      ‘No, not really,’ Galindez said, a little too quickly.


      ‘None at all? Don’t you care about how the past constantly seeps into the present? How it nuances and shapes contemporary choices and options?’


      Galindez laughed. ‘You really do sound like a professor.’


      ‘I’m in the right job then.’


      ‘You mentioned something earlier about a diary, profesora?’


      Ordoñez opened her bag and brought out a book bound in faded, scuffed leather. She opened it gently, almost tenderly. The writing was in a broad script written with a large-nibbed pen. The ink faint but still legible.


      ‘We found this three years ago,’ she said. ‘Hidden under the floorboards in a house in the centre of Madrid.’


      Galindez looked at the page. Strong, even pen strokes, the writing an exemplar of geometrical rigidity, yet with a bold, angry sweep to it. She saw dated entries, barely a hint of any correction.


      ‘This diary is extremely important,’ Profesora Ordoñez said, closing it. ‘But I can tell you about him later. Look at you, you’re filthy. You need to get out of those clothes and have a shower.’ She smiled. ‘And a cold drink or two. Tell you what, I’m buying when we get back to Madrid. In fact, we could go to my place. You can get showered while I fix us a drink.’


      Galindez saw the look in the profesora’s eyes. The day might end better than it had begun. But she wouldn’t be going anywhere until the truck arrived to take away the remains. And then there were photographs to be taken. ‘That would be nice, profesora, but I’ve still a fair bit of work left to do.’


      ‘I’ll wait. And it’s Luisa, by the way.’


      ‘OK. Pro— Luisa. Listen, you’ve got me hooked, this man we’ve been talking about – the one who wrote this diary. Just who was he?’


      Profesora Ordoñez smiled. ‘So you’re getting more interested in the past now? That can happen. He was very special, Ana María. This is him.’ She opened the diary again.


      Inside the cover was a pressed, yellowed newspaper clipping from the right-wing daily, ABC. The contrast between light and shade was so sharp the photograph seemed almost a sketch. In the picture, a tall, heavy-set young man in combat gear was having a medal pinned on his chest by a short man in a uniform with big epaulettes, his spindly legs clad in gleaming riding boots. Behind them, neat ranks of troops were drawn up at attention. And beyond the lines of soldiers, the wooden barrera of a bullring.


      Despite the blazing sun, Galindez felt a sudden chill, her skin prickled against her sweat-soaked clothes. She read the headline: Hero of Badajoz decorated by Generalísimo Franco. It was her first glimpse of Comandante Guzmán.
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      MADRID, 13 JANUARY 1953, PUERTA DEL SOL


      During the afternoon the wind changed, and the scattered snowflakes that had spiralled down since early morning now turned to an insistent hail. Freezing rain clung to the shabby clothes of the crowds passing along the cobbled street between Plaza Santa Ana and Puerta del Sol. Guzmán watched the thin, hungry faces of the men and women who clattered past him, the sound of hobnails sharp on the frozen cobbles. Although his coat was thicker and of better quality than the majority of those around him, Guzmán was still freezing.


      The lights of numerous cafés and bars illuminated the flurries of sleet and snow that dappled the vague light of the street lamps. Inside the cheaper places, Guzmán saw workmen in blue boiler suits, crowding round the bar, spearing tapas with toothpicks, others cradling cups of hot coffee in their frozen hands. In more expensive places he saw the middle classes, brilliantined and preening, taking coffee and cognac. In every establishment cigarette smoke rose in clouds around the lights, gently enveloping those within in an indistinct blue haze.


      Guzmán stamped his feet to try to warm them. It was then he realised one of his shoes was leaking. Since the war, poverty encroached on the lives of all but the very fortunate. The idea he shared an experience with those grey, cadaverous workmen disgusted him. Their shoes might leak, but as far as Guzmán was concerned, it served them right. They were born to it. There was no reason why he should share in their poverty and deprivation if he could possibly avoid it. And he had so far.


      Behind the market near the Plaza Mayor, Guzmán entered a plain small bar. The warmth washed over him as he stood against the bar watching the occupants with a practised eye. Behind the bar the barman was grilling large piles of mushrooms in oil and garlic on the hot plate. Guzmán nodded when the barman looked at him in silent inquiry before heaping a plate with sizzling mushrooms, dousing them with salt and topping them with slices of bread skewered by a couple of toothpicks. The plate was accompanied by a small stone pitcher of rough red wine. Guzmán poured the wine into the smeared glass. He tasted a mushroom and spat it to the floor as it burned his mouth. He damped down the pain with a gulp of the wine, glaring at the barman’s back, wondering for a moment whether some retribution was necessary. A moment later the mushrooms had reached a more acceptable temperature and he wolfed them down, scooping them up with the bread and then mopping up the remaining oil and garlic. Guzmán finished his wine and then fastened his coat tightly before leaving. Outside the sleet was thickening again and passers-by hunched against the sharp gusts of clinging wind-borne snowflakes.


      ‘Hey, that guy didn’t pay,’ the younger barman said as Guzmán left.


      The old man pulled the young barman back. ‘Police,’ he said simply and the younger man suddenly deflated, shooting a worried glance after the dark bulk now striding into the snow-flecked late afternoon.


      ‘You should have said before,’ he complained.


      In the street near the market, a dark Hispano-Suiza sedan was waiting, its engine running. Guzmán saw the wan face of the driver through the misted windscreen. He came alongside the car and opened the driver’s door with one quick movement, reaching in and seizing the man’s throat in his big hands. The driver’s eyes jerked open as he struggled for breath.


      ‘Hijo de puta, never go to sleep again when you’re driving me, or I’ll break you down to private and send you to the fucking Rif mountains where the Moors will cut you into pieces. Entiendes?’


      The driver nodded. He was having difficulty swallowing.


      Guzmán released him and climbed into the back seat behind the startled driver. ‘Got the address?’ The driver nodded again. ‘Then let’s go.’


      The car moved away from the kerb. Guzmán felt the musty warmth seep through him as the car built up speed. The interior of the car smelled of leather, sweat and black tobacco and Guzmán relaxed as he inhaled the familiar odours. As they drove, he watched the architecture change as they left behind the impressive buildings surrounding the Plaza Mayor and passed through neighbourhoods of increasingly shabby, ill-kept buildings punctuated by the odd collapsed wall or bomb site. Not as many as there used to be, Guzmán thought. Soon you won’t know there had been a war at all. The city is starting to forget. If we let it.


      The streets were now decidedly working class, the dilapidated buildings dark and shadowed. Lines of washing hung across balconies like ships’ flags, signalling the poverty of the inhabitants. There was less motor traffic now and they frequently encountered horse-drawn vehicles which slowed them, and from time to time carts and trolleys being pushed by sallow men in ragged clothes. The driver suddenly accelerated, forcing a pair of youths to abandon the cart they were pushing and leap out of the way.


      Guzmán leaned forward. ‘No rush, we’re almost there.’


      ‘Si, mi comandante.’ The driver slowed as he took the next corner, keen to obey.


      ‘There they are.’ A hundred metres away, Guzmán saw a khaki truck filled with guardia civiles. The Hispano-Suiza glided to a halt by the rear of the truck and Guzmán looked out at the guardia crowded in the back of the vehicle, strange dark shapes in their tricorne hats and heavy capes, a mass of men bristling with long rifles. Guzmán climbed from the car into the freezing late afternoon air.


      A uniformed teniente stepped forward. ‘Comandante Guzmán? Teniente Cabrera.’ The man snapped off a salute. Guzmán ignored it.


      ‘He’s in a piso just up there.’ Cabrera gestured towards a row of tall ramshackle buildings near the end of the street. Snow was falling heavily. Those few people braving the cold rapidly began to disperse, as they saw the guardia civiles climb from the lorry and move purposefully down the road. Bystanders melted away into the black recesses of the tattered buildings, recognising impending trouble. A tense silence accompanied the dark shapes of the guardia as they took up positions along the pavement, their breath steaming in the dwindling afternoon light. The noise of the city faded, muffled by the thick snow falling over the shadowed street.


      ‘We need to get a move on. If it gets too dark he might be able to make a break for it,’ Guzmán said. ‘Five men at the top of the street there…’ he indicated the far end of the road, ‘another five in the alleyway at the back. The rest can go inside and break down his door. Any resistance and they shoot to kill.’


      ‘Understood, mi Comandante.’ Another snatched salute. Guzmán sighed.


      Guzmán watched the first group of guardia move stealthily down the pavement to take up their positions. Several more troopers hurried along the alleyway leading to the back of the apartments. Escape from that end of the street would now be impossible, whether their quarry came out the front or rear of the building. When the man ran – and he would, Guzmán knew – his only escape route had now been decided for him. Guzmán waited until the remaining guardia started entering the building before he began walking towards the alley.


      ‘Shall I accompany the comandante?’ The teniente asked. Guzmán scowled and waved the man away dismissively. His work was best done alone.


      Guzmán walked down the alley, barely noticing the rubbish strewn at his feet. At the end he came to the rear of the apartments. The space between the houses of the street and those at the back of them formed a high narrow lane. Fine for pedestrians, but there was no exit, particularly for a man fleeing from justice. That was how it should be, he thought. Looking down through the gloom, Guzmán saw the guardia were now in position. He looked in the other direction, down another dark alley half filled with old packing cases and boxes. That was where the man would run when the guardia civiles broke down his door. He wouldn’t risk going back out into the street once he had leaped down into the lane between the buildings – which he surely would because Guzmán had planned it that way. Guzmán ambled into the shadows of the alley. For a big man, he moved quietly and carefully. Taking up a position behind a large pile of boxes, he took out his pistol, an American Browning Hi-Power. Guzmán preferred the certainties of superior firepower to the vagaries of a smaller-calibre weapon. Some people carried a sidearm for effect. Guzmán’s weapon was purely functional.


      The silence was taut, charged with violent anticipation. Even the wind made little noise as it scattered snow in capricious gusts. For a moment, the faint sound of music on a radio. A car horn far off. The sound of the city in winter, a mute vague melancholy, held in place by the chill weight of the leaden cold.


      A shot. Loud and sharp, echoing down the narrow alley. A volley of angry and confused shouts. More shots. A bullet whined down the alley above Guzmán’s head. He scowled. Then he heard the sound of a man running, the shouts of the guardia civiles in pursuit. Guzmán listened to the fugitive’s approaching footsteps. Just as he had expected.


      The man came running at full tilt, briefly looking back at the civil guards clattering down the alley after him as he neared the jumble of packing cases. Never look back. It was too late to avoid Guzmán’s outstretched leg and the fugitive stumbled and fell, his pistol clattering away on the cobbles. Before the man could get back on his feet, Guzmán brought the butt of the Browning down on his head. The man grunted and lay face down, stunned. Blood spilled into the dirty snow. The man groaned and struggled to raise himself.


      ‘Tranquilo, coño.’ Guzmán’s foot pressed down on the side of the man’s face, pinning him in place. The guardia civiles came running up, gasping, a bustling mass of tricornes, rifles and capes, their breath a pulsing cloud above their three-cornered hats. Teniente Cabrera pushed through them.


      ‘Got him,’ the teniente said, gasping for breath. ‘Francisco Umbral, I arrest you in the name of Spain for crimes against the State and for treachery.’


      The man on the ground tried to spit but Guzmán pressed his foot down harder on the man’s face. ‘Pendejo. Tranquilo. Keep still or you’ll really be sorry.’


      ‘Shall we take him to the barracks?’ The teniente was eager to be seen to be doing something.


      Guzmán shook his head. ‘Take your men to the truck, Teniente, I’ve a couple of questions I need to ask in private. I’ll handcuff him and bring him along.’


      The teniente gave him a look of furtive understanding. ‘A sus ordenes, Comandante.’ He turned and led his men back to the street.


      Guzmán released the pressure of his foot on the man’s face. ‘You took some finding, Umbral.’


      ‘Joder. Take me away. I’ll stand trial. Let the world hear what Franco’s regime does to its people. Garrotte me. What will the world say, fourteen years after the war finished and you’re still seeking revenge?’


      Guzmán knelt and pressed the muzzle of his pistol into the back of Umbral’s head. Guzmán knew the effect the proximity of a firearm had: he could hear Umbral struggling to keep his breathing under control. Guzmán reached into the fugitive’s pocket and pulled out his wallet. ‘Well look at this. Fake ID. Badly done. Want to tell me who did this for you? Maybe I could get your money back.’


      ‘Beat it out of me in your cells, fascist. Cuts and bruises will look better at the trial.’


      Guzmán stepped back. The daylight was almost gone now. ‘Shame you weren’t at the first trial,’ Guzmán said, ‘the sentence was passed in your absence.’ He smiled. ‘That was a long time ago. But the sentence stands. There’ll be no more trials for you.’


      Guzmán shot Umbral between the shoulder blades. The percussive bark of the Browning echoing down the alley, the smell of burning from the scorched clothing around the bullet wound in the man’s back. A momentary twitching as Umbral’s body accustomed itself to being dead. And then the blood. Guzmán retrieved the dead man’s pistol and placed it next to the body. The guardia civiles came running, slipping and sliding on the icy ground.


      ‘Qué ha pasado, Comandante?’ The teniente struggled to keep his balance on the icy stones.


      ‘Hidden pistol,’ Guzmán said. ‘I had no choice. Take him away, boys.’


      Guzmán went back to the car and sank into its warm musty interior. He lit a cigarette.


      ‘You got him, sir.’ Less a question than a statement. At least it indicated the driver was capable of thought.


      ‘I always do, Corporal,’ Guzmán said. ‘I always get them, because there’s nowhere left for them to hide.’


      The car’s engine growled into life.


      ‘Drop me at the Plaza Mayor,’ Guzmán ordered. ‘I’ll get back to the comisaría under my own steam later.’ He was hungry.


      
        
      


      It was dark when the car stopped to let Guzmán out. He walked across the cobbled square of the Plaza Mayor, the lights of the bars along the sides of the square warm and inviting. Beneath a street light Guzmán pulled out the dead man’s wallet. Fake identity papers, a repair bill for some clothes. And five thousand pesetas. A man on the run with a lot of money, Guzmán thought, putting the money into his wallet. We’ll have to find out who his benefactor was. It wouldn’t be too difficult.


      He entered the Bar de Andalucía. The lights inside were poor and the selection of tapas on the bar despicable, but it was better than being outside. Guzmán treated himself to a brandy and then another, courtesy of the late Señor Umbral. The drink made him hungry and he ordered a plate of fried fish and then another brandy to keep out the cold.


      At eight o’clock, Guzmán returned to the wintry darkness, strolling down into the small darkened square of Plaza Santa Ana, his footsteps muffled by the deepening snow. Pausing, he looked in through the window of the Cervecería Alemana, noting the warm glow from the lamps, the radiance of the stove behind the bar and the aroma of hot food that drifted out into the brittle cold each time the door opened. A couple more brandies wouldn’t hurt. After all, he was on duty. Guzmán opened the door but was pulled up by a voice behind him.


      ‘Buenas tardes, Comandante. A sus ordenes.’ Two uniformed policemen jumped to attention. Guzmán had been so focused on the ambience of the bar he hadn’t even seen them.


      He scowled, his desire to ensconce himself in the warm fug of the bar and to order some hot food making him even more irascible than usual. ‘Something wrong?’ he snapped.


      ‘No, sir, just that… it’s me, Fuentes, from Calle Toledo. I worked for you last year on the Irate case. Doesn’t the comandante remember me?’


      Guzmán didn’t remember him. ‘Fuentes? That’s your name, is it?’


      ‘Si, mi Comandante. A sus ordenes.’


      Guzmán glared at Fuentes through the mist of sharp sleet. ‘How the hell do you expect me to remember the name of every uniformed halfwit who opens the doors for me on an investigation? Carry on with your patrol, do your duty and don’t fuck up my evening any further. Those are my orders. Entiendes?’


      ‘Understood, mi Comandante.’ The man saluted and Guzmán felt himself begin to rage when Fuentes stayed where he was, waiting until Guzmán returned his salute and dismissed him. ‘Carry on, Fuentes, before a crime wave breaks out in your absence.’


      ‘Sí, señor.’ Fuentes turned away into the darkening square, glad to escape Guzmán’s anger.


      ‘Fuentes,’ Guzmán called. ‘Next time, speak when you’re spoken to. That will make it easier to ignore you.’


      ‘Understood, mi Comandante.’


      Guzmán turned his back before the man could salute again. It was getting colder.


      At the other side of the square, Fuentes rejoined his companion. The younger man cradled his carbine under his cape. He looked questioningly at Fuentes.


      ‘That was Guzmán,’ Fuentes said. ‘Comandante Guzmán.’


      ‘The war hero?’


      ‘That’s him. The bastard. In the war they say he used to kill Reds and then cut off their ears – even from the women.’ Fuentes looked back nervously. ‘From what they say he would probably like to do that to most of us in uniform as well. My advice is to avoid him. It makes life easier.’


      ‘Can’t you get on his good side?’ the younger man asked, watching uninterestedly as a legless beggar pulled himself past them, the stumps of his legs strapped to two wooden blocks, enabling him to half crawl and half slide over the cobbles. The beggar looked away, not wanting their attention. There was little chance of that, beggars were too numerous to interest them.


      Fuentes laughed. ‘Good side? Madre de Dios, he doesn’t have a good side. He hates everyone: the guardia civil, the army, nuns, cripples, probably even the baby Jesus himself. Mind you, Franco himself pinned the medal on him so he must have seen something in Comandante Guzmán. God knows what.’


      The policemen laughed conspiratorially and continued their patrol, boots crunching on the growing layer of snow that covered the cobbles of Plaza Santa Ana. The dull light of the street lamps struggled against the growing darkness. At the edge of the square, the two guardia passed into the shadows of the freezing night and were gone.


      Guzmán watched the two policeman blend into the shadows bordering the square before opening the door to the Cervecería Alemana. The air was suddenly warm and moist with the smells of cooking meat and fish. Ignoring the ‘buenas tardes’ from the barman who called out a greeting to each customer as they entered, Guzmán found a table and sat with his back to the wall.


      The waiter came at once. ‘Comandante. Buenas tardes.’


      ‘How’s business, Salvador?’


      The waiter blanched. If Guzmán made small talk it was a bad sign. Normally he would utter a stream of monosyllabic commands to which the only acceptable response was compliance.


      ‘We manage, Comandante. As the comandante knows, times are hard. Produce is hard to obtain. But we do our best.’


      ‘Well, do your best now. I’ll have a plate of calamari, prawns with garlic and a glass of Rioja. And bring me a newspaper. El Alcázar will do.’


      ‘At once, Comandante Guzmán,’ the waiter nodded, happy to be dismissed so quickly.


      Guzmán looked around, seeing down-at-heel students sharing a small plate of fried potatoes, businessmen immersed in newspapers or leafing through files, and a couple holding hands and gazing into each other’s eyes, blind to the world. Guzmán looked at them contemptuously. In this country, how is love possible? A constant preoccupation with someone else when what you really need to do to survive is look after number one.


      The waiter brought the food. He returned to the bar and brought the Rioja. He poured, taking care to fill the glass almost to the brim. Guzmán nodded approvingly.


      ‘Tell me, Salvador, have you seen Dr Vargas in here lately?’ Guzmán saw the waiter stiffen, taken off guard for a second. Go on, lie to me, I’ll kick you senseless. The waiter swallowed.


      ‘Well?’ Guzmán was staring hard now. ‘Before you answer, remember I still have your brother-in-law’s name in my notebook. Once a Red, always a Red, they say. How sad if I have to reopen his case and go into his past a little more closely. I doubt your wife would forgive you if she found out you could have saved his neck but didn’t.’


      There was sweat on the waiter’s brow. He had a look Guzmán knew well. He was scared, shit scared, his mind in turmoil between a desire not to inform on the doctor while also wanting to protect his brother-in-law from more detailed attention from Guzmán. It was one or the other. There was a certain calculation that had to be made and Guzmán waited for the waiter to make it.


      ‘The doctor was in here two nights ago. He comes in every Monday and now and then on Fridays as well.’


      ‘And what does the doctor talk about when he comes here?’


      ‘Oh, the weather, rationing, students who won’t try hard enough. Just day to day…’


      Guzmán seized him by the wrist. The waiter froze, trying to mask the pain but not succeeding. ‘Don’t fuck with me, Salvador, or your wife’s brother will be breaking rocks in Albacete until 1970. Unless of course the tribunal send him to the firing squad.’ This is where it becomes clear to him, where he can’t tell me enough, where he doesn’t hold anything back because he so wants to tell me what I want to hear and he doesn’t want me to think he’s leaving anything out. This is what fear does.


      ‘Dr Vargas meets with one man every week, usually Mondays. Bald, about forty with a short moustache. Well dressed, expensive clothes, sharp cut.’


      ‘And what do they talk about?’


      ‘Comandante, I would never listen in to our customers’ conversations…’ The waiter dried up under Guzmán’s rigid gaze.


      ‘Have you ever been in the offices of the Brigada Especial, Salvador?’ Guzmán asked, taking a mouthful of wine. He waved a finger for the waiter to top it up.


      ‘Me? No, sir. I served my country during the crusade, as the comandante knows. There has never been any reason for the—’


      ‘What I mean,’ Guzmán growled, ‘is unless you drop the bullshit, you may find yourself down there, with me, my sargento and with your fucking teeth all over the room in the vaults where we take the faggots, the heretics, communists and pissy waiters who don’t seem to want to do their patriotic duty.’


      ‘From what I overheard, they talk about some sort of political stuff. I honestly don’t understand it, Comandante. I swear. It’s too complicated for me.’


      Guzmán nodded. ‘Give me a clue. You must have heard something you recognised or can remember. Think. You’re doing so well it would be a shame to send you home to your wife with your nose spread across your face and your balls like watermelons. Still, if you can’t work, I expect your wife will be able to support you. Somehow.’


      ‘Words, Comandante. Long words, dialectical materialism, proletariat, hegemony.’


      ‘Even a moron like you knows what lies behind talk like that.’


      The waiter nodded. ‘The sort of things the Reds used to say, “Those without God—”’


      Guzmán cut him short. ‘Well done, Salvador. You’ve served your country yet again.’ He gestured towards his glass and the waiter
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