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1

P atrick Shearer contemplates the void over the Thames,
ignoring the impressive panoramic view that lies
beneath, as he has barely learned that he is living the

last minutes of his life.
It is not due to a technical or mechanical issue; the colossal

observation wheel is working with the utmost normality.
Nor is it because of a health issue, for he can boast of

having overcome his vertigo —after all, he is from New York—,
loneliness—as he is awriter—, and consciousness—for decades,
he has been the guardian of a dark secret.

Once a month, he is in the habit of reserving one of the
thirty-two glass pods of the London Eye to enjoy, from a bird’s
perspective, the beautiful sunset in his favorite city. From the
summit, he always confirms that, if his universe had a center, it
would be that very spot. There is no doubt that he has earned
the right to such eccentricity, so to speak.

Nothing inside the pod indicates that he is in peril of death.
What has made Patrick Shearer pale and his stomach twitch

is her presence.
He spotted her during the second ride.
Just a few meters from the foot of the landmark, next to the

railing that overlooks the river, the imposing woman, from
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whom he has been sneaking for so many years, looks at him
without batting an eye. She is as tall and athletic as her Nordic
skin is pale. Blithely, she covers her lips in a layer of deep
crimson lipstick. Her hair, the same old copper shade as always,
drapes on her shoulders. It is impossible to tell from that
distance, but he knows that two icy blue irides have fixed on
him. That is the one trait that has always given him the creeps.

The woman takes her hand out of her coat pocket and points
her index at him. Then, she flexes it as though she were pulling
an ethereal trigger, brings it to her lips, and blows.

After so long, she has found him.
The writer looks around him, trying to find something that

will allow him to escape, but realizes the hopelessness of his
situation. He is trapped in a glass cage and, when the ride comes
to an end, and the doors open, she will be there to give him the
final blow.

I have no escape.
Instinctively, he closes his eyes, and his thoughts swirl around

the person who started it all and changed his life forever.
The time has come to reveal the big secret. It was always in

his plans to do it before his death, like the great finale of one of
his mystery novels, but he never expected the immediacy that
it would call for nor the setting in which it would take place.

The call-progress tone on his phone is a good start. When
she picks up, he goes blank, incapable of pronouncing word.

“Hello?” she urges on the other side of the line.
“Mónica Lago?”
“Speaking. Who is this?”
“I must talk to you about a matter of the utmost importance.”
“Yes? Who is it?”
“My name is Patrick Shearer, the British writer.”
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“I beg your pardon. I think you’ve got the wrong Mónica
Lago.”

“Are you not Inspector Mónica Lago from the Madrid Police
Homicide group?”

Silence.
“How did you get my private number?”
The writer hesitates to answer. He did not foresee her

reluctance.
“Uh… on the website of the National Police.”
“If you want to file a complaint, Mr. Shearer, call the Police

or go down to the station. But, if you want sources for one of
your novels, you have called the wrong officer. Now, if you’ll
excuse me, I’m on vacation.”

The intermittent beep lets him know that the call has ended.
The writer swears at the Big Ben standing before him. Then he
looks at the hour. He still has more than ten minutes before he
is required to leave the pod.

What are my options?
Aware that he is as good as a dead man, he rushes to get his

laptop out of his backpack and onto the oval seat in the center
of his cabin. He proceeds to connect the computer to the city’s
Wi-Fi and to open his email client. Then, he writes a brief
message and saves it in the Drafts folder.

He looks up for a moment to confirm that his pod is now at
the lowest point of the ride. There she is, looking at him. Her
arrogant smile, that of someone who deems themselves victor,
makes his guts churn.

He looks back at his laptop because he does not have much
time left, and what comes next requires his whole attention.
On the word processor, he opens the most recent document,
makes a few annotations that call for his best writing skills, and

3



BETWEEN THE LINES

attaches it to a new email that he also saves for later.
The Ferris wheel has stopped. The occupants of the pods

below are beginning to leave the ride. The time has come.
He puts the laptop away in the backpack and hangs it over

his shoulder. He takes a deep breath as his pod descends to the
exit walkway. He is the next one.

Don’t you dare take me down in front of all these tourists, he
thinks as the red mane disappears in the crowd, giving him
some respite. He spots a window of opportunity and goes for it.
All he has to do now is avoid alleys and stay close to the crowd.

The glass doors slide open.
The writer makes his way through the people and runs along

the Thames promenade to his left. However, there is something
wrong. Where is she?

The smell of the freshly watered grass at the Jubilee Gardens
enters his nostrils as he flees. If he is to leave the Hungerford
Bridge behind without entering the underground passage, the
perfect setting to die by the hand of a seasoned assassin, the
writer must take a detour. As he runs, the crowd disperses,
which can only mean bad news. Where has she gotten into?

In the old days, Patrick Shearer might have jumped into the
river and hidden under one of the piers. He might have even
dared to swim to the opposite shore. The problem is that two
hours of cardio a week stopped being enough to keep him in
shape many years ago. The passage of time —and the Costa
Coffee croissants to which he has become addicted— have
turned him old and predictable. He cannot even run a few
steps without getting out of breath.

I’m alive, he keeps telling himself as he lets the adrenaline take
care of the physical aspect.

He seems to have lost her when he gets to Blackfriars Bridge.
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The stone stairs that lead to the other side of the promenade
are cut off by remodeling works, and he is left with only to
paths: turn around or take the underpass. Encouraged by his
adventurous past, he clenches his fists and walks in.

A faulty halogen lamp flickers in the dark, and the others have
blown out.

“You shouldn’t have run from me,” a voice echoes in the
blackness. Her Illinois accent is easy to recognize, even after so
many years since they last met.

Motionless, the writer holds his breath. The way the voice
echoed tells him that she is likely very close to him. Everything
is pitch dark and, only when the lamp flickers, can Patrick make
out a human silhouette.

“After so long, I’ve finally found you,” she celebrates. In
the darkness, the writer imagines her eyes sparkling like two
diamonds. “Now tell me: where is she?”

“It’s been a long time since,” the writer stammers, feeling the
most vulnerable he has felt in years. “I’ve lost track of her.”

“You don’t think I’ll buy that crap, do you?”
Her words come with an offensive sneer that give him an

adrenaline rush. They are still as clueless as on the first day, he
thinks, rejoicing.

“Tell me where she is, or you’ll die in this piss-smelling alley.”
The writer stirs, aware that he is going to die anyway.
“Alright then. I’ll tell you where she is,” he finally says, pulling

out the ace under his sleeve. Choose your next words carefully;
you must sound like you mean it. Fortunately, the craft of a
writer entails meticulously trained improvisation skills and
a remarkable ability to suspend others’ disbelief.

As he finished talking, the underground passage goes silent.
After a few seconds, nothing has happened. Has she let me live?
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he wonders when, suddenly, the halogen lamp flickers once
again, illuminating her red mane as she thrusts against him.
A warm sensation spreading on his belly lets him know that
he has been stabbed. The next flash of light reveals a hole in
his shirt, framed by a dark stain extending across the garment.
When his free hand touches the wound, it immediately gets
covered in blood.

“It was a pleasure to hunt you down all these years. Enjoy
your last moments of life,” the woman says before parting. The
echo of her heels disappears in the distance.

Once alone, the writer looks back at the exit of the tunnel. He
does not have much time left. He could call an ambulance, but
by the time it arrived, he would have bled out to death. Besides,
as she said, he does not want to die in the smell of piss.

Whilemaking a great effort towalk, he thinks about the secret
that has accompanied him half his life. The fear of the secret
dying with him is far greater than that he holds for his own
extinction. To make matters worse, she is after her, and it is
upon himself to stop that monster.

A neon light flickers in his brain: SEND THE MESSAGES.
The abdomen area burns him the moment he reaches the

promenade on the opposite side. The summer breeze caresses
his face as though some ethereal entity welcomed him on the
other side.

Trembling, he picks up the phone and unlocks it. He devotes
all the energy that has left to open the email client and access
the drafts folder. He sends the two emails and makes one last
farewell call. Then, he tosses the phone into the river. At last,
he breathes, relieved.

I must find the way to get to the bridge, he thinks. They have to
know.
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It is a miracle that he made it to the Millennium Bridge by his
own foot. The faces of the passers-by, who walk down the area
on that hot afternoon, look at him with horror when they see
the grotesque wound that continues to bleed under his shirt.

Writhing in pain, he climbs the steps that give access to the
pedestrian walkway. When seen from the front, the writer’s
position, theMillenniumBridge resembles a robotic spider that
extends its legs toward Saint Paul’s Cathedral. At last, he has
arrived.

His spiritual thought has always guided him and, despite not
being a Catholic, he crosses himself when he faces the church
right before leaning against the metal railing. Gathering all his
strength, he climbs over it, and drops on a beam that makes up
one of the legs of the spider. Then, making sure not to fall into
the river, he crawls down the beam until he reaches the metal
cables that hold the bridge. Finally, he lies on them, looking up
to the orange brush strokes of the evening sky of his favorite
city.

The gentle breeze of the Thames plays with the hair on his
foreheadwhile his life, as it is said, flashes before his eyes. Death
catches up with him at such speed that the writer only gets to
see the years where everything went sour, and his life became a
series of tough decisions one after the other.

Few seconds after, death embraces him, and the last thought
lingering in his mind is the desire for his messages to be
received, understood, and… forgiven.
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I nspectress Mónica Lago is beginning to lose her patience.
After a real effort not to tell that limey to go to hell, she
finally manages to get rid of him before crossing the

borderline between politeness and rudeness, by hanging up
on him before he gives her any explanation.

She is completely sure that her private phone number does
not appear on the Police website. In fact, she has always gone
the extra-mile not to reveal any personal data on social media.
It is clear that that writer was lying.

She has been back to Madrid for less than thirty minutes, and
the city has already welcomed her by getting her back down to
earth. Despite still having a few days off, vacation is over. She
could not stand that forsaken town any longer. She made her
decision in an outburst of impatience the moment she woke up.
It all started with the gin aftertaste that was still slipping down
her throat. The last time she had experienced such a strong
headache she was still married to Jorge.

As she opened her eyes, seeking something to ease her
discomfort, she saw a bearded and drooling face resting on
the pillow on the other side of the bed.

“You’ve gotta be fucking kidding me. It’s Toño!” she said to
herself as she tried to remember the mistakes made the night
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prior. There in bed with her was none other than Toño, her
chimney-like smoking neighbor. He was the town’s newsstand
vendor and told the lamest jokes while spraying his audience
in the process.

An atrocious idea crosses her mind. Fearing the worst, she
peeked under the sheet to see if she had her underwear on.
Thankfully, she did. She snorted with relief and did it again
when, seconds later, the bearded lard ball woke up and, in
between beastly grunts, explained to her —forced by Mónica—
that they had not humped —that schmuck’s actual words. What
happened the night before was as simple as it was embarrassing:
she had drunk herself senseless, and he found himself morally
compelled to take her home and put her to bed.

“Fuck,” she grumbled at the time she got dressed at full speed.
“And did you have to spend the night here?”

Any man with the minimum of self-respect would have
thrown his shirt in her face and walked away, enraged, which
is what her ungrateful self deserved. Instead, Toño snorted
and smiled before greeting her goodbye and wishing her good
morning.

That scare with Toño made it clear that she had squeezed the
last drop of that little town, so she made an appointment for
her bruised Mini at her trusted workshop in Madrid and left
to be there just in time.

Orense street is especially quiet that hot afternoon. Not even
the pigeons seem willing to leave their shelters. She is the only
sucker walking stoically, putting up with the imperious urge to
turn around and escape from that furnace they call city, while
the hot air slaps her in the face.

The air-conditioning at the Irish pub where she arranged
to meet with Rayco welcomes her. She finds him sitting on a
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padded bench by the window. He is reading a book by Patricia
Highsmith while his leg rests on a stool. A small plate of olives
and a cold pint of beer accompany him. The picture makes for a
very compelling image, where the only discordant elements are
the crutch lying haphazardly on the floor, his matted silver hair
—that would normally be impeccably slicked—, and Prince’s
falsettos coming from the sound system.

“Hi!” Rayco’s opaque eyes look up from the pages of his book
to welcome her. “Is it six already?”

“No, but I left the workshop earlier than anticipated.”
“I can’t picture Mónica Lago without her Mini Cooper.”
“Neither can I,” she huffs. “How’s your leg? Have you started

rehab yet?”
“It’s getting better but still hurts from time to time. The

doctor says that I was lucky I didn’t lose it. Apparently, it’s a
common thing in frontal crashes at that speed.”

“Look at the bright side. As long as you are on medical leave,
you won’t have to put up with Yago’s obnoxiousness.”

Rayco smiles at her without enthusiasm.
Before sitting with him, Mónica pulls a thick notebook out

of her shoulder bag and drops it on the table.
“I took it upon myself to gather all the information about

missing children unsolved cases.”
Rayco looks at the notebook as though the Holy Grail were

sitting before him. As he passes the pages, she yells at the
barman to pour her a glass of Coke.

“It’s a lot of information, Mónica. Is this your idea of a
vacation? Looking through the files on missing children? After
what happened this summer, that almost got us killed, you
should have gotten yourself some rest, not taken work home in
a suitcase.”
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“It’s been like a pastime. I’ve also had my share of wine and
stuffed my face with cheese. I fear that I have put on some
weight. Fuck the swimming routine.”

“Nonsense! You look great!”
“Don’t be a suck-up, Canary. By the way, since when are you

such a flirt?”
“After what we’ve been through this summer, I think it is safe

to say that our relationship has reached a new level.”
“Well, it was about time you spoke like a normal person.

As I was saying, there isn’t much to do in that town, so, one
afternoon, I took the Mini and drove down to some town in
Valladolid, where the family of one of those missing kids lives.”
She points at the notebook with an olive. “A broken family.”

“Did you find out anything?”
Mónica shakes her head, and he lets out a sigh.
“You are taking it really seriously.”
“I had to have some distraction, didn’t I?”
“You could’ve hooked up with someone.”
For one moment, Mónica considers telling Rayco about

Toño’s incident the previous night. Not even in her wildest
dreams.

“Are you kidding? I’m done with men. I won’t ever get
married again” —her brow furrows—, but I did make friends
with some very handsome pooch. I almost ended up bringing
him over.”

“Oh! A dog! And when is the wedding?”
“On Fucktober the eighteenth,” she says at the same time she

raises her middle finger.
Both laugh, happy for being reunited, and the barman puts

the glass of soda on the table. Mónica gulps it avidly and
immediately notices the cold bubbles exploding down her
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throat.
“Seriously, this is all a lot of work.” The sub-inspector has

regained his serious demeanor by returning his attention to the
notebook before him.

“As I said, it’s been a pleasure. We are in this together.”
“And I appreciate it; don’t get me wrong. It’s just that I don’t

understand why you take so much trouble. After all, we’ve
only known each other for a few weeks. It’s like you’re making
greater an effort to find Faina than I am.”

“Do you want us to find your daughter, or not?”
The sub-inspector’s eyes sparkle suddenly.
“Have you found anything? A lead?”
“Let’s see, Rayco. Look.” She gives her soda another drink

before starting. “I’ve looked into the files from twenty years
ago and on. In that period of time, many children have gone
missing. The oldest case I read about dates back to the early
nineties, and the latest” —she hawks— “well, it’s Faina’s.”

He nods while he stares at the notebook, which he treats with
veneration.

“We’re talking about children from all over the country, of
all ages, social classes, and even different nationalities and
religions. Of course, if anyone was the brains behind more than
one of these kidnappings, they didn’t follow a modus operandi.
In some cases, the kids were taken after school, others, at home,
like Faina, and in some other cases, leaving a trail of dead bodies,
also your daughter’s case.”

“I see.”
“Faina was… six years old?”
“Five.”
“Only five,” Mónica repeats. “But four-year-olds, and even a

seventeen-year-old, have gonemissing. As for the older victims,
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the possibility of voluntary escape was considered, but nothing
was ever proven.”

“Faina didn’t run away. She was taken.”
“I know, I know. I’m just trying to explain—”
“My wife was shot to death; in case you don’t remember.”
“Hey! I’m on your side. Understood?”
The sub-inspector nods, shaken by the memory of the fateful

night when someone destroyed his family while he was out,
drinking, having a good time with his co-workers from the
station.

“That is something that bothers me,” Mónica continues. “It
is clear that they intended to take the girl. They weren’t after
money or anything else because they didn’t rob you.”

“They only took my daughter’s collar. A trinket with deep
sentimental value.”

“I know. An elephant-shaped pendant you bought on a visit
to the zoo, right?”

“It was the amusement park.” Rayco takes out his wallet and
pulls a passport-sized photograph. “Look, she’s wearing it here.
I won it for her at shooting game. There were lots of huge
stuffed animals to choose from, but Faina wanted the pendant.
From that day on, she would call me daddy elephant.”

Mónica notices that, effectively, the little laughing girl is
wearing a wooden pendant in the shape of an elephant.

“I see. The fact is that it was something of no economic value.
If Faina was the target, why torture your wife? A single shot
to the head should have sufficed without causing her any pain
whatsoever. If I were a trained killer, that’s what I would’ve
done.”

“That’s enough, Mónica.”
“No, this is important. Tell me again what happened that
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night. Did you not see anything that could lead us to finding
whoever killed your wife and took Faina? Anything seemingly
unimportant?”

“I’ve said it’s enough.”
“I’m sorry. You’re right. My bad.”
“It doesn’t matter.”
“In short, we have to keep looking.”
With his face disembodied, Rayco helps himself up with the

crutch and excuses himself to go to the restroom.
Seeing him walking away between the tables, Mónica thinks

that her partner seems to have aged many years in just a few
days. The limp and the crutch contribute to that impression,
but that is not the only reason. She has run into a paler, more
haggard, and unkempt Rayco. In all the days they worked
together on the only case they have shared to date, she never
saw him in a tracksuit and jogging shoes. And where do the
glasses come from? As far as she can remember, Rayco always
wore contact lenses. It is clear that the pressure of the case,
the knee operation, the leave, and all that shit have dropped
on him like a pile of bricks, sinking him in the well of sadness
that he has been digging since his wife died, and his daughter
disappeared. However, Mónica wonders if there is more to it.

When the Canary comes back from the rest room, the
inspectress feels the need to stoke the atmosphere of their
reunion. She points to the crutch and asks:

“How are you doing with it?”
“Awful. I keep falling.”
Then, he bursts into laughter, and Mónica breathes, relieved.
“Listen,” Rayco says, suddenly serious, when he sits back at

the table, “I have found something. It might be stupid, but who
knows. Do you want to see it?”
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“I don’t know why the hell you still haven’t shown it to me.”
“It’s at Headquarters. Wanna come?”
Mónica grunts.
“At Headquarters? Don’t fuck with me, Rayco. You know I’m

still on holiday.”
At the station, they are undergoing reorganization. Changing

offices again? She has been away for only one short week, and
she has already run into, at least, six new faces who looked
at her like an alien. She is fed up with the corps’s mania for
moving things. At this pace, she will need a map to find Yago’s
office.

It will not be necessary, because her boss is by the door,
standing in front of Mercedes and giving her a hard time. His
face changed when he saw them walking in.

“What are you doing here so soon, Scarface? Weren’t you on
vacation?” Scarface. Upon hearing that, Mónica instinctively
taker her hand to her cheek. She had forgotten the mark that
that psychopath left her when he slashed her face. “And you”
—the boss has turned his attention toward Rayco— “have you
been discharged yet?”

“No, boss. We’ve come to pick up something and then we’ll
leave.”

Mónica cannot help noticing that Mercedes is checking the
Canary out. She reflects that if looks could heal, Rayco would
undergo a miraculous healing right there.

“Have you seen the way Sillindella was looking at you?” she
says in a quiet voice as they walk down the yellow corridor
toward Rayco’s cubicle. “In women’s code, that means that that
little monkey is dying to try your Canarian banana.”

“No comments,” he says at the time he blushes.
Mónica bursts out laughing until, as her father used to say,
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her seams show.
The evening light filters through the windows of the floor,

turning the building into a greenhouse. Hanging from the wall,
the television set is permanently tuned to the twenty-four-hour
news channel in mute. Mónica notices that her back has begun
to sweat despite the fans working at full speed. She has barely
arrived and is already dying to run out of that sauna.

“Here. Amuse yourself for the remainder of your vacation.”
Rayco hands her a thumb drive that he has pulled out of his
desk drawer.

“What is this?”
“A dossier on a report made by the English media in the

eighties. It covers the disappearance of Margot Lane, a case
that paralyzed the country for weeks back in the day. It made
ripples.”

“Margot Lane? It doesn’t ring a bell.”
“It’s been almost forty years since then. Nowadays, we can

find out about any event that occurs on the other side of the
globe, but back then, without the Internet or social media, it
was quite common to miss the news that stirred a neighboring
country.” He pauses. “Margot Lane was a five-year-old.”

She nods her head, aware of the importance that that fact
holds for her partner.

“Have you read it?” she asks whilst suspiciously analyzing the
small memory unit.

“Yes.”
“So?”
“I found nothing in particular. But two pairs of eyes see better

than one. Don’t worry. It’s translated.”
“I beg your pardon?” Mónica pretends to be offended by his

insinuation. “I am bilingual, kid.”
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“Oh, really?”
“Absolutely, my dear friend. My parents lived in England for a

few years shortly after I was born.”
“You’re a box full of surprises.”
The inspectress’s cell phone rings in her pocket. She clicks

her mouth and apologizes. It is a new email. The sender is
patrickshearer.author@yahoo.es.

“I can’t believe it,” Mónica protests through her teeth. Regard-
less, she proceeds to open the message:

Dear Inspector Lago,
It is of utmost importance that you travel to London at once. Room

217, Savoy Hotel, London. Tomorrow, Thursday, 18 hours, sharp.
Please do not disregard this message.
P. Shearer.
A strange presentiment invades the officer.
London.
Tomorrow.
Who the hell was the guy who phoned hours earlier? she asks

herself. I hope it’s not a joke.
“Is everything alright?” Rayco inquires.
“Don’t worry.”
At that moment, Yago appears out of nowhere to spoil their

afternoon.
“Guys, Telemadrid are coming to Headquarters tomorrow.

They’re making a news report on Javier Conde and want to
interview the heroes.” He pauses, expecting a reaction. As none
comes, he continues, “Rayco, are you in? You’re on leave, but
nothing stops you from dropping by for a while and posing as
the man of the hour, right?”

“I guess,” the Canarian responds, incapable, given his hesitant
tone of voice, of coming up with a convincing excuse on the fly.
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“What about you, Mónica?”
“What about me?”
The chief inspector snaps his fingers in front of her eyes.
“I’m asking if you are coming tomorrow to shoot a news

report for the TV. Wake up, girl, you’re dreaming awake.”
Mónica blows out her cheeks and rolls her eyeswhile snorting

slowly. Not even the Mayans could have predicted the day that
Mónica would be willing to spend her vacation at Headquarters
to shoot a news report. Misfortunes never come singly, the
proverb says. And it is fucking right. Five minutes in the office,
and she has already been set up as fairground monkey.

Suddenly, out of the corner of the eye, she sees the image
on the TV set change. An aerial shot of one of the bridges
that span the Thames appears on the screen. Something has
happened. Something important, otherwise, they would not
have interrupted the programming for international news.

She takes a couple of steps forward and stands in front of the
screen.

“Can someone turn up the volume?” she demands.
“Isn’t that the writer?” someone asks when the name Patrick

Shearer appears superimposed on the marquee that runs along
the bottom of the image.

This last comment gives Mónica an uncomfortable sensation
before her brain can register the reason. First comes the
perception, and then, the awareness that something is about
to reveal itself. At last, someone finally turns up the volume
and does it at the precise moment in which the newscaster
repeats the headline loud and clear. A shiver runs down the
inspectress’s spine.
PatrickShearer, renownedbestselling author,was found

dead on the Millennium Bridge.
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Mónica turns her head to the screen of her phone, where the
mail application remains open.

“So, can I write you in or not?” Yago insists.
Mónica can barely hear him, for her eyes are fixated on the

email Shearer sent her just before dying.
She does not know it yet but has begun to sense that her

vacation has come to an early end. Indeed, misfortunes never
come singly.
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R esting on her side on the sofa in the humble apartment
in the outskirts of London, Hannah Dickinson yawns
and stretches for the up-tenth time this afternoon.

Meanwhile, the news promo confirms the news: fabledmystery
writer, Patrick Shearer, has been found dead on theMillennium
Bridge.

However, she has not even heard it, for she is engrossed in
the luminous screen that makes her head dull, but the woman
who occupies the other side of the sofa and is old enough to be
her grandmother, cannot take her eyes off of the radio —there
is no room for TV sets in that house.

As the evening approaches, the lights go dimmer, and the
living room has become a dark shadow pierced by the light
beam that emanates from Hannah’s cell phone.

Poor thing, the older woman laments. In the end, after so many
years, they’ve finally found you and killed you.

She is aware that now, it is her turn to make a move; what she
does not know is where to start. Tomorrow is key, she thinks.
But there is a promise that she must fulfill beforehand.

“Is something the matter?” Hannah asks. Apparently, her
watery eyes and the occasional whimper gave her away.

“It’s nothing. It must be allergies,” she lies before standing up
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to say, “I’m going to the loo, darling.”
A very subtle movement of the chin is the only response of

the young woman. Better this way. Let all sorts of things happen.
That way, she won’t ask questions.

In reality, the woman is not heading to the bathroom but
her private desk, halfway down the wooden-floored corridor,
where she keeps information of the utmost importance.

While directing continuous glances at the hallway to make
sure that Hannah has not moved off the sofa, the woman
goes through the piles of books to find an old folder that has
remained hidden from snoops. In it, she keeps a telephone
number whose prefix corresponds to New York. A phone
number that has stayed dormant in that folder for more than
thirty years, waiting to be dialed.

The conversation that precedes is held in whispers and is
briefer than aminute. Just enough time to transmit themessage.

After hanging up, the woman puts the folder away in the
second drawer of the desk. She allows herself a few more
seconds, during which she weeps in silence for the passing of
her old friend before returning to the hallway, where Hannah,
unsuspecting that something huge has just gotten afoot, will
see her zipping up her pants.

That if she manages to look up from the screen of her phone
for a second.

A few miles from there, Venus, or the ice killer, as she likes
to be called, walks through the lobby of the Shard with the
stealth of an old panther. From the thirty-fourth floor to the
fifty-second, the tallest building in Europe houses the luxury
hotel Shangri-La. When she has to act in the English capital
city, Venus always stays in the same room on the fiftieth floor.

As usual, upon crossing the entrance to the room, she stays in
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silence, scrutinizing the shadows. She will not run the curtains
until she makes sure that she is by herself. As the Caliph often
says, “even when you sleep is your alarm armed.” A faint clarity
illuminates the luxurious room as though, suddenly, everything
was behind a cool filter.

The room offers comforts only accessible to the very few
people in the world who can afford them, although she is
indifferent to those, for she never spends more time there than
it is strictly necessary. The reason she always stays in that room
is the view. Only by observing the city lights from above can she
overcome the insomnia that has martyred her since she was a
child. When she was younger, she used to take some customers
of the Caliph’s into her room. Sex would wear her out and earn
her some extra dough. But that does not work anymore. When
she does not sleep with him, only London can relieve her.

That night, however, she intends no sleep. It is still early, and
she is still too euphoric to even think about snoozing. After
so many years… She takes off her shoes and lights a cigarette
that she takes the proper time to enjoy, sitting on the chair next
to the window. She rests her beaten naked feet on the frame
while dedicating a proud smile to the millions of Englishmen
who, like ants, make their lives down there, oblivious to what
happens in the world’s backstage.

When the cigarette is out, she walks to her handbag and
pulls her telephone out. She dials a number and activates the
loudspeaker.

“Hello?” he says.
“Caliph. It’s me, Venus.”
“Talk, my dear.” She knows that the person on the other side

of the line is eager to hear what she has to say.
“He’s dead.” The excitement makes her limbs tremble.
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Silence.
“I know. I’ve just seen it on the news. You’ve caused quite the

stir.”
“The usual.”
“I assume you probed him for what we need to know.”
“He gave me an address.”
“Did he tell you the truth?”
“We’ll know soon.”
The Caliph’s excited breathing resonates across the room.
“Wonderful. I thought we would never catch him.”
“It was only a matter of time before he made a mistake.”
“Indeed. Tell me exactly what he said to you.”
Venus rejoices at the idea that the information she squeezed

from the writer will be well received.
“Caliph, she is alive and resides in London.”
His enthusiasm can be sensed through the loudspeaker.
“In London. Right under our noses!”
“When I find her,” she continues, “you’ll be able to sleep

soundly.”
“Tell me everything in detail.”
Venus goes on to tell him what happened that afternoon. She

recounts how she waited for the writer to get off the colossal
Ferris wheel, and his desperate attempt to save his life. She
barely manages to hide the excitement in her voice when she
recalls all the times that she thought she had him, and he always
managed to slip through her fingers. Of course, he was no
longer the elusive young man of yesteryear, and, although time
passes for everyone, today, she had had the upper hand. She
tells how he ran along the Thames promenade and among the
tourists and how, upon seeing himself cornered in the desolate
underground passage, he confessed everything before his death.
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“The cruel threat of the eternal sleep must be compelling,”
she concludes.

“You’ve done a great job, Venus. Now you must complete
your mission. Do it today. You understand what is at stake.”

Venus shudders at the honorable responsibility that he is
entrusting her.

“Worry not, Caliph. I will.”
“Very good. And stop calling me Caliph, please. That’s how

my pawns call me. It’s been a while since you earned your place
above them. You know that.”

With the sobriety proper of a man who knows himself
powerful, the Caliph explains, before putting an end to the
conversation, the different ways in which he will reward her
loyalty when she arrives at the Residence.

Aroused in all the forms a person can be aroused, Venus takes
another cigarette to her mouth and tries to compose herself.
But it will not work, and she crushes it in the ashtray. Fuck it. I
still have time. She draws the curtains shut, places the laptop on
the bed, and turns it on.

Terrorist videos, real beheadings, and executions not only
help her to appease her carnal desire but also help her to forget
about the war that is waged outside, in the streets. One can pull
the trigger more decisively if the most primal instincts are tamed, it
is said. Mass attacks soon bore her, so she skips straight to snuff
videos. Breathing out slowly, she savors the horror captured
in the footage. At particularly bloody moments, she lets out
moans of pleasure.

“Come on, saw her ear off,” she whispers to the screen during
one of the most explicit videos. “Tear it from the base.”

She shudders at the remembrance of her favorite torture
practices, the kind she used to perform before she started
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working seriously for the Caliph, and everything became more
aseptic and professional. And far less… stimulating.

Moments later, after relieving all the tension, she turns off
the laptop, assembles her weapon, changes clothes, and leaves
the room.
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S itting in front of his laptop, only accompanied by a pint
of ale that he still has not touched, John Everett stares
at his email’s inbox.

This is, without a doubt, the strangest night of my life, he tells
himself.

The subject line reads.
BEAR INMIND THAT NUANCE IS OF AS MUCH IM-

PORTANCE FOR A WRITER AS IT IS FOR A POLICE-
MAN.

That looked nothing like his typical subject lines. He used
to title emails with pragmatism such as Comments on the draft
or Corrections. Once, he stoked him with a line that read Did
you write this now, or when you were five? He was particularly
content that day. He could tell because, when he was happy,
he used to make catty remarks. And painfully honest ones too.
But he would never get philosophical or profound. Except now,
the very same day of his death.

Open it, his mentor’s ghost whispers to his ear.
John smiles. There is no hurry.
He knows that this moment is the last that he will share with

his old friend. Then, he will leave forever. He intends to savor
each fraction of a second.
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He rests his fingertips across the keyboard and feels the edges
of the keys.

“Ready for the last lesson, boss,” he mumbles softly.
Slowly, he downloads the text file and opens it.
When he was in middle school, John had a recurring night-

mare: the teacher would order him to walk to the blackboard,
and there, without realizing it, he would leak piss in front of the
whole class. Wet-pants Johnny! He is standing in a yellow puddle!
Gross! Years later, during the time he spent in Prague under the
Erasmus program for student mobility, that dream, fruit of his
insecurities and that had ripened during the years, gave way to
another dream where he had a date with a girl and, when he
was in front of her, he noticed that he had forgotten to shower.
In the dream, the stench was so potent that, even a few seconds
after waking up, a hint of the imaginary odor lingered in his
nose.

When he turned on the television and learned the news that
Patrick Shearer had died that afternoon, the fear and impotence
he experienced those years assailed him again, but, this time,
there would be no relief nor could he mutter, “It’s been only a
bad dream.”

Is his mentor dead? As far as he knew, he had no health
issues. Granted, Patrick was extremely secretive about his
personal affairs, but had he been on the tightrope, he would
have certainly let him know.

The news trailer did not reveal further details other than the
fact that they found him lying on the Millennium Bridge.

Being in touch with his emotions has never been a trait that
defines John Everett. Kasia, the young Polish girl he met during
his stay in Prague, with whom he even planned a wedding,
threw it in his face right before walking through the door the
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day they broke up.
“Your emotional quotient is through the floor, Johnny,” she

told him as though she had just seen that side of him, instead of
having shared the same apartment for fourteen months. “I’ve
never seen you shed a tear. Not even when you thought that
I was seeing Johan behind your back. What the hell is wrong
with you?”

That was her excuse to leave him. She was entitled to sleeping
with other people—in the end, it turned out that shewas indeed
seeing Johan, her professor of Hispanic philology—, but the
real issue was that he had a negative emotional quotient.

There was some truth to it, though, for John did not cry
when he saw her walk out the door of their apartment to never
come back, nor when he returned to his parents’ household in
Oxford with his tail between his legs, single, unemployed, and
futureless.

But, by nomeans did that signify that hewas void of emotions,
Kasia was clearly exaggerating. After his romantic failure, John
took advantage of all the grief that burdened his soul to express
himself. That would have never been possible if, as she often
teased him, he were a half a robot. He learned to channel his
pain into paragraphs and stories that, with the help of the man
who would appear in his life, resulted in the best work he ever
did: his police thrillers.

That man was Patrick Shearer, a renowned novelist who,
throughout his prolific career, had been awarded numerous
awards as a storyteller. He was the man to whom he owed
everything. When they met, in strange circumstances, Everett
was an aspiring writer no publisher wanted to sign. A romantic
pipe smoker, proud of keeping that archaic habit alive, resem-
bling an action herowho had seen better days, Shearer had been
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one of the most admired characters in the British publishing
world, and John always compared him to the Harrison Ford in
the last installment of Indiana Jones. And Everett would turn
him into his mentor. Shearer taught him everything there is to
know to write a good novel and, when John finally managed
to get published and became a popular author of spy series, he
took on the role of his copyeditor. Shearer found pleasure in
working on Everett’s manuscripts, and for the latter, this was a
privilege.

“Who better than the great Patrick Shearer to copy-edit
my texts?” he would tell him every time he finished a new
manuscript, encouraging him to read his latest work.

But, more than a teacher, mentor, and copyeditor, Patrick
was his friend.

However, despite everything, John did not shed a single tear
when the television image shocked him with the picture of
his guardian angel, stretched out on the wires of the futuristic
London bridge. That is why he finds it so strange that now,
sitting by himself at a secluded table of the Eagle & Child —the
very same pub where decades ago, Tolkien and Lewis shared
their literary dreams—, his eyes itch.

On the other side of the window, the summer storm punishes
the cobblestones of St. Giles Avenue, forcing the passers-by
—many of whom are foreign young students— to run to find
shelter from the downpour. Inside the pub, waiters come and
go with trays full of jugs amid an invisible but perceptible cloud
of amusement.

How can one know that their life is about turn upside down
and rock them to the core? That is exactly what John Everett’s
is about to do with him. When he opens the file that contains
Patrick Shearer’s corrections on his manuscript, he will not
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hear the thundering of the storm that looms over him nor the
cawing of the crows that warn him of the imminent danger.
The last contribution of a great man.

BEAR IN MIND THAT NUANCE IS OF AS MUCH IMPOR-
TANCE FOR A WRITER AS IT IS FOR A POLICEMAN.

By the end of the draft, his brow begins to furrow. A strange
feeling, as though hewasmissing something important, invades
him while he goes through the document. After the emotional
moment of reading the last corrections his friend would ever
make for him —he wiped his eyes from time to time to prevent
the tears from falling onto the keyboard—, he realizes that this
is something entirely different. It simply does not add up.

He passes the pages, perusing his friend’s comments in the
margins, and tilts his head.

Could I be dreaming?

Read now the novel here
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