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CHAPTER ONE

Prologue
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EARLY ON MONDAY morning, Osip Podolsky gripped his steering wheel. Concentration tightened the scar tissue on his face, pulling on the pockmarks that had covered his skin since childhood.

 He followed the American, waiting for the ideal place to carry out his assignment. They reached the summit, the cyclist first, standing on his pedals, muscles taught and straight. As soon as he disappeared, Osip increased his speed to keep his target in view. The long drop into the valley came into view at the road's highest and steepest point, and the conditions were perfect: swirling mist, dawn light, and no traffic. His victim relaxed after the long climb.

  A storm approached, he smelled it in the damp air. The sky filled with cloud, and the wind caught his vehicle at every turn. Perfect for removing the traces of his endeavour.

The fog cleared as a flimsy fence replaced the stone wall guarding the edge. It was time, so he put his foot on the gas pedal and revved his engine. 

A sports-car filled his view, materialising out of the mist as he took the bend.

 Shocked, he pulled his steering wheel and swerved, forcing the driver across the highway.

With his heart beating at twice its normal rate and his breathing ragged, he glimpsed the driver's fear and anger, and looked away. There was no time for sentiment.

Common sense suggested he pull back, and his foot hovered over the brake pedal. He wanted this job over because the image of his daughter's face as the agent took her children haunted him. The sooner this was completed, the sooner he could go home and help them.

 By the time the thought passed, he had committed himself and was almost touching the American, so he nosed between the cycle and the cliff and hit the gas again. One touch to the rear wheel and he completed this part of his mission, as both cyclist and bike flew through the fence.

 The woman was behind him now and the mist swirled, her car no longer visible as he sped away.

It was done. 

Later, he would deal with the woman.








CHAPTER TWO

Hit and Run

[image: shell108]

EARLIER THAT MORNING...

Elvira shivered as she got into her car. As always, she ran her fingers over the bright red paint work. It was early and still dark, the air chilly. For a moment, she regretted not returning to Sarria yesterday afternoon as planned. 

 The entire family pleaded with her to join them for the Sunday evening game of cards. She agreed when Uncle José had arrived with gifts of  chocolates and coffee liqueur. 

They were close and filled the time with everything she loved, and despite her ambition and determination to have a city life, she missed the convivial atmosphere, the drink, and her mum's tapas after she left home.

The engine needed running for a few minutes to warm the car enough to unzip her jacket. The predawn air smelled damp because a storm was brewing. 

The lengthy drive ahead of her was not far on a map but on unpredictable, often treacherous mountain roads. 

 Her parents lived deep in Os Ancares mountains on a remote hillside farm in the borderland between Galicia, Asturias, and León. 

The magnificent setting belied the hard, unrelenting life. Ten years before, a tractor accident had killed her brother and the sorrow and grief had never left this remote valley. She had determined as a twelve-year-old that a hill farmer's life was one of grief and one day she would live in the city.

Her mother knocked on the window. "Please be careful, Elli, why not stay till the storm passes?"

The anxiety etched in her mother's face, and the unspoken fear that she was about to lose another child, an expression that she had seen too often.

"I'm expected at work, but I'll be careful," she said and leaned out to give her mum a kiss.

 The weather was worsening, and she chose the safest route instead of the quickest. The tourist route up to the pass was wide with good tarmac. In high winds, the debris and rain often blocked the precarious mountain tracks that surrounded her home.

 The narrow field gate slowed her progress and, holding her breath as always, she sensed her mum was still in the drive, watching. Why they didn't widen the gate, she didn't know.

Every time someone scraped the side of their car on the posts, her dad said.

"Aye, there's no doubt that the old gate needs fixing."

She pictured him speaking the words as she bumped along the muddy rutted track to the village and the road. Then sighed because the brilliant metallic paintwork was turning the colour of mud.

She bought the car to celebrate her promotion. Even though she missed home, she loved both the ride and her new career with the GSO (Guardia Civil Special Operations Unit). And she had never regretted her decision to leave the hill farm her parents treasured so much.




FIVE KILOMETRES FROM the hamlet was a farm museum popular with tourists, and a tarmacked road wound its way up the mountainside, joining the major highway just past the summit.

 Even in the dawn light, she appreciated the stunning scenery. Elvira had driven this route many times, but watching the sun rising over the ridge still moved her. By the time she turned onto the mountain pass, mist was swirling below her. A grey cloudscape hiding the sheer drop that bordered the pass for the next thirty kilometres. She put on some music and slowed her speed. She was in no hurry.

There was little traffic this morning, and she hummed along with the music. Then, for a moment, the fog cleared and showed a cyclist ahead of her. A pilgrim. It was early in the year, but perhaps this one preferred cooler weather when the route was quieter.

The mist swirled back, and the bicycle disappeared. A car came from behind, travelling fast and caused her to swerve across the road.

 It slowed, then roared past, too close for comfort.

 "Idiot!"

 But he faded into the gloom.




THEN, A FEW minutes later, the cloud lifted, and she watched in horror as the speeding motor reached the cyclist and pushed him off the road. For a moment he recovered, but then, so slowly, the cycle hit the fence. He hung there, framed by the mountains, before he flew into the air and disappeared. The wooden barrier broke with a loud crack and the cycle followed his passage over the edge.

In reality, it happened in a second, but for Elvira, time stopped.

The cloud dropped again, and everything vanished. She approached the spot where the incident happened, but there was nowhere to park. She stopped on the verge, knowing how dangerous it was in patchy fog, but couldn't see any sign of the accident. So she drove on, looking for somewhere safe, eventually parking in the entrance to a disused quarry. She walked back up the steep track, thankful that she had a job that required a good level of fitness.

 It took a few minutes to find the place where the bike tracks left the road, indenting the mud and breaking the flimsy wooden barrier.

 She peered over the fence, and the scrubby trees, but a sea of mist obscured the view. So she shouted, but the only response was her echo. A gust of wind caught her and forced her to grab the rail for support as she fought the vertigo it caused. The clouds were turning darker and the morning sun was disappearing behind them, and in that dark moment panic gripped her, as she feared her mum had been right and she might not get off the mountain, especially if she followed the poor cyclist over the edge.

As she edged backward, she reached for her phone to call for help. But there was no signal.








CHAPTER THREE

Reporting the incident
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ELVIRA SPENT TEN minutes taking photos of the tyre tracks and the broken fence. Then, although she was wearing work clothes, she lay on her stomach and peered over once again, seeing nothing past the scrubby brush at the top. Then something glinted far below her. She shouted and heard a faint response, but couldn't tell if it was an echo, the wind, or a groan.

 A sound behind her interrupted another try.

"Do you have a problem, señorita, are you lost?"

 She jumped, surprised that someone was behind her, and turned. A guardia was standing at a respectful distance. She didn't recognise him and assumed he was from Pedrafita, the nearest town.

"You startled me," she said.

"We are closing the pass because of the storm. I saw you and wanted to warn you to leave the mountain."

"Thank you, officer, but I just saw a hit-and-run accident. A cyclist left the road here, but I can't get a phone signal to report it."

"Are you sure? The broken fence could be old."

"Yes, I saw it happen. A car hit the back wheel of his bike."

"OK. Give me your name and contact number, and I'll radio it in as soon as I can, so that the traffic officers can look. In the meantime, I must urge you to drive down and off the peak. It's getting dangerous." 

"But what about the man?" she said before another gust of wind pushed her closer to the edge.

Elvira looked at the sky. The guardia was right, the black cloud was menacing, and the wind tugged at her coat, making conversation difficult.

"OK, officer, thank you. I left my car just down the road."

"Take care, Senorita. Hasta luego."

The rain started, enormous drops bouncing off the tarmac, so she turned and ran to her parking place with the feeling he was watching her leave.

 She could contact the Pedrafita guardia corps as soon as she got to the car. It might be hours before the policeman could use his radio.


TEN MINUTES LATER, soaking wet and struggling with the door, she climbed into the driver's seat and realised there wasn't a phone signal here either. Fifteen long kilometres further, she stopped and tried again. The breeze had become a gale, and it was raining hard. Galician rain, she thought, as it hammered on the roof. 

When she spoke to the guardia in Pedrafita, the noise forced her to shout above the sound.

The wind rocked the car as she sat with her mobile to report the incident and tried to describe where it happened. Although she explained that on the pass there was no signal, the traffic officer she had met at the scene had promised to call it in.

"I'll drive back and wait for you there," said Elvira.

"Oh no, we have closed the road señorita, the storm is getting worse, and the wind is strong. It's not safe."

"But there was a man injured. I'll meet someone at the quarry entrance."

"The danger is landslides or flooding. Are you in a 4x4 vehicle?"

"No, I'm not." She gripped the steering wheel as she spoke. He wasn't understanding the seriousness.

"Then please continue to Triacastela. If the officer took all your details, we can contact you. The Sarria guardia is putting up a roadblock. You must hurry."

"But what about my cyclist?"

"The pass is dangerous, but I assure you we will do our best, Señorita, as soon as it is safe. Please continue for your own safety."

She consulted the weather forecast and realised the there was a yellow warning for the district. The village at the top of the mountain received a red warning. News that the road was closing flashed up on her phone as she was looking so with reluctance she started her car, shivering now because of her wet clothes. 


AS SHE CAME to the checkpoint, Elvira wondered if she should ask the two guardia in Triacastela to find her cyclist. But as she slowed, motorists wanting to use the pass were making trouble, and she realised they had enough problems convincing people the route was too dangerous and if they went to check on her accident, more lives would be at risk. So she waved and continued towards Sarria, much slower than she expected because the storm was raging now.

The strength of the wind buffeted her compact car, forcing her to slow to a crawl, then stop
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