
  Intro

  The castle-like country house of the Alvaro de las Raspeig family had been in their possession for centuries. 
 Vincente
 Alvaro had the house built in 1602 shortly after his return from the Spanish-occupied part of the Netherlands. 
 Vincente
 himself had designed the house in the traditional style of the region, copying part of it from French country houses. He was born on November 10, 1557, in the province of Alicante. His intensely wealthy family owned plantations and mines in South America. In addition, he was a physician and botanist and mastered six languages.

  He was asked by the Spanish authorities to mediate as a diplomat and negotiator in conflicts between the Spaniards and the Dutch. 
 Vincente
 always traveled accompanied by his friend and pupil Alvarez Munoz de 
 Peleitero
. Alvarez managed a collection of herbs, seeds, and cuttings that Vincente had gathered in various monastery gardens. He also kept a neat diary with recipes for medicines.

  Vincente and Alvarez were captured after the Battle of Turnhout in 1597. At that time, 2,400 Spanish soldiers were killed and only 300 survivors remained from the inferno. The conqueror of this area was Willem Lodewijk van Nassau-Dillenburg. He imprisoned 
 Vincente
 and Alvarez in the remote monastery of the Groningen hamlet Ter Apel and planned to exchange the two important Spaniards for several Dutch officers held in Spanish camps.

  
 Vincente
 became friends with Johannes Emmen, the prior of the monastery. He was allowed to move freely around the monastery and came into close contact with farmer Justus de Hertogh, whose children he had cured of a family ailment.

  With the help of De Hertogh, Vincente and Alvarez escaped to the Spanish-occupied territory and returned to Spain on one of the Spanish ships. A large part of the collection of herbs and seeds had survived the journey.

  Another part remained on De 
 Hertogh
's farm. Prior Emmen translated the recipes from Latin for Justus de Hertogh. Back in Spain, Vincente married the nineteen-year-old, extremely wealthy Doña Maria Magdalena Meseguer di Parma, and together they had four sons and two daughters. Their marriage was described as very happy.

  Alvarez went to South America a year later and died from a fall from a tree while collecting rare plants. 
 Vincente
 never left Spain again and died at a fairly old age. Over the centuries, the house was always inhabited by members of the Alvaro de las Raspeig family. Only during the Spanish Civil War did most of the family reside in Argentina. Numerous mines and plantations in South America are still owned by the family. Most estates in Spain were sold long ago. Only a large park-like garden still surrounded the estate. The house consisted of three parts: two side wings and the living area in the middle with a wide built-in terrace. Separate from the house were the stables and also the staff quarters.

  Of course, much had changed around the house over the centuries. Now there was an oak kitchen in a rustic style on the terrace and a large table with twelve chairs. In the right corner of the terrace was a small cozy bar with lounge chairs around it. On the walls were large tile paintings depicting Spanish landscapes and scenes of harvest and hunting. They must have been very old but were still beautiful in color. Everything in the garden was laid out playfully. Everywhere one found large pots, jugs, and earthenware bowls planted with fragrant herbs and lushly growing exotic and native crops. Originally, this had been the summer residence of the Alvaros.

  From May to September, they exchanged the villa in the city of Alicante for the coolness of the campo. Nowadays, the family was also there in the winter months. The cities of Alicante and Elche were nearby, and Crevillente, known for the production of beautiful oriental carpets, was a short distance away. Like many towns and villages in the region, this place also had a Roman history.

  Chapter 1

  The dogs had been restless all evening. Sven heard them but tried not to pay attention. He was bent over a stack of papers and found it difficult to concentrate.

  His thoughts kept wandering. Again and again he held the email he had received today from Fenna de Hertogh in the Netherlands. He had printed it out and read it over and over. It troubled him deeply.

  Sven had been in the Netherlands a year ago as part of a student exchange and had met Fenna there. Like him, she studied biology. She was a wonderful guide, showed him the city of Groningen, and dragged him everywhere—parties, dinners, and of course to her family.

  Fenna had great fun introducing him to everyone as a true Spaniard, even though Sven Rasmussen was certainly not a Spanish name. His father was Norwegian and his mother came from Sweden.

  Sven was born in the port city of Torrevieja on the Costa Blanca. None of the adults in his family were shorter than one meter eighty, and everyone had strikingly white-blonde hair and large shoe sizes.

  It was during the dinner at Fenna's family that her grandfather mentioned the name of the medieval scientist 
 Vincente
 Alvaro de las Raspeig. Proudly, he told about the long history of the De Hertogh family and the connection that 
 Vincente
 Alvaro had with one of his ancestors.

  Upon hearing the name Vincente Alvaro, Sven had jumped up in astonishment and looked at everyone in disbelief. His chair had fallen over, and he had apologized for his uncontrolled behavior.

  He kept his explanation very brief and later spoke extensively with Fenna about it. "It's just as well you didn't say you live on the Alvaro estate in Spain. Everyone would have thought you were pulling their leg. Such a coincidence is a bit much, isn't it?" She began giggling as she said this.

  How could he have explained that he and Laura Alvaro had been friends since their student years and that he now lived, at her family's request, in the old coach house of the manor? Laura had asked him to archive Vincente's notes from the last twenty-five years before his death, which had been carelessly stored in large wooden chests in the attic of the house.

  The adventurous life Vincente had led fascinated them both, and his knowledge of plants and herbs was simply impressive. Sometimes they found a simple recipe from Vincente for household use and could not resist trying it out.

  Sven sighed deeply. The three dogs had meanwhile become increasingly restless. Maybe there were wild boars again in the adjacent woods, Sven thought. Behind the garden began the hilly landscape that stretched to the mountain massif further on. From there, one had a beautiful view over the valleys.

  "Okay guys," Sven called to the dogs. "We're going to see what's going on outside." He put on his boots and grabbed his flashlight and his rifle. He always took his rifle in the evening to be able to give a signal in case of emergency or as a warning. Wild boars could sometimes be very aggressive and unpredictable. The three Dobermanns were already by the door, waiting for his command to sprint outside. When Ringo, the oldest of the pack, returned after a short time and slowly walked ahead of him, Sven knew that Paul and John were guarding their find.

  Sven had raised and brought up the trio when their mother died of heart problems after their birth. He had given them the names of the Beatles because as puppies they always howled and jumped to the music of this pop group. Now they were big and watchful but still a bit playful. Almost every day Sven walked a route of about 15 kilometers together with the dogs.

  Sven saw in the light of his flashlight Paul and John sitting upright next to a young slender man with short dark hair, who was leaning against one of the large trees. He was wearing Bermuda shorts and sandals, groaned softly, and looked like a lost tourist. Apparently, the man had missed a ditch in the dark and had fallen very badly. His right ankle was swollen and his leg was bleeding from two wounds. Sven noticed that the man had a head wound and his first thought was that this man might have been struck down. When Sven asked questions, the man responded confusedly and evasively. Perhaps also because he had not expected a tall blond man to address him in Spanish.

  "I'll first make sure you get some help... just stay calm and lie still," said Sven to calm him down. He dialed a number on his phone. After a while, a sleepy male voice answered groaning. "Marco... we have an injured man here behind the cork oaks. Take the pickup and I'll send Ringo your way to guide you. Oh yes... one more thing... call Leon Valenti to come," Sven sighed and ended the call.

  Marco was the gardener of the Alvaro estate. But he also repaired all the machines, laid paths, and had made all the pottery and earthenware jars himself, of which there were countless in the gardens. For the women in the village, he was something like a plant doctor, and his knowledge of natural remedies had been passed down to him from his grandmother.

  The injured man tried to sit differently for a moment but groaned again in pain. Sven tried to help him and said calmly, "It won't be long now... we'll get you out of here and the doctor is already on his way." Then he gave Ringo the command to go to Marco. Five minutes later, Sven saw Ringo walking in the light of the headlights and Marco leaning out of the open window, cautiously finding a way through the bushes and trees.

  "Mierda," he exclaimed when he saw the injured leg and the bloodied head of the stranger. Shortly after, they carefully laid the injured man on a blanket in the bed of the pickup, and Sven stayed with him, supporting him as best as he could. Upon arrival at the manor, they placed him in one of the wide garden chairs on the terrace.

  Leon Valenti, the family doctor of the Alvaros, was already present and examined the injured man's leg and head and treated everything. "Clean break," he said somewhat casually, pointing to the leg as if it was nothing. "From the blows to your head, you might have a headache for a few days."

  By now, most of the household had been awakened by the noise and came to see what was going on.

  Chapter 2

  Adriana Alvaro had been awakened by the noise on the terrace and came to see what was happening. She was a tall slender woman around sixty with beautifully shiny brown hair who looked as if she had stepped out of a 'jugendstil' painting. She had lived in this house since birth. She had traveled the world with her first husband and every time she felt a kind of homesickness for her familiar home in Spain.

  On a cruise to Greece, she met her second husband Hendrik de Ruiter. She considered Hendrik a lottery win and against all warnings, she had married him within two months.

  Hendrik was a Dutch shipowner and had a considerable fleet of medium-sized passenger ships and ferries in the Mediterranean.

  "Did they wake you up too, Mom?" Laura asked her mother. She stood next to her mother with a vague smile on her sleepy face. She was Adriana's youngest daughter and lived with her twins in her parents' house. Laura and Adriana looked a lot alike. Not only in appearance but especially because of their passion for preserving the family tradition.

  Adriana nodded and suddenly shivered in her thin morning robe.

  "What happened? Did they find him?" Laura asked Sven, pointing to the dogs that were sitting very calmly next to the injured man.

  Sven nodded, "Yes... by the cork oaks. They were so restless, otherwise I wouldn't have gone outside. Then he might have lain there all night. We don't even know his name or where he comes from."

  Adriana had walked to the bar and returned with a small jug and some shot glasses. She poured a glass and silently handed it to the stranger. In one gulp, he downed the glass. "Homemade?" the young man asked approvingly. Adriana nodded.

  "You must be Doña Adriana... The professor described you exactly. I’m afraid I am the bearer of bad news for you." He sat up a little straighter and groaned it out again.

  Everyone had suddenly gathered around the young man’s chair. He looked at Sven and then said slowly, "As far as I know, you have attended lectures by Professor Mazarron at the University of Alicante."

  Sven was growing quite impatient and snapped at the young man, "What is this? Who are you talking about? And who are you?"

  The man smiled and calmly looked at everyone. "My name is Roberto Campello. I work closely as an assistant with Professor Ernesto Mazarron de Salamanca." He made a slight bow in Adriana’s direction and then continued. "The professor leads a project at the company '
 Atanexo
 Europe' in Alicante. '
 Atanexo
 ' has become globally known for their medication in the field of cancer treatment and tropical diseases." Roberto Campello sighed deeply and rubbed his tired face with his hands.

  "But scientists are only human, aren’t they... And 'my' professor is currently experiencing quite a... I would call it a 'burnout.' And now he has suddenly disappeared, and I was looking for him." Roberto Campello sighed again, and a look of despondency appeared on his weary face. "That is why I am here." He paused once more.

  He looked hesitantly at Adriana and pulled two folded sheets of paper from his shirt pocket. The papers looked crumpled. "I found this in his trash. Mazarron was working on a book about famous scientists of antiquity, and his favorite was 
 Vincente
 Alvaro. He was convinced that this man had already produced certain medicines in his time that we are still searching for today."

  Roberto Campello groaned and sighed deeply. Then he hesitantly took one of the pills that Dr. Valenti had placed before him on the table with a glass of water. It was clear he was in a lot of pain.

  He saw Sven’s impatient gesture and hurriedly continued his explanation.

  "Our corporate investigation has discovered that Professor Ernesto Mazarron disappeared from his workspace and the grounds of '
 Atanexo
 ' this afternoon. He took all his notes with him. In an earlier letter, he accused the company’s management of giving him little cooperation in his work."

  Roberto Campello looked at Laura and her mother. "His trail has been followed to Alicante. He was last seen at the marina near the Melia Hotel when he left the sailboat 'Le Carib' accompanied by a woman and two children. The English couple on the neighboring boat said it was your sister Helen with your children Sophia and Ruben."

  Laura gave a short scream and stared at him with her mouth open. Adriana stood beside her and put her arm around her.

  "But where are my sister and my children now?" Laura sank down hopelessly onto one of the garden chairs.

  "Our corporate investigation assumes that your sister and your children have been taken hostage by the professor as a kind of leverage to blackmail the Alvaro family. I’m afraid he wants to see all the notes of Vincente. Mazarron is convinced that 
 Vincente
 had already found what he himself is still desperately searching for."

  Inside, the ringing of a telephone was heard, and Sven went inside at a signal from Adriana. Adriana was still one of the few people who refused to buy a mobile phone. "People can just call me back if it’s urgent," she always said.

  Sven returned with the phone in his hand.

  They heard him say: "Yes... Campello is here. My dogs found him wounded outside in the woods and he has just received medical treatment. His leg is broken. What is true about the story of the kidnapping of Helen Alvaro and Laura's children by the professor?" He briefly explained that he had Oscar Martinez on the phone and then let everyone listen in. Martinez was head of security at 'Atanexo Europe'.

  Martinez said that at first they had assumed industrial espionage but now they had discovered that the matter was much more serious. A colleague of Professor Mazarron was missing several samples in his laboratory.

  Oscar Martinez asked if Robert Campello could stay at the Alvaro's house that night.

  "He can't leave with his broken leg. And my three Dobermans are watching over him. You can come get him tomorrow morning!" said Sven, and the sarcastic undertone sounded threatening. "One more question... How did you know Campello is here?"

  "Oh, that's very simple," said Oscar Martinez. "We received a text message from him. I was already worried because I hadn't heard from him all evening."

  Sven ended the call and turned to Campello. His gaze was icy as he said: "Okay Campello... We have the whole night to talk and now want to know everything from you!"

  Chapter 3

  The imposing office building of 'Atanexo Europa' was located in a modern business park just outside the city of Alicante. Around the building was a garden that looked more like a park. With a kind of golf carts, one could reach the production buildings and the various laboratories.

  Visitors could always use a guide who could take them to their destination and, if necessary, also choose an interpreter, including Russian, Chinese, and Japanese.

  The high hall downstairs was impressive because of the gigantic wall decorations in colored marble and gave every visitor a feeling of immense grandeur. In contrast, the large wooden desk of the information counter and also the cheerful seating groups in the retro style of the seventies seemed almost lost in the space.

  Bernardo de Parma was the general director of the company. On this early Saturday morning, he had called together five staff members to get an idea of what disaster the disappearance of Professor Mazarron could mean for his company.

  De Parma had been leading the company for sixteen years. In two years he could retire and he was very much looking forward to it.

  His irregular lifestyle, the stress, the business obligations, and not least the countless dinners with business friends and suppliers had left their marks on his large corpulent body.

  Now everyone in the management group expected that, as usual, he would know a solution to the problem caused by the missing professor.

  That the professor's disappearance was noticed so quickly was thanks to Cornelia Mendoza, a lab technician who had recently been interning in Professor Burgos's department. The young woman saw Professor Mazarron come out of Burgos's laboratory on Friday afternoon, which was only accessible with a complicated door code. Moreover, protective clothing was necessary because they were working with highly contagious material.

  It was lunchtime and everyone from the relevant department was in the company's restaurant. For Cornelia Mendoza, Professor Mazarron was a stranger and she found all this suspicious enough to report it to Security. When the report came in, an investigation was immediately launched.

  It quickly became clear that Ernesto Mazarron had taken two samples of an aggressive variant of the skin cancer psoriasis from his colleague's laboratory. They were currently experimenting with fast-acting treatment methods and the results so far were promising.

  Oscar Martinez, head of security, could only say this morning where the missing professor was last seen and that the kidnapping of the Alvaros could not be ruled out.

  Apparently, Mazarron had planned the kidnapping of his victims well. Helen Alvaro and her sister's six-year-old twins had been alone on their boat in Alicante. At five in the morning, her husband Jean Paul had left for the day to go fishing with two French friends off the coast of Santa Pola.

  Helen's car had disappeared from the section of the parking garage reserved for boat owners and had not turned up anywhere until now. Professor Mazarron had also not checked in at his department that day, and his assistant Campello knew nothing about his whereabouts. Oscar Martinez sighed deeply.

  "I have to put a big question mark next to Roberto Campello," he said in a determined voice. We tried to reach him last night via his mobile phone. He had sent us a message about where he was, and we received confirmation of his presence on the Alvaro family estate.

  Campello also knows the history of Vincente Alvaro through his professor. And Roberto also knows the fanatical way... one might almost call it an obsession... with which Professor Mazarron was searching for the old manuscripts of Vincente Alvaro." Oscar Martinez paused briefly and took a sip of his now cold coffee.

  "Since when do we know this about Mazarron? Is this already recorded in the personal data we have on him?" Bernardo de Parma asked in surprise.

  Martinez seemed a little embarrassed when his boss asked him this. "I reviewed the file again... but apart from work at various universities, there is nothing... absolutely nothing personal about this man in his records. Nothing!" Oscar Martinez ran his hand over his face and shook his head.

  "Of course, it could also have been removed, but we still have to investigate that." He let out a deep sigh. "The only personal information we have about Mazarron comes from his assistant Roberto Campello."

  Martinez looked at everyone sitting around the conference table. "What surprises me so much is that Campello at least had an idea where to look for the professor. He was found three kilometers from the Alvaro's house with a broken leg. Moreover, he was beaten... by an unknown assailant, he says."

  Oscar Martinez sighed deeply and looked questioningly at the board members. "He has now been picked up from the Alvaro's house, and I am curious to hear what he has to tell us."

  "Just keep it out of the newspapers, because that's bad for our sales and especially for our image," said Jorge Lorenzo, head of sales. Everyone present around the table nodded in agreement.

  Bernardo de Parma asked Professor Burgos what his colleague might do with the stolen ampoules from his department.

  The professor was still a relatively young man and already had a very renowned reputation. Burgos thought for a moment and said, "I think that in the worst case, he might infect Helen Alvaro and the children Sophia and Ruben and then send them home. The ampoule with the aggressive skin cancer is not deadly, but it takes a long time to fight the disease." He put on his glasses briefly and said with a slight smile, "If my notes are correct, this form of psoriasis already existed in Vincente Alvaro's time, and maybe it is his formula that Mazarron now wants to try out."

  "So... if I understand you correctly, Professor Burgos, Mazarron can do little harm with the stolen samples." There was a slight doubt in Bernardo de Parma's voice.

  Burgos looked at the notes his assistant had printed out for him. "We only discovered this morning that several ampoules containing blood infected with parasites from a malaria mosquito have disappeared, and we are still wondering what my colleague's intention was in taking them. There would be only one dangerous situation, and that is if native mosquitoes come into contact with this infected blood." He sighed deeply and ran his hand through his hair.

  A small murmur arose at the table, and Bernardo de Parma called for calm. "Do you think that is Ernesto Mazarron's intention... ordinary extortion?" De Parma's voice sounded hoarse and uncertain. Burgos nodded.

  There was a silence, and everyone at the table apparently pondered it. It was only September, and during the day, temperatures were still quite high on the Costa Blanca, and mosquitoes were always abundant around the salt lakes and rivers.

  Oscar Martinez asked the director what he now planned to do.

  De Parma stood up and paced back and forth through the boardroom. He stopped in front of one of the large windows and looked out into the garden, which was still so lushly in bloom.

  "We don't have much time, and I doubt that a police search for our professor would be successful."

  They were interrupted by the arrival of Roberto Campello, who was in a wheelchair and accompanied by two security guards. Everyone in the room came over to greet him, and he was bombarded with all kinds of questions.

  Bernardo de Parma asked everyone to sit down again and to calmly let Roberto Campello speak. The wheelchair was pushed up to the conference table, and the security men went back outside.

  Campello's face showed that he had slept little. With his unshaven face, he looked somewhat disheveled.

  "I believe I made a big mistake by going to look for the professor on my own," he began hesitantly, looking around the people at the conference table with an uncertain gaze.

  "We don't want to blame you, Roberto, but we would like to know if you can help us further to find the professor," Bernardo de Parma began cautiously. The tension was visible on the faces of all present.

  Campello nodded and said very softly, "Okay... I was very worried about that man with whom I sat daily here at the workplace and with whom I was also building a friendly bond. From him, I heard the stories about 
 Vincente
 Alvaro de las Raspeig... a man who in the Middle Ages was not only a scientist, physician, and botanist but apparently also a lifesaver for many people in his time."

  Oscar Martinez had placed a glass of fresh orange juice in front of Roberto Campello. He drank it greedily in one gulp and sighed deeply. "I had been observing Ernesto Mazarron for a while because more and more things were happening that were strange and illogical. Three weeks ago, he came to work beaming and told me at lunch that he now knew where 
 Vincente
 had his secret workshop... not far from the estate. He was as happy as a child. That is why I also started searching near the estate in the hope of finding him there."

  Roberto paused and then said with a helpless gesture, "I fear I can only draw one conclusion... he has lost his mind."

  Chapter 4

  The grand manor of the Dutch De Hertogh family lay along the wide main canal of the Groningen village Ter Apel. The enormous chestnut and linden trees standing on the estate showed that they must be very old. The family tree of the De Hertoghs could be traced back deep into the Middle Ages, when only a very simple farmhouse had stood on the same spot, which over the centuries had transformed into the imposing building it was now.

  Such stately homes were still highly sought after. Nowadays, many of these buildings were under monument protection, making maintenance and preservation very costly. For real estate agents, they were popular objects for sale to people from the big cities or businesses from the region.

  Often, only after the owner's death did it become apparent what enormous treasures such houses contained in the form of art objects, old silverware, or Chinese porcelain.

  Ivonne de Hertogh had lived her entire life on the family farm, and she was proud of the history connected to it. She also tried to pass this on to her children and make them aware of the historical value of their parental home. She was married to Erik Faber. He had studied sculpture at the Minerva Art Academy in the city of Groningen and had ended up stranded on a sunny day with a flat tire in front of Ivonne’s farm driveway.

  For Erik, the farm was one big fairy tale. He had grown up in a busy city and was amazed by the space in and around the house. Continuously

  he discovered new things, and Ivonne sometimes said he was a born farmer.

  After they married, he started producing ornamental ironwork in the farm's workshop. This turned out to be a real goldmine due to sales to people living in the Randstad.

  Sometimes he still found time to make one of his beautiful sculptures, which he displayed in the front yard of their farm. He usually chose horses or cows. That changed when their three children were born and often served as his models. Now their children had left home and only came back occasionally for a weekend at their parental home.

  Their daughter Fenna studied biology in Groningen and lived there with her boyfriend Alexander Verdaasdonk, who had already completed the same course. The two spent a lot of time together.

  Alexander had been digging into Fenna's family history. Especially the connection of her ancestor Justus de Hertogh with the Spaniard Vincente Alvaro and the correspondence that followed later were very interesting to him.

  The sons Rob and Peter, twins, lived in Leiden and studied law. They came home less and less on weekends. Their friends lived in Leiden and the trip home was time-consuming. The car they had received as a gift from their parents did not change that much either. It was as if the two had shaken off the dust of the province and were fully enjoying life in the Randstad.

  Of course, Ivonne and Erik were initially worried about their children's study results, but those were, miraculously, excellent.

  "They just work as a team... Don't worry about those two," Fenna had assured them, who had discreetly inquired through a contact in Leiden.

  That Saturday morning Ivonne de Hertogh was very disturbed when she saw a car with army emblems drive onto the yard of their farm. Her first thought was that something had happened to the children. She tried to calm herself and quickly walked to the workshop where Erik was busy. "Don't worry, dear," Erik said dryly. He walked with her to the two men, who were waiting by their car.

  "Mrs. and Mr. De Hertogh?" said the eldest of the uniformed men who approached them and extended his hand. Erik nodded and asked what was going on.

  "My name is Victor Reinders," said the man. "I am head of the medical service of the army in this region." He pointed to the large burly man standing behind him and said, "This is Doctor Johan van der Blink. He is head of the medical staff in the province. Can we talk for a moment? We think we need your help."

  "Of course," said Erik hospitably and he pointed to a large wooden garden table and the comfortable chairs on the terrace at the back of the house.

  Reinders was tall and thin and a man of few words. He immediately explained his request and what it was about. He was looking for their daughter and her boyfriend Alexander Verdaasdonk.

  "I had hoped to find the two of them here and to be able to talk to them. They have not responded to my messages on their mail and I don't know how else I could get in touch with them." Reinders paused briefly, stroked his almost bald head and hesitantly continued.

  "The story is as follows and I assume you don't know it completely yet... Alexander Verdaasdonk's brother is an army doctor and asked a fellow army doctor if he could test an ointment that worked extremely fast on various injuries both in humans and animals. This doctor was so surprised by the result on minor injuries that he also wanted to try the ointment on stab or gunshot wounds. Of course, the army leadership was very interested... even though the origin of the recipe Alexander had tried was from someone in the Middle Ages."

  Reinders stopped briefly because Ivonne had stood up and said she was going to get coffee. But Erik knew she would try to reach her daughter or Alexander.

  Victor Reinders' words had greatly disturbed her and him as well. He could not imagine that both of them would not answer their phones.

  Reinders said in an almost apologetic tone, "I'm sorry to bother you, but somehow we also have a bad feeling about this. There is a lot of chatter and gossip in the army, and one possibility could be that Alexander's new employer has caught wind of this and is now trying to influence him. But... that of course doesn't explain why neither of them is reachable. Moreover, we have received a threat through an informant that we take very seriously and that made us decide to contact you and your children immediately."

  Erik nodded and said curtly, "Just don't start talking about this to my wife."

  Ivonne came in with the coffee, and Erik saw from her tense face that she had not been able to get in touch with Fenna.

  "Did I miss anything?" she asked lightly. "No, ma'am," said Reinders with a smile and steered the conversation towards the farm and the nice coffee. He saw the grateful look from Erik.

  When they left again, Reinders left his card with his phone numbers on the table. "Thank you for your hospitality," he said as he shook the couple's hands.

  When the car with the two army officers was out of sight, Erik took their car out of the garage. He briefly recounted to Ivonne what Reinders had told him. Then they drove to the place where Fenna and Alexander would be staying this weekend.

  Chapter 5

  Helen Alvaro woke up because her whole body ached. She looked around dazedly and at first did not know where she was. Then her eyes adjusted to the weak light of the small oil lamp. She was sitting in an old wide armchair, upholstered with sheepskin.

  Carefully, she stretched her legs and arms and tried to stand up. Suddenly she remembered what had happened, and a wave of anger swept through her body.

  Next to the armchair stood a camp bed where, to her relief, the twins were sleeping. Sophia still held her toy dog tightly in her arms, and Ruben occasionally tossed and turned restlessly.

  The professor must have put something in their tea last night, she thought. When he suddenly appeared at the 'Carib' yesterday afternoon, she had the feeling that this man might be a threat to her and the children even before he had told his story. He introduced himself politely as Professor Mazarron, working at '
 Atanexo
', and that he was mapping out the work of 
 Vincente
 again.

  It was a complicated story about Vincente's hunting cabin and his hidden workshop. It took Helen a moment to realize which Vincente from her family's history he meant.

  Mazarron's story became increasingly complicated. He had discovered that her family was in danger due to blackmail but did not yet know exactly by whom. As far as he knew, a right-wing extremist organization was involved in this plan. Helen and the children were to be kidnapped. In this way, pressure would be exerted on the family to hand over all the remaining manuscripts and documents of Vincente.

  Helen tiredly brushed her long blonde hair out of her face... It had all been so believable what Mazarron had told her, and she had agreed to see Vincente's hunting cabin and then, with Mazarron, to visit her family on the estate. He knew the way to the estate exactly and was aware of many details.

  She had paid close attention yesterday when she had to drive here with her car.

  She recognized the road and at first thought they would go straight to the estate. But a few kilometers before, Mazarron had her turn onto a small dirt road that ran straight through the fields towards the mountain range. She saw the large cork oaks that stood not far from their house and was amazed at how well the professor knew the way here.

  A little further on, the mountain range began. He had her stop in front of a large gate that once gave access to an old salt mine. A stranger would not have found the entrance because it was hidden deep in the mountain.

  "I have the key to this gate. You can drive the car in," he had said.

  She had done as he said and was surprised by the fresh cool air coming from the pitch-dark tunnel that lay ahead of her.

  Mazarron left the gate open and said she didn’t need to lock the car either. "It won’t be stolen here," he said with a broad grin. "We have to go a bit into the tunnel and then take the little boat." They didn’t take anything from the car. Only Sophia stubbornly refused to leave her toy dog in the car.

  The road through the tunnel was a bit bumpy but otherwise easy to walk. Mazarron had lit two oil lamps hanging near the door and took them into the tunnel. Occasionally they came across some rusty machines on the rail that ran through the entire tunnel.

  Sophia found the dark a little scary and had started to cry softly, but Ruben tried to be brave and walked ahead.

  Helen would never forget the surprise when they reached the end of the tunnel. Before them lay a beautiful little lake with lush growth of plants, bushes, and trees on its banks. In the middle of the lake was a small island.

  Mazarron pointed to the small rowboat, which lay at a worn wooden jetty, and gestured for them to climb in.

  It was only a short distance that Helen had to row. The landing stage on the island looked quite rickety but from the new ropework Helen could see that the professor had already made some repairs to the structure. She had asked him how long he had been coming to this place but received a vague answer.

  From the landing stage, a path ran through the bushes and trees and led to the hunting hut the professor had spoken about. It was built from roughly hewn tree trunks. The roof was partly overgrown with plants. From the shores, the hut was absolutely not visible.

  Helen Alvaro was suddenly overwhelmed by a wave of fear. Fear of never being able to leave here. Who would look for them here? Helen quietly got up from her chair and walked through the open door to the front room. A small oil lamp flickered on the rough wooden table. The teacups were still on the table.

  Carefully she crept to the room the professor had designated as his work and sleeping quarters. The room was empty. She opened the door and stepped outside. Carefully she walked down the narrow path to the jetty. Her fearful suspicions were confirmed. The rowboat was gone... They had been left alone.

  Chapter 6

  The long straight road through the Groningen landscape seemed endless. Occasionally they passed a few farms and houses. Ivonne de Hertogh had not said a word during the entire drive and Erik also sat silently behind the wheel of the large Volvo.

  Sometimes Erik encouragingly placed his right hand on her shoulder. Ivonne held her mobile phone in her hands and stared at the display.

  They both knew that Fenna would always leave a message if she went somewhere. Fenna and Alexander’s friends had also heard nothing from them since the evening before last.

  And Alexander’s parents were away for the weekend in Limburg but were not very worried about them. "Young people do spontaneous crazy things," Alexander’s mother had told her. But Ivonne knew her daughter and instinctively felt that something was wrong.

  "We’ll be there soon," said Erik. Ivonne looked at him and sighed deeply. "I really hope they are there." She looked out the window. The wide, expansive polder landscape had suddenly changed into a densely wooded area.

  Erik drove into the main street of the small brink village Eext and turned into a side road that led to the old farm of Ivonne’s aunt Klaasje.

  For about two years Ivonne had had the key from Aunt Klaasje, who now lived in a modern nursing home in the neighboring village of Gieten. "I should have done it much earlier. It’s really cosy there," Aunt Klaasje had said. But Klaasje did not want to hear about selling the farm yet. She was happy with every visit, especially if fresh herring was brought for her.

  Fenna had called Ivonne last Thursday to say that she and Alexander were going to the farm to work quietly.

  Klaasje's farm was a picture to behold. Beautifully painted shutters adorned the windows, and the garden was well maintained, blooming luxuriantly in many colors. On the north side of the yard stood large oak and beech trees, planted when the farm was built at the beginning of the nineteenth century. Everything in the garden was neatly maintained by a hired company.

  At first, Ivonne and Erik took their aunt out to the village and her farm for an afternoon, but since Klaasje had ended up in a wheelchair after a stroke, she asked for it less and less.

  Around the farm, the beautiful ornamental fences from Erik's workshop could be seen, and in the two parts of the wrought-iron gate, 'hunebeds' were recognizable as a motif.

  Less than five hundred meters from the farm lay one of these burial chambers. About five thousand years ago, enormous boulders were stacked in a formation over a burial chamber, and most of these 'hunebeds' were scattered across the Drenthe landscape. The garage roof, like that of the house, was covered with a thick layer of straw. There were few companies left in the region that mastered the old craft of thatching. Nowadays, a different form of roofing was often chosen because the fire insurance for these houses had become far too expensive.

  Ivonne stepped out and hesitantly walked toward the house. To her delight, she saw that the beautifully painted green and white front door was ajar. Calling out, she stepped into the large hall. There was nothing to be heard. Erik came in behind her and also began to call. Their eyes met, and Erik saw the fear in her eyes. He looked at the lock on the outer door and said, "It hasn't been broken into." They walked through the entire house. Nowhere was there anything to suggest that their daughter and Alexander had been here. Even the small shed and the garage were empty...

  A little discouraged, they went back to the house. The large grandfather clock in the hall struck a booming single chime. Surprised, they both turned around and stared in astonishment at the clock, which had just struck half past twelve.

  "So... She must have been here..." Ivonne whispered. They knew that Fenna always wound up the weights of the clock when she came here. Even as a child, she was fascinated by the deep gonging sounds of the old clock that dominated the hall on the beautiful old flagstones.

  Erik walked to the clock case and opened the door. From the weights, he could see that the clock had been activated today. He saw something glinting on the flagstones and picked it up. Silently, he handed it to Ivonne. She looked at it and groaned. It was the silver chain with a small guardian angel that she had given Fenna for her last birthday.

  Chapter 7

  Tine Kremer lived near Emmaplein in the city of Groningen and worked as a manager of public relations and personnel affairs at the pharmaceutical company 'Malco Europe.' She knew Alexander from university.

  Through her mediation, he had come to work at 'Malco Europe,' lured by the large salary offered to a beginner after his studies. Fenna, Alexander, and Tine were very good friends, and occasionally they met for a drink or dinner in the city. They used to be part of a group of friends who undertook adventurous mountain climbs all over Europe together. By now, everyone in this group had scattered across Europe for work after their studies, and Tine could barely get everyone together for an annual reunion.

  Two days ago, Tine had received a strange message from Alexander on her phone. She also knew that Alexander would never ask her for anything unless it was urgently necessary. The whole story sounded very exciting, and she texted back 'okay.' Now Tine was sitting in the agreed pub at Emmaplein, in the back corner, waiting for him and curious about what he had to tell her.

  Even in a busy, dark pub like this, she attracted the attention of many male visitors, mostly students or civil servants on their lunch break. Tine had beautiful red hair that fell in waves over her shoulder, giving her an angelic appearance.

  She saw him come in and squeeze along the overcrowded bar. Alexander was a sporty tall man with short-cropped blond spiky hair, who one would sooner take for a professional footballer than a scientist.

  He plopped down on the chair next to her. "Hi Tine," he said with a smile. "Nice that you came. Sorry to get straight to the point, but I have very little time. Now the question is, of course, whether you have the information I’m looking for." His voice sounded hesitant, and she saw on his face that he was under considerable pressure.

  She took her time and looked at him inquisitively. "If I understand correctly, you have the impression that both you and Fenna are being followed and watched. And you don’t know whether the army is behind it, our company, or an unknown third party."

  He nodded and looked at her with tension. She sighed and shook her head. "I don’t understand it either, Alex, but you and Fenna must have discovered a goldmine. Both, the army as well as our employer, want to have what you have produced." She leaned back and waited for his answer.

  "Both?" he said with disbelief in his voice. "Who did you have the research done by?" Tine laughed. "There is only one person who is reliable and does his work meticulously, and that is still the old Arthur," was her answer. "Arthur also enjoyed that his one-man detective agency got the assignment from me. Last year my boss even refused to hire Arthur. By the way... I sent Arthur’s invoice to our accounting department." A broad smile appeared on her face as she said this.

  "Arthur’s report also states that, on behalf of the military leadership, your ‘brew’ was tested on gunshot wounds with astonishing results. Suppose the army buys the formula from you and wants to have it produced, then ‘Malco Europe’ could still claim that the formula is theirs because you are employed by them." Tine shifted uncomfortably back and forth on the hard chair. "And Arthur discovered something else. A third party is involved. But Arthur was vague about that and said he needed more time for the investigation." Tine laid her hand consolingly on his arm. "I fear it won’t be easy for you."

  Alexander smiled weakly at her and said with a determined face: "It isn’t easy already. I just came back from Utrecht, Tine, because I’m worried since I haven’t been able to reach Fenna on her mobile phone since yesterday afternoon." Tine thought for a moment. "She knew you were being watched, didn’t she?" she asked softly. Alexander nodded. "Yes, we had discussed that. Her parents just called me and said they think Fenna must have been at the farm in Eext today. She had restarted the clock in the hall and lost her necklace there. We had also arranged to meet there, and you understand, Tine, that we are all worried about her now."

  Tine saw the unrest on Alexander’s face. "Who was she last in contact with... Do you know that?"

  Alexander thought for a moment and said hesitantly: "I believe she last sent an email to Sven yesterday and told him about the tests the army had carried out and that we had the impression that someone was watching us."

  Apparently something occurred to Alexander, and he sat up straight. "Sven sent an email back saying it was a madhouse there too. A professor had disappeared with dangerous stuff from the lab of the pharmaceutical company where he works. The sister and the twins of his girlfriend were presumably kidnapped by this professor." Alexander took a deep breath and sank back into his chair. He looked at Tine intently. "Could you find out for me who this professor is, the one who wants to know everything about Vincente Alvaro and keeps bothering the Alvaro family for information?"

  "Do you remember the name of the company in Spain where the professor worked?" She had already switched on her smartphone and read him a few names.

  At the third name, he exclaimed: "That’s it... ‘Atanexo’."

  Tine looked up and then said surprised: "What do you think, Alex! Is this coincidence or not! But ‘Atanexo Europe’ is our parent company. I will find out what’s behind it for you and get in touch with Sven."

  She looked up from her phone and said very softly that she had to go now. "Someone has followed you, Alex. It’s the man in the blue jacket who is playing at the slot machine. He came into the café just after you and was watching us. You’d better take the exit by the kitchen."

  Alexander grinned and said sincerely, "Wow Tine... you’re the best." She kissed him three times on the cheeks in a friendly way and then walked out of the pub with a cheerful swing. Everyone watched her leave, and at that moment Alexander took the opportunity to exit through the kitchen to the back door leading to an alley that opened onto a busy shopping street.

  Chapter 8

  Sven Rasmussen read with astonishment the email from Tine Kremer from the Netherlands, which was written in impeccable English. She had also attached the report from a detective agency that she had translated for him from Dutch into English.

  Sven had been kept informed all along by Fenna and Alexander about their experiment with a recipe from Vincente Alvaro.

  That report left no doubt that both Alexander’s employer and the Dutch army wanted to use the 'product' of Alexander and Fenna for their own purposes and were putting pressure on the two. There was even an allusion to a third party that might also be involved.

  Sven had to think for a moment and sat with a mug of coffee on the small terrace of the coachman’s cottage. He missed the sound of the children who usually played happily in the garden. His girlfriend Laura had told him it was better not to come to the manor. She had called her ex-husband and told him about the kidnapping. He had said he would come immediately, and just now Jorge’s flashy sports car had driven past him.

  Sven had never understood that Laura had married Jorge Martinez de las Vargas back then and thought him an arrogant, cold frog who didn’t suit her. But even after the divorce, their relationship had remained good, and the children adored their father.

  His gaze fell on the vest folded on one of the chairs that belonged to Roberto Campello. Roberto had forgotten it when he was picked up, and Sven had taken it to the coach house. Suddenly, he had an idea. He called the dogs that were lying in a cool spot in the garden and walked with them to the place where they had found Roberto. There he let them smell the vest and gave the command 'search.' The dogs began to pick up Roberto Campello’s trail. They walked toward the large cork oaks and then turned off in the direction of the mountain range. Sven jogged after them.

  They passed a small dirt road, and Sven saw fresh tire tracks. Suddenly the dogs lost the trail and came wagging their tails to him. Again Sven let them smell the vest, and it took a while until John indicated with loud barking that he had rediscovered the trail. The trail ended at a wide wooden gate set at least two meters deep into a recess. Sven tried to open the rusty door handle and was greatly surprised when the door suddenly gave way and swung open with a dreadful creak.

  He knew that salt had once been mined from the mountains here and that there must be quite a few caves and gates like this one. But he had never noticed a gate so close to the Alvaro’s house. Sven stepped into the darkness and waited for his eyes to adjust. Then he cautiously took a few more steps and signaled the dogs to wait.

  There was a strange smell in the air. Carefully, he took a few more steps forward into the dark space and bumped into the black car parked in front of him. He felt along the car until he reached the rear door and managed to open it. No automatic interior light came on, and he couldn’t see if the car was empty. He had forgotten to bring a flashlight, so he closed the rear door and carefully walked back toward the exit. Near the door, he saw an oil lamp hanging on the wall and matches in a small transparent plastic pouch next to it. On the ground at his feet lay numerous burnt matches, indicating that this old mine tunnel was still often used by someone.

  Sven walked back to the car with the burning oil lamp. It was an older Mercedes with a Spanish license plate. The large A before the numbers meant the owner must be from Alicante. He approached the car and it seemed as if there was still someone inside. He shouted loudly and knocked on the window. There was no response.

  Although his heart was pounding wildly, he bravely opened the driver's door and took a startled step back. A man was bent over the steering wheel, looking at him with glassy open eyes. Blood had run down his face from a head wound, and there was no doubt he had been dead for hours. Sven immediately knew who the man was. He had looked up Professor Mazarron's website on the internet. He wanted to know what the man who had kidnapped a woman and two defenseless children looked like.

  On impulse, he suddenly began shouting the names Helen and the children loudly. Over and over again. But there was nothing to be heard, and the silence and darkness got on his nerves. He also did not know how far this corridor would continue or if there was even a passage.

  On the back seat of the car lay a briefcase like those used for transporting liquids. It was open and empty. Sven closed the car door again and walked to the exit. He had to take a deep breath outside and sat down on one of the scattered rocks. The dogs came to him and licked his hands as if they wanted to comfort him.

  He had to think that now Helen and the children might be locked up somewhere and only the professor knew where.

  It was certain to Sven... Professor Ernesto Mazarron had been murdered. Was the sympathetic Robert Campello perhaps a murderer? Had he killed his professor on impulse?

  He first called Marco, who must have been somewhere outside in the Alvaros' garden. After a few seconds, he answered and began cursing loudly after Sven's message. "Okay," he said, "I will prepare the family carefully."

  Sven did not know whom to call at the police but did know someone who could arrange that perfectly. Elisa Lund had long been a secretary at the real estate office of Sven's parents in Elche and understood him immediately without unnecessary questions. "Consider it done, kid," she said. Sven had to smile because she had called him that for fifteen years.

  He closed the cave door and walked back to the Alvaros' house with the dogs, knowing that the distress at Adriana's and Laura's would be great.

  Chapter 9

  Helen Alvaro's anxiety increased, and she tried to hide it from the children as best as she could. She had searched all the cupboards for something edible, but apart from a packet of tea and some dried biscuits, there was nothing to be found. Was it perhaps the professor's intention to let them starve here?

  The thermos with the hot water for the tea they had drunk yesterday was empty. She could now try whether the water from the little lake was drinkable. She scooped some water with her hand and cautiously tried the first sip. The water had a very faint salty taste and was apparently safe to drink.

  On board the 'Le Carib' she was used to improvising occasionally, but here in the cabin there was nothing to be found that could pass for kitchen utensils except the thermos and the mugs. She suspected that the professor had already left them alone when the tea began to take effect. Now it was visible from the sun that it was already midday, and they were still alone.

  On the terrace, in a corner, stood a roughly built wooden crate. To her surprise, Helen found inside a fairly new briefcase with an assortment of artificial bait and flies. In a large plastic shopping bag lying next to it were all kinds of items needed for fishing.

  Outside by the jetty, Ruben and Sophia had discovered two fishing rods neatly stored in a protective cover. They begged Helen if they could go fishing on the jetty because they were already getting quite bored.

  On board the 'Le Carib,' Jean Paul had taught the children a lot about fishing, and those two were always very enthusiastic when he took them along. On the 'Le Carib,' they also had their own fishing rod, adapted to their age.

  These fishing rods on the jetty were clearly too heavy and too large for six-year-olds, but Helen let them get on with it and figure everything out themselves. In the meantime, she would continue to explore the little island.

  It seemed that only the path to the hut was maintained. To the left and right, everything was overgrown with a wild tangle of grass, bushes, and trees, and there was no way through. The only option was to take a look from the water.

  The water was very pleasantly warm, much warmer than she had initially expected. She swam a few meters to the left side of the island. From the water, the hut was no longer visible.

  When Helen swam a little further around the corner, the dense vegetation suddenly disappeared and had given way to a neatly maintained patch of ground with dozens of flower boxes and low glass greenhouses. A metal pontoon, certainly about four by four meters in size, made it easy to come ashore. The pontoon still looked fairly new.

  She climbed out of the water to take a closer look. On both sides of the patch of ground was a wooden fence that prevented overgrowth, and against the back wall of the old hut, a small wooden chalet had been placed.

  Most of the cultivated plants here were familiar to Helen. She immediately recognized plants such as chervil, chicory, chives, garlic, mint, black mulberry, and wild marjoram, which, according to folklore, could drive away witches and devils.

  Everything suggested that someone had put a lot of work into creating all this. That person had also chosen a perfect location because very little sunlight reached this spot. This was no ordinary herb garden. Someone had deliberately selected this place. She suddenly thought of Paracelsus’s saying that 'All of nature is a pharmacy.'

  But there were also plants she did not know or whose names she did not know. It was striking that there was a large number of a tuberous plant popularly called 'Jan op de preekstoel' (John on the pulpit). Perhaps because the plant came from the Himalayas, it was attributed a mysterious aura. But the enticing red fruits were extremely poisonous.

  She walked along the path between the plants toward the chalet. Even in the flower boxes in front of the windows, herbs had been planted, and there was a small terrace for sitting outside. Under one of the windows stood a well-wrapped barbecue that perhaps had never been used. Helen first looked inside through the little windows and then tried the door handle. The door was not locked and opened silently. Helen took a deep breath and then stepped inside the dimly lit room. Her amazement grew. This was not a dusty old hut but a fresh living room with a comfortable sofa and two wicker armchairs. A cozy corner bench with colorful cushions and a dining table with two chairs that could have come straight from a showroom. There was even a small countertop with a gas burner stove, and there was also a water filtration system.

  On the open shelves on the wall, one could find everything needed for a set table. Also, small pans and cooking pots. This was a big difference from the shabby hut where they had slept.

  Here too, she looked for something edible and could hardly believe her luck. A cupboard in the kitchen was full of long-lasting meals in cans or packets. Macaroni, ravioli, rice, spaghetti, soup, canned fruit, instant coffee, even Maria biscuits, long-life milk, and brown bread in sturdy aluminum packaging. There were also various cans of soft drinks and water. This was already one less worry. She smiled when she thought that all the herbs to refine the meals were also growing just outside the door. In the other cupboard under the countertop were all kinds of cleaning supplies, a first aid kit, and a bucket with scoops, tools, and other gardening items.

  At the back was a narrow corridor with three doors. She opened the left door, which was only ajar. It was a single bedroom with a foldaway bed and a built-in closet on the wall. On the shelves of the closet, blankets and sheets were neatly stacked, as well as a set of towels.

  The second room had two identical beds placed next to each other, and here too there was a built-in closet with towels, sheets, and blankets neatly stacked on the shelves. On a wooden chair stood an old-fashioned alarm clock with a winding mechanism, and there lay a notepad full of notes about experiments with various plants.

  The third door gave access to a small open shower area with a chemical toilet next to it and a large mirror on the wall. Everything looked fairly new. But she could not imagine that running water would come from the taps here and tried the faucet of the small washbasin. Clear water flowed out. So there must have been a pipe laid here as well.

  She walked outside again and sat on the bench in front of the house to think about how she would get the children here. Her gaze fell on the pontoon, and she jumped into the water to investigate whether the contraption could be detached and used as a raft. She quickly forgot the thought when she saw how many heavy chains the whole thing was fastened with and that it was anchored in two places at the front as well.

  Chapter 10

  For Helen Avaro, only one possibility remained... They had to swim to the entrance of the salt mines, but she was not sure if the children could manage such a long swim. Attempting the crossing with two children at once was too big a risk.

  She climbed out of the water and walked back toward the chalet. At the side of the house stood a two-part ladder. She unfolded it and climbed up to the edge of the roof.

  The roof of the cabin was a bit lower than that of the chalet and was completely covered with moss and small shrubs. It should be easy to walk over it and let herself down on the other side. Helen wondered why she had not thought of that idea earlier, even though she knew the two houses stood next to each other. Perhaps there was even a connection inside that she had not yet discovered.

  From up there she could clearly see that the buildings stood exactly in the middle of the island, and only now could she see how far the little lake stretched along the mountain ranges around it. She tried to discover where she had boarded the rowboat yesterday, but the vegetation made it hard to recognize much of the shore. It was even difficult to determine where the entrance to the tunnel was. What irritated her most was the idea that she had grown up nearby and knew nothing about this piece of land. It was always said that as children they were not allowed to go to the old salt mines because it was too dangerous due to the risk of collapse.

  She walked carefully barefoot over the roof, always watching out for bird nests and the roots of plants and shrubs. The children were still on the jetty, and she heard Sophia’s enthusiastic little voice calling for Ruben’s help because she apparently had something on her hook. She saw how skillfully Ruben handled a fishing rod that was much too big for him, and she heard the cheers when he managed to get the fish out of the water.

  Sophia did a little victory dance and looked at the small fish struggling on her fishing rod. She skillfully freed it and said, "It still has to grow a bit." Ruben nodded in agreement, and Sophia threw the little creature back into the water.

  "Bravo," Helen called from the roof. "Well done, Sophia." The two children looked up in surprise and shouted various questions all at once. Helen asked if the children had seen a ladder somewhere, and Ruben nodded and later, together with Sophia, dragged a large wooden contraption to the front door, which they struggled to lift and lean against the edge of the roof.

  Helen climbed down carefully and told the children what she had discovered. Ruben insisted that the fishing rods had to come along. So Helen climbed the ladder with its uneven rungs several times to put everything on the roof. Sophia found it a bit scary and was glad when she stood on the roof, but for Ruben it was an exciting adventure.

  The children loved their new shelter and devoured the macaroni Helen had prepared. It had taken some getting used to with the gas burner, but she quickly got the hang of it. After eating, the children went back into the water. From the pontoon, it was much easier to get into the water.

  It was almost evening and time for the children to go to bed. They came out of the water and Helen helped them dry off. She was shocked. The small bodies were covered with red spots. "I think you have measles," she said with a smile. "That can't be," Ruben blurted out. "We already had those." Helen's smile froze as she looked at her own body, which showed the same red spots.

  Chapter 11

  Fenna de Hertogh was worried. At the supermarket of 'Hanna Boone' in the small Drenthe village of Eext, she was sure she was being followed. The silver-colored Citroën with tinted windows, which had been following her car for quite some time, was parked across the street. She walked into the supermarket and did her shopping. She wished she could call Alexander, but since yesterday her mobile phone had disappeared. She suspected it had happened at her workplace and thought it was a mistake, but now she was no longer sure.

  Alexander had gone to Utrecht two days ago for a meeting, and they had arranged to meet this Saturday at the old farmhouse of Fenna's aunt Klaasje. Alexander had explicitly asked her to be careful and not take any risks. He had had an unpleasant conversation at work about their 'experiment' that Fenna and he had produced according to Vincente Alvaro's recipe. Someone in the military had leaked it to the management of 'Malco NL,' and the boss of 'Malco NL' now wanted to know what kind of product it was. From the moment the military showed interest, all sorts of things started happening.

  Alexander accidentally found a tiny microphone in his car that had apparently fallen from his posture under the passenger seat. He was stunned when, after a brief inspection, six more items appeared in his car. They began to wonder what on earth this could mean.

  After the conversation with the director of 'Malco NL,' Alexander had been very upset. Frank van der Blink had explained in no uncertain terms that his company did not tolerate employees producing and testing products without permission. He announced that he would have the matter thoroughly investigated.

  Alexander had remained calm. His defense was that he had only helped his girlfriend try out a recipe that had been in her family for centuries. He considered this a private matter and emphasized that he was certainly not looking for a conflict with his employer.

  To Frank van der Blink's surprise, Alexander laid his resignation letter before him and left with a friendly greeting.

  "I don't trust him!" he had told Fenna and had paced the room with an annoyed expression. Fenna had to promise him several times to be careful when she was on the road.

  Chapter 12

  Fenna de Hertogh saw that the Citroën followed her at a distance until the road that led to aunt Klaasje's farmhouse. She thought of Alexander's warning words and decided she would rather not stay alone at the farmhouse. There was no phone at the farmhouse, and Alexander would only come the next day.

  She went into the farmhouse to put her groceries in the refrigerator and also stopped by the large grandfather clock in the hall. As always, she pulled up the large heavy weights of the clock and left the house through the back.

  She had parked her car behind the old barn, where a small dirt road began that led to the neighbors' yard. From there, her car was no longer visible from the street. Maybe, she thought, this way she could shake off the pursuer.

  She decided to stop by her friend Conny de Bruine, with whom she had been very close back in secondary school. This friendship had endured through all the years that followed. Conny and her husband Freek ran a pottery workshop on the edge of the village. The old farmhouse of Conny's parents had been beautifully restored and was an absolute attraction in the small brink village. Freek was indeed a 'Westerling', as the Drenthe locals call people from the Randstad, but everyone in the village was proud of him and admired his perseverance and creativity. For Freek, Conny was the driving force behind the business, and he attributed all the success to her.

  Conny was very pleased to see her friend unexpectedly again and spontaneously invited her to stay for dinner and sleep over. Freek only regretted that Alexander was not there. The two men could talk for hours, and Freek, who was otherwise so reserved, felt that this was his buddy with whom he could share things he would tell no one else.

  Conny and Freek's little shop was exactly what tourists were looking for... cozy and affordable. It was Freek's specialty to model funny human and animal figures, and especially his life-sized sheep were flying off the shelves and proudly displayed in some gardens.

  For a year now, holidaymakers could also order via the internet or come to pick up their orders when they were back in the area.

  From April to September, it was always busy for Conny and Freek. Only in February and March did they have time to go to Spain and sail in the calm and peaceful Mar Menor on the Costa Calida near Cartagena. Conny always said that a greater contrast with Drenthe was impossible.

  Freek had built a wide wooden canopy in front of the shop entrance and placed a few benches and tables made of varnished pine underneath. In the summer months, it was packed with tourists who came to rest after a bike ride and wanted to have a drink.

  Chapter 13

  On this beautiful Saturday afternoon, guests were again sitting outside cheerfully chatting about their holiday experiences. At four o'clock, Freek closed the shop and the gate to the yard.

  "Weekend," he said cheerfully and ceremoniously poured himself a Belgian beer. Conny had opened one of her favorite Spanish wines. On the way back from Spain, she always brought a stock of bottles of 'Juan Gil' from Jumilla. That was her favorite wine, which was not exactly cheap even by Spanish standards.

  The last guests had just left when the neighbor girl Esther came shouting loudly onto the yard with an injured tourist who had just fallen off her bike on the street because a car had hit her from behind. As a result, she had collided with one of the white stones that lay along the road as a roadside marker.

  Esther and her friend Hanna helped the cyclist back onto her feet and came to the yard of Conny and Freek for first aid. The woman was injured and bleeding heavily from her right leg and arm. Esther and Hanna had seen it happen and spoke about the irresponsible behavior of the driver, who did not even stop when the woman fell off her bike because of his fault.

  The injured woman was a sporty lady around sixty who was staying at a campsite three kilometers away.

  Freek looked at the wound and provisionally treated everything as best as possible. "I would still advise you to have a doctor look at it, ma'am. This is a deep flesh wound and definitely needs stitches," he said to the injured lady.

  The doctor on duty that weekend lived five kilometers away in one of the neighboring villages. Fenna offered to take the injured woman to the doctor and was looked at in surprise by the two girls. "You've had a drink, Fenna," said Esther, looking disdainfully at the glasses of Conny and Fenna. And her friend Hanna nodded in agreement.

  "Okay, you are completely right," said Fenna. "Which one of you two wants to drive then?"

  The two girls looked at each other, and then Hanna said she could do it. "If you don't mind," she added.

  Fenna knew that the two girls had gotten their driving licenses six months ago and that they were both reliable drivers. Without any comment, she handed the key to her car to Hanna and helped Esther assist the injured lady into the front seat. Conny had brought a blanket and some cushions to make it as comfortable as possible for the injured woman.

  Fenna and Conny watched the car leave the yard with two cheerfully waving girls.

  Half an hour later, Conny's phone rang. On the other end was a completely distraught Esther who no longer understood the world. A volley had been fired at them from a passing car. It happened right in front of the general practitioner's office as they were getting out.

  There were two injured: Hanna and the woman they wanted to take to the doctor. Hanna had been hit in the head by a bullet. Conny asked three times if she had heard correctly, but all she could hear was loud crying. Then the phone was taken over by a detective from the police who was on the scene. The man confirmed the story and asked if a colleague could come to them shortly to inform the girl's parents and to take their statements.

  He said the ambulance had just left and there was little to say about the condition of the two injured. The injured tourist was the worst hit and they feared she would not survive.

  There was a moment of silence when Conny put the phone back on the table. "What kind of madman does something like this?" Conny's voice sounded hoarse. Tears streamed down her cheeks.

  Then Freek suddenly blurted out: "It almost seems like this is a case of mistaken identity. Hanna was also blonde... just like Fenna and had her hair braided back." Fenna stared at him and turned deathly pale. She covered her mouth with her hands and then stammered something unintelligible. Conny stood beside her and comfortingly put her arm around her. Then Conny and Freek listened to Fenna's story about the car that had followed her and the experiment she and Alexander had done. Fred already had his phone in hand and said: "I'll call him right away, Fenna... Alexander needs to know. Maybe he's in danger too!"

  Chapter 14

  Director Bernardo de Parma paced through his office at '
 Atanexo
 Europe' and cursed softly. His assignment to keep professor Mazarron's disappearance quiet had been clear. He did not want any fuss and no press or television involved. And now it was big news in all the newspapers and on the evening news, and he had to twist himself into all sorts of knots to give an acceptable explanation. On impulse, he picked up the phone and looked up a number. A pleasant female voice answered with 'Alberto's agency' and asked what she could do for him.

  He snapped his name at her rudely and demanded to be put through directly to her boss. "Ah... Bernardo," said a soft male voice seconds later. "I've already read and seen it too. Sorry... the leak is in your organization, not mine," he paused briefly and listened to the furious voice of Bernardo de Parma.

  Then he interrupted him and said very calmly: "It's the girl Cornelia Mendoza who is doing an internship with you and couldn't keep her mouth shut. She talked about it. The report about her has just been sent to you."

  There was a moment of silence and then Alberto said again in his sometimes very irritatingly soft tone: "Don't worry... My men know how to handle it. They leaked information about her gambling addiction and spread that she tries to make money out of everything. Such negative gossip always works well." He laughed as if he had just told a dirty joke.

  Bernardo de Parma suppressed a feeling of disgust and asked further: "And the other matter? How far along are you with that?" There was another silence and Alberto was heard sighing. "Two professionals have been deployed. They are working on it." De Parma sighed deeply and asked when he could expect results. "My dear Bernardo..." said Alberto, pausing again. His voice sounded confident and hard. "If I had anything to report to you, you would have heard it from me."

  Alberto knew that Bernardo De Parma was very ambitious. Being at the top of the Spanish enterprise was apparently not enough for him, no... He absolutely wanted to bring the Dutch and Belgian branches under his influence as well.

  Alberto knew this and had done his homework excellently. In fact, De Parma had unknowingly become a pawn of Alberto, and Alberto was clever enough not to let him notice. He knew about De Parma's masochistic tendencies, which clubs he visited, who his bridge and golf friends were, and he knew the women with whom he had affairs. Sometimes these were even women Alberto had fed to him. Alberto liked to know everything about his clients whose shady jobs he had to clean up.

  "So..." he said to De Parma. "Don't worry further about the case we are currently working on. One more thing... Bernardo. I would appreciate it if you observe the rules and don't call me again over an unsecured line." He hung up without saying anything more.

  De Parma stared at the phone in his hand in surprise and switched it off. Of course... Alberto was right, he thought.

  There was a knock on his door and Angelina, his secretary, came in with a large sealed envelope and handed it to him. 'Personal' was written on it in large letters. Angelina Gualda was a very attractive woman, but she was also the only one with whom De Parma had not dared to have an affair. She had made it clear to him from the start that he better find someone else for this job if he was looking for an affair.

  He had no regrets about hiring her. She was creative, reliable, and above all honest and loyal to him. He always noticed the admiring glances that followed her when she entered or left a room. The grace with which she moved made everyone think of a gazelle.

  Sometimes he asked her what she would personally do in a certain situation. She would always say she would think about it, and then he would find her advice the next day on a sheet of paper from a notepad. 'No guarantees' was always written underneath.

  De Parma looked at Angelina and knew she had another unpleasant message for him. "Go ahead, Angelina," he said as he opened the envelope.

  "You have two visitors. Two policemen." She paused briefly and took a deep breath. "They have found 'our' missing professor... He has been murdered."

  Chapter 15

  Slowly, calm returned to the Alvaro estate. The vans of the detectives and the forensic team had disappeared. They had all been very discreet and shared the family's concern for Helen and the children. Early tomorrow morning, an experienced investigation team would thoroughly examine the area around the professor's discovery site.

  It would soon be dark now, and they did not have the necessary equipment to go further into the cave. Sven had offered to let his dogs search. They had picked up the scent of the dead man but could only follow the trail for a short distance.

  The policemen had investigated three tunnels in the cave, but they ended at long-abandoned mining sites deep in the mountain. Tomorrow they hoped to find the correct passage through the mountain.

  Coordination of the entire operation was in the hands of two very experienced commissioners, who gave excellent leadership to their teams. They had contacted the army, which would comb the entire area tomorrow and also deploy helicopters.

  The police had received the topographic maps from the salt museum in Santa Pola an hour ago via a courier. The maps came from former companies that had mined salt in these mountains. They showed the endless labyrinths in the mountain massif, and at first glance, it was enough to make one despair. Sven tried not to show this to Laura, as she was already struggling enough with the loss of her children. Her ex-husband Jorge Martinez de las Vargas was now getting to know Sven from a very different side.

  Jorge was tireless. He had found an old cargo bike in a shed and was now cycling back and forth between the house and the caves where the policemen were working, carrying coffee, tea, soft drinks, and fresh sandwiches. Adriana set Laura to work spreading the sandwiches and preparing the hot drinks. This distracted her and her daughter and made the waiting more bearable.

  Hendrik had been busy searching for old maps of the area in question from the family archive. Together with Sven, he went through everything to see if there was anything useful among them.

  Sven found one map particularly interesting, which was old and somewhat primitively drawn. This map showed a long, narrow lake running through the mountains. A circle with a cross was drawn in the middle of the lake. No one in the family had ever seen this lake or heard of its existence.

  Sven looked at it and said that it must be relatively close to the Alvaro's house. He put all doubts aside and asked Hendrik if they could go and look right away. If there really was a passage to the lake, he wanted to find it now. He saw that Hendrik hesitated.

  "I understand if you find this time difficult to go, Hendrik. I can also go alone and will take the dogs and a compass with me. I won’t take any risks... Okay?"

  "Wait a moment," said Hendrik and went to tell Adriana what they were planning. Adriana was a wise woman. Three minutes later, Sven and Hendrik were on their way with the dogs to the place where the possible passage might be.

  Chapter 16

  Before September, it was a fairly warm and clear night. They followed Hendrik’s directions and stayed relatively close to the Alvaro estate.

  Sven suppressed his doubts and said hesitantly, "It’s closer to home than I thought."

  He let the dogs smell a piece of the twins’ toy and a vest belonging to Helen. The dogs rushed ahead, and then he suddenly heard Ringo give triumphant short barks, his way of signaling that they had discovered something.

  Deeply hidden in the rock of the mountain was again a wooden gate. The same kind of door behind which the car with the dead professor had also stood. Sven shone his flashlight on the ground and discovered tire marks. He looked at Hendrik questioningly, and Hendrik nodded. Sven grabbed the handle of the door and pressed it down. With a slight creak, the door opened. He shone his flashlight into the dark space and then gave a cry of astonishment.

  Hendrik came to stand beside him and looked with his mouth open at the car standing before them. Sven opened the other half of the gate, which creaked open. They had found Helen’s car.

  Sven shone his flashlight inside and saw Helen’s handbag standing between the driver’s seat and the passenger seat. He took the bag and handed it to Hendrik.

"Can we look here without destroying any traces?" Hendrik asked Sven. Sven shrugged and said, "We need to know what she had with her." Carefully, Hendrik opened the bag. "As far as I can see, everything is still in her bag. Her papers, bank cards, cosmetics, but also her phone and the keys to our house." On the back seat lay a coloring book belonging to Ruben.

  Sven heard the dogs barking impatiently and told Hendrik that they should move on. He checked whether there were oil lamps near the door here as well and found three lamps. They were rusty and covered with a thick layer of dust. Sven tried to take one out and lit another for Hendrik.

  There was no sound to be heard in the corridor, and the light from the lamps cast large eerie shadows on the walls. Old machines and heavy tools that had simply been left behind stood everywhere. One had to be careful not to trip over rocks and holes. Then suddenly the scene changed. They had reached the end of the dark tunnel and walked through the open door wings to the outside.

  It was almost a full moon. Occasionally it disappeared behind the clouds. The lake lying before them looked enchanting. The mountains on the opposite side formed a dark wall, and the water of the lake flowed along the shore at a steady, calm pace.

  A little further on lay the island they had seen on the map. Even in the dim light, it was visible that it was completely covered with trees and bushes.

  There was a jetty before them, almost invisible because of all the bushes. Sven walked carefully to the end. Nowhere was a light to be seen... Everything was dark, and there was no sound to be heard.

  He was startled by a faint thumping sound. He looked up in surprise when he saw a small rowboat lying in the light of his oil lamp, gently bumping against the pier. Hendrik also came closer. "Do you want to go to the island?" he asked Sven uncertainly. Sven nodded. "Then I'll come along too," Hendrik said decisively.

  There was a small staircase with three steps to easily get into the boat. Sven checked that the boat had no leaks and then helped Hendrik and the dogs board. Both of them had a strange feeling. It was as if a story from an adventurous boys' book had come to life. Sven said it out loud and Hendrik laughed. In the silence, the voices sounded unnaturally loud. They approached the little island and saw another pier. It looked old and often repaired. Sven asked Hendrik to stay in the boat and let him explore the place first together with Ringo.

  He walked along the worn path that lay before him and ordered Ringo to stay close. It was only a short distance that ended at a log cabin completely hidden among the trees and bushes. The door was closed and next to it leaned a heavy primitive wooden ladder against the edge of the roof.

  Sven began loudly calling the names Helen, Sophia, and Ruben. Ringo started scratching at the door and Sven let him inside. The dog stormed in and began sniffing around. Ringo came back to the door and placed a small handkerchief at Sven's feet. In graceful letters, the name Sophia was embroidered in one corner.

  At his calling, Hendrik came out of the boat with Paul and John. Triumphant, Sven held up the cloth and shouted to him that they must have been here.

  They searched the cabin but found nothing else. Again Sven shouted the names and listened. Everything remained silent.

  "Let's try again tomorrow in daylight," Hendrik said. He saw the disappointment on Sven's face. Sven shrugged helplessly. "Maybe you're right. Let's look around again early tomorrow morning." One last time he shouted as loudly as he could the names Helen, Sophia, and Ruben as they were already rowing back with the boat.

  Suddenly Ringo gave a short bark, then jumped into the water and swam a little ahead. Sven turned the boat around and followed him. The tension was visible on the men's faces. No one said a word.

  They saw the ferry lying in the moonlight. Ringo jumped out of the water onto it, shook himself, and barked loudly in the direction of the island. Sven and Hendrik looked at the wooden bungalow and the garden in the moonlight, surprised. Ringo had gone on and was standing wagging his tail and softly whining beside a collapsed body that was groaning on a garden bench in front of the cottage.

  Sven approached cautiously and saw that it was Helen. Her beautiful body was covered with large lumps, some of which had burst open and were bleeding. He saw that she must have a high fever.

  He asked softly, "The children too?" Helen nodded weakly. "Poisoned by Mazarron," she whispered faintly. Sven called to Hendrik not to come closer because he wasn’t sure whether this was contagious or not.

  He gave Hendrik instructions on what to do and asked him to immediately

  to leave and also to take the dogs along. He carefully lifted Helen and brought her inside. The furnishing of the small bungalow was a complete surprise to him as well.

  He laid Helen back on her bed and tried gently to dab her wounds with a cloth. Then he went to check on the children. The twins had fallen into a restless sleep. Their small bodies were also covered with ugly, large, painful lumps that made them groan in their sleep. Sven had seen the herb garden outside and told Helen that he was going out briefly to look for some herbs for a tea that might bring their fever down until professional help arrived.

  Outside, Sven let his emotions run free. He cursed the man who had caused this misery with all his heart.

  Chapter 17

  The modern complex of the 
 IMED hospital
 in Elche was built on an industrial estate near Alicante airport. It lay in the flight path of planes coming overland to the airport. Patients often found it amusing that they had a view of aircraft flying very low over the building to land at the airport. Many visitors and patients compared the modern building more to a comfortable hotel than to a hospital.

  David Garrido was the general director who was always called upon when a special situation arose in the hospital. This was such a situation. Two police commissioners had urgently asked him for help.

  There were three patients admitted to his hospital with a suspected highly contagious disease. Someone had deliberately given a young woman and two children tea containing a dangerous substance.

  The three patients were placed in isolation rooms specially equipped for such cases.

  Never before had such a complicated rescue been organized at night with the help of the fire brigade and the ambulance men.

  One of the helpers said to David that it was such an unreal situation to row over a small lake by moonlight and pick up three sick people from a little island. Added to that was the fact that working in protective clothing was very unusual.

  In the laboratory, they were busy determining what these three had been infected with. The attending physician decided to put all three into an induced coma because severe fever could be fatal to them.

  The bodies of all three looked terribly battered due to the large lumps that had burst open and were bleeding. The temperature in the room was lowered to significantly slow down the course of the disease.

  In response to David Garrido's discreet call for help to various hospitals and universities in the neighboring provinces, only two replies came. Two doctors who had worked in Central Africa provided some useful information about the care of such lumps and the medications used at the time.

  Because it was such a serious situation, extra specialized staff were called in who were necessary for the care of the patients in the isolated ward. Garrido wanted to avoid other patients and visitors becoming unnecessarily anxious due to all possible rumors. Therefore, he was surprised to see a young man in a wheelchair at the reception asking for information about the three patients who had been admitted and offering his help. He insisted on speaking with Garrido.

  Before David Garrido could exchange a word with the man in the wheelchair, they were interrupted by two armed police officers in uniform who accompanied an older man in plain clothes.

  They walked straight up to the man in the wheelchair. The older man showed his identification and gave his name. "Are you Dr. Roberto Fernando Campello?" he said in a friendly but firm tone.

  Campello nodded in surprise and tried to ask what was going on. He was rudely interrupted by the man in plain clothes. "I have an arrest warrant here. You are suspected of having killed Professor Ernesto Mazarron de Salamanca, and the public prosecutor requests your arrest." The two young men in uniform helped the protesting Campello into the car and folded his wheelchair into the trunk. The man in plain clothes turned to the surprised David Garrido. "Sorry for the interruption," he said and walked back to the waiting car.

  The Guardia Civil car disappeared, and David Garrido went back inside and walked past the isolation ward. He asked the night nurse if there had been any change in the condition of the three patients. She shook her head.

  He walked further down the corridor and came to the waiting room for family members. David Garrido saw two men sitting silently in their chairs. He knew who they were. Jean Paul Lefevre was Helen's French husband, and Jorge Martinez was the father of the two children. Both jumped up when he entered the room, but David Garrido had nothing but comforting words for the two desperate men.

  Chapter 18

  Fenna de Hertogh sat on the couch in her parental home, staring despondently ahead. Nothing could cheer her up. Alexander tried to comfort her. He had been very shaken by the attack this afternoon.

  Ivonne de Hertogh managed to distract the two of them briefly by calling them to the table. She had made their favorite meal... sauerkraut stamppot with a large juicy meatball.

  It was as if the smell of the food had attracted another guest. Gerrit-Jan de Hertogh came in and was warmly greeted by Fenna and Alexander, whom he had not seen for some time. Gerrit-Jan was now eighty-four. He was Ivonne's father and lived in the retirement complex on the other side of the canal near the farm, where he was very happy.

  He never complained about anything, but if certain dishes appeared on the retirement home's menu that he did not like, he would cross the bridge and walk to his old farm to cautiously inquire with his daughter about what food she had planned. He immediately sensed upon entering that the atmosphere was somewhat gloomy. "May I ask what is going on?" he asked cautiously. Alexander explained the attack on Fenna's car and its consequences in a few words.

  The old man shook his head. "It must not get any crazier," he said as he stood up and walked over to Fenna to give her a hug and say a few comforting words. "Thank you, Grandpa," Fenna said, sighing deeply.

  Half an hour later, Alexander's new iPhone gave a signal. He still had to get used to the small handy device. "It's Tine," he said after a glance at the display and answered. "Alex," she said, her voice serious. "I'm forwarding you an email from Sven now. I think you should read it immediately. Sven has big problems and is asking if you can help him. Let me know if I can do anything. Sorry... I'm in a hurry now." Then she broke off the connection.

  A little later, everyone looked at the message Sven had sent. Alexander had printed the email so everyone could read it. Sven asked in his email whether the remedy Fenna and Alexander had produced might help in the treatment of Helen, Sophia, and Ruben, and he explained what had happened to them. He himself was now also in the same hospital, quarantined as a precaution.

  While archiving the letters and notes that Vincente Alvaro had written during his imprisonment in the monastery of Ter Apel, Sven had found various notes of a very powerful recipe against the then-prevailing form of plague. Vincente had hidden his notes in one of the old oak choir stalls of the monastery. Vincente had precisely described the form of infection that was now observed with the same severity in Helen and the children.

  The letters from Vincente were all written in Latin and were translated for Justus de Hertogh by Johannes van Emmen, the then prior of the monastery. Apparently, these three men had been friends.

  Now Sven's question was whether it might still be possible that the relevant recipes could still be located there in the church of the monastery at the place Vincente had described. The situation of Helen and the children, Sven wrote, had meanwhile worsened further.

  Five people who had eaten fish in a popular restaurant in Elche were admitted to the hospital with the same symptoms. They were also kept in quarantine. It was not known how many people they had come into contact with, and there were fears of further spread of the infection.

  When he read this, Gerrit-Jan de Hertogh said, "You must call him immediately and discuss things. In the meantime, I will arrange access to the monastery for you."

  "What is even more important is that you send a sample of your ointment directly to Sven via a courier. You know how desperately he is waiting for this." Ivonne de Hertogh looked at Fenna and Alexander questioningly and added, "I can take care of it if you don't have time now."

  Alexander took a small plastic box out of his shoulder bag and handed it to Ivonne. He embraced her and said he was glad she had thought of this. He wrote Sven's address on a notepad and added a brief explanation. Then Fenna and Alexander set off for the old monastery.

  Chapter 19

  Director Bernardo De Parma received the news of Roberto Campello's arrest by the Guardia Civil during a dinner with Japanese clients. The Japanese understood that he left the table briefly with two of his employees to contact his company.

  None of De Parma's staff were reachable. It was the weekend, and everyone was either untraceable or at least trying to be. The only person De Parma could reach was Oscar Martinez, head of the security and surveillance department. Martinez had been busy all evening trying to gather all members of the board of '
 Atanexo
 Europe'. With limited success, he was glad his boss called him.

  They both had news to share. De Parma told what he had just heard about Roberto Campello's arrest.

  "What did you want to tell me, Oscar?" There was a brief silence. Oscar Martinez quietly said he wanted to call De Parma and the board together because of the murder of Professor Mazarron. "Say this isn’t true!" De Parma shouted into the phone. "Is Campello arrested for murder? I’m on my way!" he called and ended the conversation. His shock had nothing to do with empathy for the victim but was pure concern for his company’s reputation.

  De Parma's commercial side always won over the emotional, and he ordered his employees to return to the dinner with the Japanese. They knew what to do. Their main task was to keep the client in a pleasant atmosphere, usually achieved with a selection of chosen ladies trained for such situations and kept 'stand by'.

  De Parma wanted to know everything that was known about the professor’s death. He knew that with Oscar Martinez he not only had an excellent employee who did his duty but who was also smart. Oscar kept an eye on many things and was excellent at managing his people.

  Oscar also said in his last message that the story about the intern Cornelia Mendoza was not true. Cornelia had never taken her story outside her work circle and had spoken to no one about it. Oscar immediately suspected manipulation, unaware that De Parma had already been informed of this by 'Alberto’s agency'.

  At this moment, that was the least of De Parma’s worries. Tomorrow the death of Ernesto Mazarron would be in all the newspapers, along with the arrest of his assistant Campello. It would be widely reported what roles the two had at '
 Atanexo
 Europe' and the horror over the contamination of three innocent victims would cost his company much sympathy.

  De Parma had his company car brought around to return to the company as quickly as possible, hoping that Oscar had by now managed to round up some board members.

  The car drove up the lane leading to the main building and had to stop at the large iron gate that was locked at night. This time the gate remained closed, and the doorman was arguing with a group of protesters gathered in front of the gate. They carried banners and large sheets of cardboard with painted texts and slogans. 'Murderers' read De Parma on one of the signs.

  The driver was ordered to go to another entrance that gave access to the warehouse.

  Taking a small detour, the car then stopped in front of the main building. Oscar Martinez was waiting for them there. "I only heard about the demonstration at our entrance five minutes ago," he said apologetically.

  "Who are these people?" De Parma asked, and it was clear he was quite annoyed. He strode quickly to his office.

  "They call themselves 'Hermanos de 
 Vincente
 ' and apparently form a brotherhood. I also heard of them for the first time today. They claim to successfully apply the natural methods of their example 
 Vincente
 Alvaro." Martinez paused as De Parma’s secretary Angelina Gualda entered the room.

  "I just had a phone call from three journalists who want to report on the demonstration happening right outside our front door," she said with a worried expression. "I told them they were welcome and that you would be happy to speak with them. I hope you approve of my decision because it seemed better to take the wind out of their sails before an attack on our company appeared in their newspapers. And besides, it seemed useful to also invite the spokespersons of the brotherhood... Just everything transparent without any scheming." She looked the two men over thoughtfully and then added, "The board is already fully assembled in the meeting room and the gentlemen have had their briefing."

  "Thank you, Angelina, well done," said De Parma, his voice friendly and sincere. It was not the first time he had praised the day Angelina joined '
 Atanexo
 Europe'. The murmur in the meeting room fell silent as they entered. De Parma took the floor. He greeted and thanked everyone for coming and showed what a good moderator he was. He pointed out that '
 Atanexo
 Europe' wanted to cooperate with everyone to solve the problems. He had barely finished speaking when two men stormed into the meeting room who apparently belonged to the brotherhood group. They 
 shouted
 something unintelligible and one of them then collapsed by the door.

  Blood flowed from several stab wounds and it took a moment before everyone realized that the protesting group had been attacked by men who had arrived in three cars and then opened fire on the members of the brotherhood. The cars disappeared before the guards of '
 Atanexo
 ' could intervene. The two men had fled into the meeting room and had no idea which of their friends were still alive.

  Angelina Gualda had instinctively pressed the alarm button attached to the underside of the meeting table upon their arrival. She called security internally and flipped a switch so that everyone in the meeting room could listen in on the conversation.

  One of the guards responded immediately and she asked him for his name and what he thought had happened. His name was Marco Sempere and he had only been employed by the company for a few months. Marco was still completely shaken and struggled to get his words out. Stammering, he said that there were certainly three dead and five seriously injured on the premises. All emergency services had been called and the local police and Guardia Civil had been involved. "We still have two injured in the meeting room who also need help," Angelina said to Marco and then ended the connection.

  Oscar Martinez jumped up after that message and ran outside. "Stay here and wait until we know more about the situation!" he shouted before rushing out of the room.

  After the phone call, Angelina went to the bathroom next door and brought towels and a first aid kit. As best as they could, they tried to care for the wounded, who were groaning on the floor. The older of the two held Angelina’s arm and whispered, "It’s the work of the men of the mad professor..." Then he lost consciousness.

  Chapter 20

  For the month of September, it was still a very pleasant evening in the Netherlands. Fenna and Alexander were sitting outside on the terrace of hotel 'Boschhuis' waiting for the caretaker of the monastery.

  There were not many guests at the moment. Two couples had just returned from a bike ride and plopped down noisily at the table next to Fenna and Alexander.

  Alexander was impressed by the old monastery building on the other side of the hotel. 'Domus novae lucis', house of the new light, the monastery was called in the Middle Ages. It lay in a fairytale-like park surrounded by large linden and beech trees. Many bridal couples had chosen this beautiful location for their photo shoots.

  Until 2007, there stood a very old linden tree in front of the monastery, which had been nicknamed the 'Twelve Apostles Tree.' According to Fenna's grandfather, it was at least eight hundred years old. Even Fenna, who always smiled and said, "My grandfather sometimes exaggerates a bit," had to admit that his story about the tree was indeed true. A car stopped in the empty parking lot in front of the monastery building. A man got out, looked in their direction, and waved at them. "There is
Menzen
," said Fenna, stood up from the table, and waved back.

  Menzen
 van den Berg was the most enthusiastic and active employee the board of the Reformed congregation, which managed the monastery, could wish for. Fenna knew
Menzen
 very well. She had often been to the monastery. Sometimes for her studies, to scour annals in search of recipes from the time when a lively monastic community still existed here.

  Fenna knew everything about the origin and history of this monastery. The last prior and, after the Reformation, the first preacher was Johannes Emmen. This man translated the letters of
Vincente
 Alvaro from Latin, which were intended for Justus de Hertogh.

  Vincente
 knew how limited the common people's knowledge was about contagious diseases and ailments and sent many of his recipes on to Justus. He had gathered various ideas for medicines in different monastery gardens in the north of Groningen. Fenna suspected that Vincente had expected to remain imprisoned by the States General for longer and had therefore hidden his special recipes.

  Menzen
 van den Berg greeted them warmly and opened the old wooden entrance door to the monastery. He was a sturdy man with reddish hair and a friendly smile. They entered the small hall where the brochures were displayed and the admission tickets were sold and came to a fork between two cloisters.

  Alexander was here for the first time and was surprised to see numerous artworks hanging or standing around. The monastery was now used for various exhibitions, and paintings hung everywhere, or sculptures by contemporary artists from the country stood about. "Your grandfather insisted quite a bit, so I had no choice but to let you in at this hour. What is so urgent, Fenna, that it cannot wait until tomorrow?"
Menzen
 looked at the young people questioningly. Fenna explained the whole story about Sven.

  A broad smile appeared on
Menzen's
 face. "I remember that
young man
 very well because you introduced him to me as a true Spaniard," said
Menzen
. "That was a funny joke." His face then darkened as it dawned on him what a terrible story Fenna had just told him. "And you think we still have a serious chance of finding something from this
Vincente
 now?"

  "We have to try, at least." A slight doubt sounded in Fenna's voice.

  They walked down the corridor to the small room called the canons' church. In this hall stood thirty old choir stalls made of sturdy oak with folding seats. At the bottom of the benches were various wooden heads carved, called 'misericordias.' They humorously symbolized all good as well as bad traits such as gluttony... justice... piety... severity... and meekness.

  Menzen
 looked around the room and then said with a helpless gesture, "Where do you want to start searching? The whole room and these benches are, of course, cleaned more often by a group of cleaning ladies who come here every week. If they find anything, they hand it over to me neatly. Usually, it's lost jewelry or forgotten clothing items. You wouldn't believe what visitors sometimes lose or forget. What is not picked up after a year is sold at our Christmas market for various charities."

  "So..." said Alexander with slight hesitation, "nothing extraordinary has ever been found during the time you have been here?"

  Menzen looked up surprised when Alexander said this. "Now that you mention it... three years ago, part of the pipes in this room was replaced, and a small piece of the floor had to be broken open. Three of the choir stalls had to be moved then. One of the installers later came to me with a small bundle of parchment sheets, rolled in a piece of coarse linen."

  I was so busy with other things that I didn’t even ask the technician where he had found the bundle. I simply passed it on to the board, and they said it concerned kitchen recipes in Latin from the former brewing and baking house. Do you think that...?

  He didn’t finish his sentence and led them to the Sacristy, the changing room for the service. This room was extra secured because it housed copper engravings from the unique states Bible printed in 1682 by the Keur brothers in Dordrecht. There were also large bookcases with works on church law, Bible editions, and liturgical works. A special copy that had also been preserved was the 'Legenda aurea,' the Golden Legend by Jacobus de Voragine, printed in Cologne in 1490.

  Menzen unlocked the security and opened the door. He immediately walked to one of the bookcases and opened the bottom drawer that ran the entire width of the bookcase.

  Inside lay all sorts of paper bundles mixed together as if they had been carelessly thrown in and then forgotten. Menzen had to search for a moment before he let out a cry and pulled out the small bundle he had just described. Carefully, he placed it on the large oak table that stood prominently in the middle of the room, surrounded by twelve chairs. Everything in the room exuded solemnity. In one corner, on a coat rack, hung the official vestments of the minister, and on the walls were various paintings of very stern-looking ministers in their official attire.

  Menzen looked at Fenna and Alexander and said they could look at the contents of this bundle but were not allowed to take anything with them. Such matters had to be discussed with the church council first, and their decision was decisive.

  Cautiously, Fenna untied the knot of the linen cloth and unrolled the contents on the table. She felt her heartbeat quicken and her hands grow clammy. Alexander came closer and looked at the beautiful handwriting he knew so well from other documents he had seen from Vincente.

  They both nodded at Menzen, who made a victorious gesture with his fists raised. Fenna asked if she could take photos with her phone of the spread-out sheets of parchment, so as not to waste time studying them. Menzen saw no objection and gave his permission.

  "Alexander or I will make a translation of this for you, Menzen. It might take a little longer because of the dilemma Sven has to solve. But a promise is a promise..."

  She gave Menzen a friendly hug. "Thank you," said Alexander.

  "Could you call me when it’s done?" Menzen pointed to the papers Alexander was neatly gathering and rolling back into the linen cloth. Fenna and Alexander nodded. "We hope, Menzen, that the solution we so desperately need is to be found here," Fenna sighed as she said this.

  They waved and left in an euphoric mood. Alexander drove. It was only a few minutes’ drive to Fenna’s parents’ farm.

  When he parked the car on the yard, he said bluntly to Fenna, "What do you think about a holiday in Spain?"

  Chapter 21

  Roberto Campello heard during the conversation with the investigating judge that he was no longer considered the main suspect in the Mazarron murder case. No evidence had been found linking him to the professor’s death. He was now free to go home or to work again but had to remain available for any new questions.

  DNA traces were found on the car and the corpse, but there was no match with his. The only thing interpreted as incriminating for him was the fact that he had no alibi for the estimated time the professor was murdered. At that time, he was outside in the woods searching for Mazarron.

  In his cell, Roberto had been brooding over the murder case. Especially in recent months, Professor Mazarron had been behaving increasingly strangely.

  Roberto attributed it to the stress caused by the time pressure the management of 'Atanexo' was putting on them. For the project he and Mazarron were working on, the bar was being raised higher and higher, and protests fell on deaf ears.

  Mazarron's passion for the work of Vincente Alvaro also inspired Roberto. He began to take an increasing interest in the natural healing methods of this scientist from the past.

  He only heard during his interrogation about the brotherhood 'Hermanos de Vincente'. This had arisen in a relatively short time and was actively engaged in taking Vincente's work seriously and putting it into practice. Apparently, Professor Mazarron already knew this group and had contact with them.

  The grandfather of one of the members of the brotherhood had told Professor Mazarron more than a year ago about the small lake and the dilapidated hunting cabin on the island. This neighborhood was known to this old man from the time when he had mined salt for a company.

  During the visits Mazarron made to the island, he must have come up with the idea to create a herb garden on this deserted island, just as Vincente would have done. He must have toiled to realize his dream of the cabin, and Roberto did not rule out that Mazarron had received help with this.

  Only three days ago had Roberto heard that Mazarron was a member of the ultra-right-wing movement 'Moraira', which had gained national fame through their protest marches, which often ended violently.

  It was now suggested that this 'Moraira' group was also responsible for the attack on the brotherhood. There were seven wounded and three dead to mourn. For two of the wounded, it was uncertain whether they would survive. The attackers had simply mowed down the group of unarmed men with their heavy weapons.

  So far, no one from the 'Moraira' group had been arrested for the attack, and the police did not know who was behind it. The membership list was incomplete, and most members of 'Moraira' had an alibi for the time of the raid. They were on a bus during the attack, which was taking them to a pop concert in Benidorm, and were therefore not considered suspects.

  The security cameras at the entrance gate of 'Atanexo Europe' had automatically recorded footage of the attackers. But only disguised figures with military jeeps without license plates could be seen. Specialists would still have to examine the recordings more closely to filter out details.

  Roberto Campello was heavily burdened by the fact that he had been linked to Mazarron's murder. He had never been involved in a police investigation before, and the whole routine of fingerprints, blood samples, and photographs only made him anxious and uncertain.

  The investigating judge was named Ruben Orlando and was a nice man around thirty years old. He explained everything to him neatly and then said he was free to go home. Roberto's relief was great. He had feared having to stay here given the arrest at the hospital. His surprise grew even more when Orlando straightforwardly asked him if he would identify the professor's body. It was assumed that he was the one who knew him very well. Orlando admitted that it was unusual to ask someone who had been arrested as a suspect in the case. But in this case, no family was known.

  Roberto Campello smiled and immediately said he wanted to cooperate. A little later, he was sitting with a young policeman in his car on the way to their destination in Alicante. Upon arrival, Roberto was again neatly helped into his wheelchair by the young officer and pushed to the reception via the disabled access ramp.

  They were expected by a pathologist who took them to a cool room where the body of Professor Mazarron lay under a cloth on a raised table. The pathologist was an old hand in his profession and asked Roberto if everything was 'ok' and if he could show him the professor.

  Roberto nodded and swallowed as the cloth was pulled aside, revealing the professor's upper body.

  He looked at the man he knew so well and who suddenly seemed very strange to him. Professor Mazarron was a tall bald man around fifty years old with a small beer belly. He was an avid cyclist who all year round always had a tan as if he had just returned from a weeks-long vacation in the tropics.

  Surprised, Roberto looked at the body lying before him, which looked strangely pale. He wheeled his chair a little closer. Perhaps it was the mercilessly cold light of the neon tubes, or simply the color of death. The pathologist saw the hesitation on Roberto's face and encouraged him, "Take your time." Suddenly, Roberto felt as if he were looking at a stranger, and then something occurred to him.

  He took out his phone and flipped through his recent photo folder. He showed the pathologist a photo in which the professor's head was seen from behind, bent over a microscope. Roberto zoomed in on the photo and pointed to the scar and the strangely light color clearly visible behind Mazarron's left ear. "He had recently had a palm-sized port-wine stain removed by a friendly surgeon. No necessity, just because it bothered him," Roberto explained.

  The pathologist looked at the photo and then turned the dead man's head to the right. The skin was intact, and there was no trace of a scar or discoloration of the skin to be seen.

  Without a word, the pathologist walked to a white cabinet hanging on the wall with a red cross on the door. He returned with a small flask and three shot glasses and called over the young policeman who was shyly waiting in the hallway.

  "My mother's recipe," he said with a smile, drank the glass in one gulp, and then grinned from ear to ear at the reaction of the other two, who shook off their disgust and gasped for air.

  Chapter 22

  At half past three in the morning, Sven saw the headlights of a car coming up the driveway to the estate. Sven was sitting outside on his carriage house terrace, waiting for the courier after receiving the message that the package from the Netherlands had now arrived in Alicante and would be delivered directly to him.

  Laura had come to sit with him to keep him company. She had been briefly with her children today and had collapsed when she saw their severely battered little bodies. Sven tried to comfort her and told her that a remedy was on its way from his Dutch friends that might offer help.

  Around one o'clock, a taxi drove up the lane and stopped at the carriage house. To Sven's great surprise, Roberto Campello was in the car. He called out to Sven to ask if he was welcome and could come talk. Sven made an inviting gesture, and Roberto was helped out of the taxi by the driver, who then wheeled him to the terrace in his wheelchair.

  Laura greeted Roberto rather coolly. Sven explained that Laura had seen her children today and was still quite shaken.

  Roberto Campello nodded and placed his hand understandingly and comfortingly on her shoulder. He told the story of his release and the public prosecutor's request to identify Mazarron's body and the surprising result.

  Laura let out a cry and covered her face with her hands. Sven looked at him incredulously and asked the same question three times before he understood what Roberto had just told him. "For me, it was just as shocking as it is for you now. I just came from the hospital where I wanted to visit the director again to offer him a fever-reducing product. It's still in the testing phase, but..." Roberto paused briefly, and it was clear he was struggling.

  "I have even worse news. Just as I was about to leave, several ambulances arrived with more people infected like Helen and the children. Five were in very bad condition, and six to a lesser extent. Their infection was severe and had developed very quickly. It was clear that this was deliberate. I heard at the reception that the victims were part of a large group of tourists from Finland who were staying at the hotel and had eaten in the restaurant. For dessert, they had chosen 'Tiramisu,' which was made by the chef himself." Roberto sighed deeply, rubbed his tired face with his hand, and then continued his story.

  "The police had meanwhile established that only the people who had chosen that particular dessert were infected. The detectives had also received a description of a man who had 'got lost' in the kitchen on his way to the restroom. He was kindly brought back to the restaurant, and according to the kitchen staff, he was already quite drunk. Due to the busyness in the kitchen, no one had exactly noticed how long the man had been in the kitchen. This man was not part of the Finnish travel group but was celebrating his divorce exuberantly with four friends and a lot of alcohol."

  Roberto looked Sven straight in the eye. He said that according to the police report, both Professor Mazarron and the man from the restaurant kitchen were members of the far-right 'Moraira'. "If I follow your train of thought, then your professor is not done with his revenge yet, and we can expect more victims!" Sven's face was tense and betrayed his concern.

  Roberto nodded. "There is only one thing I cannot understand: why first the kidnapping of 
 Helen
 and the children if he could have infected them on the boat anyway?" Laura came out of the coach house with fresh tea and placed the filled mugs in front of Sven and Roberto. "Fresh from our own garden... Mint tea." She yawned and nestled into the wide rocking chair with the soft sheepskin that stood on the terrace.

  "Delicious," said Roberto as he tasted the tea with a smile. He looked at Laura, and his face was tense...

  "Tonight I suggested to Helen's attending physician to mix the medicine that should bring down her fever into her IV drip. Of course, I also asked her husband Jean Paul, and his consent was decisive."

  Roberto took a deep breath and said very softly, "I pray that it helps!" He looked at his watch. "By four o'clock, we must see the first result," and he sighed deeply again.

  They were interrupted by the sound of the approaching courier company's car. The Dobermans stood rigidly by the gate waiting. Sven gave a signal to the dogs, and all three lay down. The courier cautiously stepped out and looked at the dogs with suspicion. "Sven Rasmussen," he called hesitantly.

  Sven nodded and showed his ID card to the courier. "I must sincerely thank you for taking the trouble to deliver the package at this hour. We hope the contents are life-saving," said Sven, explaining as he signed the list to confirm receipt. The package was marked in red, stating that it had absolute priority over everything for medical reasons.

  Sven pulled a small envelope from the pocket of his shirt and handed it to the courier. "A small thank you for your trouble from the Alvaro family." He nodded kindly and then waved as the courier left again.

  Sven turned to Roberto and said in an exaggerated cheerful voice, "What do you think... shall we go straight to the hospital? We're awake now anyway."

  Roberto had to smile and pointed to Laura. She had fallen asleep in her rocking chair.

  Chapter 23

  Tine Kremer had walked the short distance from Emmaplein to the Grote Markt in Groningen. Her friend Petra was celebrating her birthday and was giving a drink at a popular pub on the Grote Markt. Tine had only come home late in the afternoon because an extra meeting had been scheduled by the management of '
 Malco
 Europe' that same afternoon.

  This was related to their Spanish sister company, which was facing various difficulties and from which the Dutch and Belgian branches could also suffer.

  The power struggle between the Spaniards and the Dutch had been going on for a long time. So far, the Spanish management had held the better cards by achieving significant successes in the field of cancer treatment.

  Tine’s boss was Frank van der Blink, who absolutely did not take into account the fixed working hours of his employees. His sometimes aggressive but also successful leadership style had earned him many enemies.

  Often enough, Tine had great difficulty defending her boss's unorthodox measures... especially in front of the press. One thing was certain: Frank van der Blink worked hard to become the boss of one of the largest pharmaceutical companies in Europe and accepted no competition on the way to the top.

  Today there had been so many different opinions heard and Tine's head was full of all the problems. That was why she was glad to be able to relax this evening with friends.

  Petra, the birthday girl, came to sit at her table for a chat and casually asked if Tine knew those two men sitting at the bar. "They came in almost at the same time as you and I think they are keeping a close eye on you."

  Tine did not show that she was startled by Petra's remark and said in a casually cheerful tone that these men must certainly be crazy about red hair. Perhaps Petra's attentiveness had to do with her work since she worked as a detective at the city police station. Because of Petra's comment, Tine became uncertain. She kept looking at the bar where the two men sat, unobtrusively watching everything.

  Around midnight she left the cheerful, lively company without saying goodbye and took the back exit of the bar, which led to a small narrow side street, as a precaution. Bartender Pieter immediately understood why she took this exit and opened the door for her. She liked living in the city center and still knew all the shortcuts and back routes from her student days. Now she did not feel completely at ease and turned around more often. But no one followed her.

  Chapter 24

  Tine was startled when her iPhone gave a signal for an incoming call. She looked at the display and saw the number of Arthur's detective agency. He had never called her at such a late hour before and she decided to answer.

  Arthur sounded relieved when he heard her voice. "I know it's late, Tine... but tomorrow the information I have for you might come too late. Can you come to my office now?" he asked hesitantly. Tine felt that his voice sounded somewhat uncertain. "I'll be there in two minutes," was Tine's reply.

  Arthur's office was located on the ground floor of a colorful apartment complex from the eighties that looked somewhat lost among all the modern new buildings that had sprung up around it.

  In front of Arthur's office door, Tine paused and listened. She heard voices inside and was curious who could still be with Arthur at this late hour. Hesitantly, she rang the bell. Arthur opened the door and greeted her warmly.

  Arthur's workspace was sparsely furnished and had hardly changed since his early years. Only some computers and a large printer were from the current era. In the corner stood a seating area with comfortable wide plush chairs that were now fashionable again.

  In one of these chairs sat another guest, and Tine's mouth fell open in surprise. It was Frank van der Blink, who smiled at her.

  "Good that you're here, Tine. Arthur and I are old friends," he said by way of explanation and then gave Arthur a signal to continue with his explanation.

  "The reason we are bothering you at such a late hour is very simple. An hour ago I received a disturbing message from 'Alberto's Agency' in Alicante via courier. I have known Alberto for at least twenty years." Arthur paused briefly and sighed deeply. "Alberto wants to warn Frank about an attack and the same applies to your friends Fenna and Alexander. And we have already seen that it is serious."

  He took a sip of water and looked at Frank van der Blink.

  "But what is very important, Tine, is that Alberto's reports paint a completely different picture," Arthur added. He waited a moment and poured himself a glass of water from a bottle. His hands trembled, something Tine had never seen in Arthur before.

  Frank van der Blink noticed it too and continued with the explanation... "That Arthur is so upset has everything to do with a friend of his who was seriously injured in the attack on Fenna de Hertogh's car. She works freelance for Arthur and her name is Paula Mertens. She was also the one who discovered that not only an unknown Spanish group and the Dutch army wanted to get hold of your friends' product but that there is a third unknown party involved. She suspects it is a Chinese corporation that wants to remain unknown."

  "You forgot 'Malco Europe' as an interested party," Tine interrupted him and looked at him challengingly. Van der Blink nodded and then said hesitantly: "Yes... you're right but we don't threaten or kill."

  Arthur was meanwhile leafing through a folder of papers and stood up to show Tine various photos that had been sent by Alberto's agency.

  Tine examined them all carefully. She immediately recognized the two men from the café on the 'Grote Markt'. She nodded to Arthur and then handed the photos back to him.

  "Who are they?" Arthur asked her anxiously.

  Tine sighed deeply. "When I left the pub, these men were still sitting at the bar of the café. My friend Petra is celebrating her birthday there. Petra thought those two were following me. By the way, she is a commissioner with the detective department in the city."

  Frank van der Blink looked visibly shocked by what Tine told him. "We hadn't told you yet that the warning was mainly intended for the management and top employees of our company... so also for you, Tine. Do you think the men are still there? Maybe these two are wanted in connection with the attack on Fenna's car."

  Tine acted quickly and dialed Petra's number. She typed her question and the reason for asking very swiftly. Petra's answer came immediately. "They are still at the bar. My colleagues will ask them to come to our office and inform the Drenthe colleagues in Assen. Thanks for the tip... and yes, Tine, we will be careful!"

  Tine caught Arthur's relieved glance and smiled kindly at him. "How is Paula Mertens doing now?" she asked hesitantly.

  Arthur's face darkened and he shrugged. "She is tough, Tine, and I hope she will be okay again, because I can't do without her."

  That very night, Tine knew, a group of detectives would check the details of the two suspects. And she herself had to warn Fenna and Alexander immediately.

  Chapter 25

  Alexander had just relieved Fenna from driving. Fenna had almost immediately fallen asleep afterwards. It had been a spontaneous decision to leave for Spain. They had been quite shaken by Tine's warnings and her insistence on their departure. "You are needed to help Sven and Roberto. Here you are only putting yourselves at unnecessary risk."

  Ivonne de Hertogh had been very worried but supported Tine's arguments. She looked for some provisions for the road and placed the basket in their car. Erik had set up the navigation system for them, programmed the route, and gave some tips for the journey.

  Even Gerrit-Jan, Ivonne's father, came by at this late hour. He had brought the package that Fenna had left in his care. "Here is your super cream. And now let's hope you can help."

  He was a religious man and before they left he spoke a short prayer of blessing over them. Fenna was very moved and cried softly as they drove out of the gate. Alexander had only recently bought this car and everything was still a bit new and unusual. The radio was playing softly and the road was very quiet.

  At three o'clock he stopped at a large gas station along the highway in Belgium, not far from the French border. Fenna did not wake up. He refueled and locked the car to pay inside. At the coffee corner he took two cups of hot coffee. He went outside and looked at the illuminated area of the gas station. Five cars were refueling. On the side stood a small jeep unlit with a striking emblem on the hood. He carefully opened the door of his car and got in. He placed the coffee in the cup holders between driver and passenger.

  He thought it wiser not to wake Fenna at this moment for the change. He would see how far he could drive. All of France still lay ahead of them and they had a long night to go. Alexander was brooding over all the events. Why, he thought, had he and Fenna not been approached directly to negotiate the production of their ointment? If everyone wanted it anyway, it seemed logical to him that people would negotiate directly with them instead of all that sneaky scheming. None of the army had approached them directly but Fenna's parents had. A simple email would have sufficed.

  He saw in the rearview mirror that the small jeep, which he had seen earlier at the gas station, was following them at a distance. He wasn’t sure if it was the same car, but when he slowed down a bit and the jeep came closer, he recognized the distinctive emblem on the hood.

  At first, he couldn’t believe they were being followed again and had to be sure it wasn’t a coincidence. He looked at the navigation and saw that within three kilometers a junction with three splits was approaching. Apparently, the jeep had taken that exit, because Alexander could no longer spot it behind him. He took a sip of his now lukewarm coffee and looked with a satisfied smile at the sleeping Fenna.

  On his iPhone, he received a message from Sven with various numbers of members of the Lefevre family, whom Jean-Paul had mobilized for him. They all lived somewhere along the 'Route Soleil' and were ready to help if needed. Alexander was a little moved that an entire family clan wanted to come to their aid. He thought about how his own family barely numbered twenty people, deeply divided over a simple inheritance issue that had dragged on for years with no end in sight. Maybe it was because a considerable fortune was involved and no one wanted to lose anything.

  The greed scared Alexander off, and he had started to convince his two cousins and his niece that there was another way out.

  The history of the Verdaasdonk family read like an exciting boys’ book. There were sea heroes, soldiers, planters, and adventurers in various parts of the world. Fortunes were amassed and lost again.

  Alexander owed his love for his field of study to his grandfather, who, when he was a small toddler, showed him the wonders of nature and helped him understand them a little.

  At one point, the housekeeper in his parental home refused to clean his room anymore unless all the creatures like mice, toads, frogs, beetles, and butterflies were safely locked up. Alexander also found in the family annals the names of three biologists, one of whom had been very serious about his profession. His name was Johannes Marinus, and Alexander often used his notes during his student days, comparing them with the current study material. Often, he went from one amazement to another.

  Alexander had very deliberately chosen to study in Groningen. One reason was to be as far away as possible from his family in Zeeland, and another was the old manor house of the family located in the center of the city of Groningen that he was allowed to live in. It had been empty for some time because it was to be sold, but his grandfather kept hesitating to make a decision.

  Alexander was allowed to live there with fellow students provided he promised not to turn it into a shabby and neglected student dorm and to discuss all changes with his grandfather first. Every month, his grandfather transferred an amount for a cleaning lady to Alexander’s account to ensure the house was thoroughly cleaned every week.

  For a student house, this was an unprecedented luxury, and Alexander therefore set several conditions for his housemates. He didn’t want more than four fellow students in the house, but when Fenna showed up on the doorstep, the spacious attic also became a comfortable apartment.

  With Fenna, a little miracle had come into Alexander’s life. With her openness and irresistible smile, she whirled through his life and turned everything upside down. From the first moment, he knew he had found his 'buddy.' They became inseparable and did everything together.

  When they had produced the ointment according to Vincente Alvaro’s recipe, they got the first opportunity to test their product on injured animals at the shelter for stray cats and dogs. The result was so overwhelming that they decided to test it on people with serious injuries as well.

  Patrick, the younger brother of Alexander, worked as a doctor in the army and offered to ask his military superiors if it was possible to test the ointment in the army. He was granted permission to treat various wounded during a NATO exercise with it. Accidents always happened during such exercises. The initial results had been astonishing because the healing took place in an incredibly short time.

  Then they began testing on stab and gunshot wounds, which had occurred due to accidents. The wounds healed rapidly, meaning that sometimes an operation or prolonged treatment could be avoided.

  Alexander's boss at 'Malco Europe', Frank van der Blink, was approached by the military leadership with the question of whether his company could take the ointment by Alexander and Fenna into production.

  Van der Blink had been furious and immediately summoned Alexander for a sharp conversation. As Alexander had already expected, he was told that the company did not appreciate someone employed by '
 Malco
 Europe' conducting tests behind their backs on a product of which his superiors had no knowledge.

  Van der Blink grew even angrier when Alexander calmly explained that 'Malco Europe' had nothing to do with it. He had only been the helper and advisor of his girlfriend in his free time. She was experimenting with an ancient recipe, which her family had owned since the Middle Ages.

  Then he placed his resignation letter on the table and left the boardroom with a brief greeting. In the next room, he received a thumbs-up and a friendly smile from the secretary.

  Alexander sighed deeply. He turned off the highway near Reims to make a sanitary stop. The gas station along the highway was still well visited despite the late hour, and the restaurant was still open. It was time to wake 
 Fenna
 up.

  Chapter 26

  Helen Alvaro woke up and at first did not know where she was. She looked around in the dim light spread by the colored night lighting in the room. Then she remembered, and a wave of fear swept through her body. On impulse, she wanted to get out of bed but sank back down as the shooting pains paralyzed her entire body. Everything hurt, and she groaned as she fell back onto her pillows.

  The memories returned, along with the anger at the man who had done this to her and the children. With difficulty, she raised a hand and looked at the bloody gauze covering the lumps.

  Very vaguely, she remembered that the children and she had been taken from the island. The children found the men in the protective suits very frightening and cried softly before falling asleep from exhaustion. Their little faces glowed with fever. She saw the red button on a switch to her right and pressed it. A moment later, a friendly nurse appeared beside her bed, clad in a protective suit, and smiled. "Can I do anything for you, Helen? Glad you’re awake again and your fever has gone down." She sat on the chair next to Helen’s bed. Helen asked if perhaps her family was nearby.

  The nurse nodded and explained that her husband had been waiting in the waiting room all night and that if she wished, they could now communicate via the intercom. "He will be very happy to see you again, and I can fetch him for you right away." Helen nodded cautiously and whispered, "Please, nurse."

  Jean Paul Lefevre woke with a start when the nurse softly called his name. Confused, he looked around. He nodded kindly to the nurse and followed her out of the waiting room into the hallway. "Your wife is awake and no longer has a high fever, Mr. Lefevre," the nurse said softly with a smile. "Apparently, Roberto Campello’s remedy worked."

  Jean Paul looked at her badge and read the name 'Alicia'. He thanked her and followed her to the room where Helen lay. He stood by the large window and switched on the intercom.

  "Hello, darling," he said softly, waving to her. Helen cautiously moved her head in his direction and gave him a faint smile. She tried to wave back with her hand but stopped her attempt. Her face was contorted in pain, and she groaned loudly.

  "We have just given her some painkillers, but the lumps are quite painful and every movement costs her a lot of energy," said Sister Alicia. "We are already glad that we have been able to reduce the life-threatening fever in all infected patients." She gave him an encouraging pat on the shoulder and walked back to her office.

  Jean Paul watched her go and saw Sven Rasmussen and Roberto Campello come out of the elevator in his wheelchair at the end of the corridor. Sven stood next to him and asked how he was. He did not wait for Jean Paul's answer but got straight to the point. "I know you are going through a difficult time," he said. "You have seen that Roberto Campello's drink helped. And now we ask Helen and you to trust us once again. We worked half the night to make the ointment from my Dutch friends a bit more liquid so we can spray it on the lumps because rubbing it on is not possible. We now need Helen's permission and yours to use this mixture. We do not guarantee it will work, but maybe it will ease the pain until we have the right remedy."

  He sighed deeply and turned to the window. A very faint sound could be heard over the intercom. They looked at Helen. She gave a groan and very slowly, with great effort, her hand went up.

  Two doctors had been alerted by Sister Alicia and began preparations to enter in their protective clothing. They carefully sprayed Helen's arms and hands with the solution.

  Sven looked at Jean Paul. "If I were you, I would take a nap in the guest room, because it will certainly take another three or four hours before we can see if it has any effect." Jean Paul shook his head and said he preferred to wait here.

  Jean Paul looked at Roberto's splinted leg in the wheelchair and said with a mocking smile, "Too bad you can't use the ointment on Roberto's leg."

  Sven and Roberto looked at each other and then both burst out laughing. "Gee Jan-Paul... we hadn't thought of that at all. But we'll try that," said Roberto, and they disappeared waving cheerfully into the elevator.

  Chapter 27

  Sven and Roberto sought out David Garrido in his office at the hospital.

  David looked at them anxiously. "So... do you think the remedy can work?" Sven and Roberto both shook their heads.

  Sven explained that it would help to reduce the lumps or, in the best case, make them shrink but not to remove the cause of the infection. "What we need," said Roberto, "is a way to inject or have the remedy ingested... but we are still working on that."

  David Garrido sighed deeply. "Last night I already had to refuse to admit more infected people and had to refer them to other hospitals, but those are almost full as well."

  He looked at his notes and said desperately, "The count is now fifty-seven infected people and there is no end in sight. Every day more are added. It's like mopping with the tap running and we have no defense against it."

  Sven stroked his tired face and looked at David Garrido. "I think we still have a glimmer of hope. Tomorrow afternoon I expect my friends from the Netherlands. They are now on their way with an improved version of their ointment. Moreover, they are bringing the recipe for a medicine that in the Middle Ages was used by Vincente Alvaro against various forms of plague." He paused for a moment and looked at Roberto.

  Roberto Campello nodded and continued. "We have already received the ingredients and know which plants we need and what we must prepare. When the time comes, we can also count on the help of my colleagues at '
 Atanexo
 '. By the way, I also have permission from Director De Parma to use my laboratory, and we are very happy about that."

  Skepticism was clearly visible on David Garrido's face. "How do you get all those plants and herbs you need... because I assume you can't use modern herbs for a medieval recipe."

  "Oh," said Sven with a broad smile, "That is no problem. Roberto and I know a grower who specializes in this." He poked Roberto in the side and Roberto grinned, nodded his head, and poked him back. "Oh yes, the plants are absolutely no problem."

  They both looked like a couple of rascals at that moment, and even David Garrido had to laugh at them. "We still have a few hours to rest before we know if your remedy had any effect on Helen's lumps," he said.

  At that moment Sven's iPhone buzzed. He answered and listened. "It's Alexander," he said to Roberto. He continued in English and told Alexander he would call him back in a few minutes. He hung up without waiting for Alexander's response.

  David and Roberto looked at him questioningly. Sven made a somewhat helpless gesture and sighed deeply. "Alexander said he is now very sure that they were being followed the whole time by some kind of jeep and that they might indeed need some help from Jean Paul's French family clan."

  Sven and Roberto still found Jean Paul in the same place where they had left him. It was as if he was hoping for a small miracle. Helen had meanwhile fallen asleep and occasionally turned her head restlessly.

  Sven told about the problem Fenna and Alexander had encountered on their way to Spain.

  Jean Paul thought for a moment and then made several calls to family members in France. Sven and Roberto even had the impression that he enjoyed being able to do something. After a few minutes, he announced radiantly that the problem was solved and that Fenna and Alexander could continue their journey undisturbed.

  Chapter 28

  Oscar Martinez was awakened by the alarm at four in the morning. He had stayed overnight on the grounds of '
 Atanexo
 Europe' because he had a strange premonition, and apparently, this feeling had not deceived him.

  At three different locations, the fence around the grounds of '
 Atanexco
 Europe' had been breached. This was how the intruders had gained access to the laboratories and were able to set fires and detonate their explosives there.

  That this happened despite all the strict precautions struck Oscar Martinez heavily as head of security. After the shooting incident at the gate of '
 Atanexo
 Europe,' he had especially doubled the night security on the company's grounds. It was as if he sensed that more was yet to come. Oscar had discussed all possible scenarios with his staff.

  Moreover, on his orders, extra security cameras had been installed in unusual places, making it possible to hand over fairly clear footage to the investigators.

  According to the police officers, the intruders felt quite confident. They were not disguised but only had some soot smudges on their faces and wore black clothing and gloves.

  "They must have been precisely informed about these locations and also well physically trained. It almost seemed like a military operation... strike and disappear," said the lead investigator. "We are having our people investigate what kind of explosives were used."

  Oscar Martinez sighed deeply. He made notes of everything. According to him, there was only one possible conclusion: The intruders had only one goal, and that was the total destruction of the laboratory of the missing professor Mazarron. They had succeeded quite well.

  Perhaps the explosions and fires at the other units were just a diversion because the damage there was negligible.

  The intruders must also have known the access code to professor Mazarron's laboratory and were thus able to initiate the total destruction of this unit undisturbed. The code had not been changed after the professor's disappearance because no one was working there anymore.

  On orders from director De Parma, even Roberto Campello was denied access. This decision was later reversed after Roberto was no longer a suspect in the murder case. No one in the entire company could imagine this kind young man as a murderer.

  At five o'clock, the car of director Bernardo De Parma arrived on the grounds of 'Atanexo'. He looked pale and sleep-deprived, and his slow movements betrayed his fatigue. Oscar reported in his office while brewing a strong cup of coffee.

  De Parma leaned back in his chair and cautiously took a sip from his mug. "Heavens... Oscar!" he groaned and grinned. "For this coffee, you need a stomach protector!" Oscar had to laugh. He had often heard something like that from his employees, among whom his coffee was notorious.

  Later they went to look at the burnt remains of what had once been Mazarron's laboratory. A strong smell of smoke still hung over the site. Police and firefighters were still busy with their work everywhere.

  Oscar had been asked to withdraw his staff to prevent confusion. Moreover, they did not want to take any risks because no one knew if there were still explosives somewhere. The entire site and buildings were thoroughly searched. Oscar's men had their hands full keeping the curious public, who had come to see the fire, outside the company grounds. A television crew and journalists from various local and national newspapers reported at the entrance gate and requested access for their reports.

  While Oscar was still explaining to De Parma what suspicions he had, his phone rang. It was Roberto Campello, who was still with Sven in the IMED hospital. There he had heard about the explosions at 'Atanexo' from an injured firefighter who had been admitted to the hospital. Roberto asked Oscar what had happened, and Oscar fully informed him. There was a moment of silence. Then Oscar Martinez heard a heavy sigh from Roberto. "So everything is destroyed in Mazarron's laboratory?" Roberto asked incredulously. Oscar confirmed it and felt the wave of desperate disappointment. There was silence again, and then Roberto's disappointment turned into icy rage.

  Roberto explained what he and Sven were currently working on in the hospital and that he had hoped to be able to use his old laboratory. Now he had to assume that all his notes in the laboratory had been destroyed by the fire. His voice revealed that this affected him the most. "Tomorrow... tomorrow afternoon I'll come to take a look," he said, his voice sounding both sad and angry.

  "I understand, Roberto," said Oscar Martinez. "You are simply welcome."

  Oscar looked at De Parma. "Poor Roberto. He is an excellent employee whom we must try to keep," he said to De Parma.

  Oscar thought about Professor Mazarron's file. He had been the only board member who had had reservations about Mazarron's file at the time, but he had not been given the time to start a thorough investigation.

  The warning about Professor Mazarron's membership in an organization known as far-right had been passed on to him by 'Alberto's agency', with whom 'Atanexo Europe' often collaborated. Alberto's organization had an excellent reputation and was the most reliable detective agency Oscar knew. And Oscar always took a warning from Alberto seriously.

  De Parma remained standing by the smoldering remains of Mazarron's former laboratory and looked at Oscar, who was being held back by a detective. The two were busy talking to each other.

  Oscar came over to De Parma and said they did not have permission to proceed further. A ban on access to the area around the burnt laboratory had now been issued by the duty commissioner.

  Firefighters had found the remains of a body in the still smoldering debris. It was clear that this was not an accident but a crime.

  Chapter 29

  Fenna was still in deep sleep when Alexander woke her. She stretched out long and asked what time it was. She smiled at Alexander when she realized he had let her sleep peacefully. Alexander had already refueled and parked the car in the front row. To get to the restaurant, one walked along a small path through a garden that was still in full bloom and playfully lit.

  The restaurant, with its rustic interior, felt more like a cozy living room, and Alexander and Fenna found a snug corner bench to nestle into. During the meal, they discussed whether to change their route to shorten the journey. Fenna was against it.

  Across the parking lot stood a large illuminated sign showing the entire route to the Spanish border. Fenna and Alexander were looking at it when a car sped into the parking lot. The car stopped next to Alexander's.

  A young man in overalls stepped out, looked around, and clicked open the door of Alexander's car. What he did inside the cabin was not visible. He closed the door again and attached something under the right wheel arch at the front and back. The whole thing took barely a minute. The young man then drove his car a row further into the parking lot and stopped by a small jeep with the distinctive emblem on the hood that Alexander already recognized.

  A young woman of about thirty climbed out of the jeep. She handed something to the man in overalls, and then each drove off in their own car. Alexander found it striking that the young man was armed with a handgun holstered on his belt.

  Fenna had watched the scene with her mouth open, fear evident in her eyes. "Now we need help, Fenna," Alexander said, putting his arm around her. He called the Lefevre family, who were supposed to live nearby. He was greeted warmly by Pierre Lefevre, and it sounded as if they had been expecting his call for help. Pierre warned them not to open the car and promised they would be picked up within half an hour.

  Fifteen minutes later, a truck stopped in the parking lot, and the driver invited them in unmistakable Rotterdam dialect to get in. "Sorry folks... your car has to stay here. First, the police need to find out what that guy has been up to with it."

  The driver introduced himself as Jos van der Laan from IJsselmonde and said he was good friends with the entire Lefevre family, who all earned their living in logistics and lived scattered along the 'route Soleil.' Since he always passed this point around this time, they had asked him to help his compatriots. They could ride with him as far as Lyon, where another member of the Lefevre family would pick them up and arrange further transport.

  "You can lie down in my sleeper cab back here," Jos said to Alexander when he saw him fighting sleep. Alexander nodded gratefully and went to the back.

  Fenna heard from Jos that he often took passengers. "It's cozy, and the time goes faster." He laughed as he said this. "In the past," he continued, "my wife used to come along sometimes. She was a true 'Francophile.' She would look at the route I was going to take and pick out beautiful historical places to visit. On the way back, she would get back into the truck with me and tell me her fascinating stories. Those were good times, and I still miss her every day." He paused and said, "Cancer, Fenna!"

  Fenna nodded understandingly and gently placed her hand on his large hand on the steering wheel... "Do you have children?" she asked with interest.

  Jos van der Laan nodded. "My wife was quite religious, you know. So we had four children. They all live somewhere in Europe. Frank is the oldest, and I visit him more often because he married a Belgian, and I only have to make a small detour from my route. Nice couple with three children."

  Fenna looked at him from the side and asked when he planned to retire. Jos laughed. "You noticed that well, Fenna. I should have stopped six years ago. But yes... I still enjoy it so much, and my boss can't do without me." He laughed again as if he had told a joke.

  "But tell me, Fenna," and his tone suddenly changed. "What have you done that people are after you?"

  Fenna told him the whole story, and Jos listened attentively, occasionally asking questions. "Damn... that's serious, Fenna," he said gravely. "And you have no idea who's after you?"

  She shook her head. "What is important now is that we might be able to help our friends in Spain, and maybe then our problems will also be resolved." She sighed deeply and shivered.

  Jos tried to distract her and talked about her former hometown Ter Apel where Fenna had grown up. "Did you know that I once bought a folding trailer from a company there that you could unfold into a complete caravan? It was called a 'Holtkamper' and it was very handy. What my wife really liked about it was that it also had a tiny little sink. But of course, that was long before your time, Fenna."

  "I've heard of it. That is indeed a long time ago," said Fenna. They talked for a while about the village, and Fenna proudly told about the history of the monastery, the work of Vincente Alvaro, and the connection he had with her family.

  She was interrupted by the soft ringing of the phone on the dashboard in the cabin. Jos answered and identified himself. He listened to the story and occasionally said something in French. When he ended the call, he looked at Fenna from the side. "That was Arnoud Lefevre. They now have a preliminary police report. As we suspected, everything was prepared so that you would later have an accident on the highway. According to the police spokesperson, it was impossible for anyone to have survived the crash." Jos looked at Fenna.

  Fenna listened with her mouth open and ran her hands over her face. The shock was visible on her, and she searched for words. "So they really wanted to kill us." Her voice sounded hoarse and tears welled up in her eyes.

  "Yes... apparently so. They have reviewed the security cameras from the parking lot and still need to analyze them further. They also want your statements for the reports, and a manhunt for the perpetrators has begun. By the way, Alexander's car is fixed again and will be put on a car transporter from the Lefevres to Benidorm today. You can pick it up there. Free of charge, of course."

  Jos smiled and nudged Fenna. "Hey... cheer up... you're still alive." Fenna sighed heavily. "You're right, Jos. There's no use worrying about this. But I wonder if this means our persecution is over. I'm afraid not!"

  Jos's attention was suddenly drawn to something else. A small convoy of military vehicles was approaching them at a steady pace.

  "Duck down, Fenna." Without hesitation, Fenna immediately did as Jos asked and slid down from her seat.

  Jos already had his phone in hand and relayed the location of his truck and the military vehicles. They passed by agonizingly slowly. Leading the convoy was a jeep with a striking emblem on the hood, driven by a young woman in uniform.

  Chapter 30

  Around seven o'clock in the morning, Tine received a message on her phone from her friend Petra that the men who had been detained in the café were now placed in pre-trial detention at the request of the public prosecutor. The arrest had been anything but quiet... 'but you read that in the newspaper,' she had added as a closing sentence.

  Immediately after Petra's message, an email from Sven arrived. She read about the difficulties Fenna and Alexander had on the road and suddenly became wide awake. The attack planned on those two terrified her.

  The question was why. For their product? Anyone could have bought that from them for a reasonable price. But why then?

  Tine sat down in her rocking chair and pondered over a strong cup of coffee. Then she called Ivonne De Hertogh. Ivonne's voice sounded sleepy and she had difficulty concentrating on Tine's questions. She was startled by the troubles Fenna and Alexander had on their way to Spain and answered hesitantly. One of Tine's questions was whether Fenna and Alexander had named a certain relative as their heir in case something happened to them. Ivonne thought about it and said hesitantly that she did not know exactly but that Fenna had once asked her for the name of the notary who also handled matters for her aunt Klaasje. It took a moment before she had looked up the name and phone number for Tine. Of course, Ivonne De Hertogh was glad to hear that Fenna and Alexander were unharmed and safe and asked Tine to keep her informed.

  Tine took a sip of her coffee and reviewed the recent information. Despite the early hour, she decided to call the notary and dialed the private number. After five rings, a male voice answered, panting: "Yes... I just got in."

  "Sorry for the interruption... Mr. Van Berkel. My name is Tine Kremer and I am a friend of Fenna de Hertogh and Alexander Verdaasdonk."

  There was a brief silence, then the voice, less out of breath, said: "Good morning, Tine. I just came back from my jogging round." He had to pause again.

  "I'll keep it brief," said Tine. She explained that Fenna and Alexander were on their way to Spain, what had happened in France, and that it was now clear someone wanted to eliminate these two scientists. She took a deep breath and continued.

  "But I am faced with a puzzle I have not been able to solve so far, and that is why I am asking for your help. I have known these two people for several years and, apart from their invention, I cannot think of anything that could pose a death threat."

  "Fenna especially trusted the notary of her great-aunt," Frederik van Berkel said softly. "And that is my father, Tine."

  He explained that he had taken over his father's office six months ago and that he would have to look up what arrangements Fenna had made then and whether it was possible to pass on this information further.

  He understood her disappointment and promised to look into the matter and discuss it immediately with his father. "I'll call back, okay?"

  Tine sighed deeply. Maybe I expect too much, she thought. "Thanks in advance," she said a little too cheerfully.

  Chapter 31

  Tine Kremer had promised the old Arthur to visit Paula Mertens in the hospital in Assen. But first, she wanted to know more about this lady. Four minutes later, through her connections, Tine had heard most of the information about Paula Mertens and her military career.

  Tine was surprised by the adventurous professional life of this woman. Paula had also worked for the military intelligence service and had been active in various hotspots around the world until her retirement. Some information was classified and not accessible to the press.

  An hour later, she parked her car in the large parking lot of the Wilhelmina Hospital in Assen. It was located on the outskirts of the city and surrounded by much greenery.

  At the large information desk, it was still very quiet and only about five people stood ahead of her. The woman of about fifty behind the desk greeted Tine with a smile and asked how she could help. The smile disappeared abruptly when Tine asked for Paula Mertens' room number. Two seconds later, two uniformed guards stood beside Tine and politely asked her to accompany them to an office a little further on. No further answer was given to her surprised question about the 'why.'

  In the office, two men were bent over some papers at a large conference table. One was in civilian clothes while the other wore a military uniform.

  "Sorry for the inconvenience," said the man in uniform to Tine and offered her a chair. "I am Lucas de Bree from the police station in Assen, and this is military doctor Johan van der Blink from Groningen." Without being asked, Tine placed her ID card and her company badge from '
 Malco
 Europe' on the table and simply remained standing. "Okay," she said calmly. "You can surely tell me now the reason why I am here."

  Lucas de Bree looked at her and cast a brief glance at her badges. He asked how well she knew Paula Mertens. Tine hesitated for a moment and then explained why she was here and what she had hoped to hear from Paula. Casually, she dropped the names Fenna and Alexander.

  The two men exchanged a brief look, and Van der Blink said that it was not possible to visit Paula. He struggled to get the words out. Commissioner de Bree took over from him. "We are conducting a police investigation here in the hospital... Mrs. Kremer. Last night, someone tried to murder Paula Mertens in her sleep with a gunshot. So... Mrs. Kremer... this is an attempted murder. She has come through the operation well, and now we can only hope she still has the strength to survive this attack."

  Chapter 32

  Jos van der Laan was called again near Lyon in his truck with further instructions from the Lefevres. Everything had remained quiet for hours. The military vehicles had not been seen anymore, nor any other suspicious vehicle.

  Fenna had fallen asleep during the last half hour and woke up startled by the ringing of the phone. It was already starting to get light outside.

  "Hi Fenna," said Jos, "nice to see you awake again." He pushed the thermos of coffee towards her, and Fenna poured a cup for herself and Jos. "Soon I will turn off towards the airport of Lyon. There is a small sports plane with a pilot ready for you to take you to Spain. By the way, also someone from the Lefevre family. That will save you considerable time. You are going to the Spanish city of Reus near Tarragona. There, the Spanish family of Laura Alvaro's ex-husband will take over from the Lefevres.

  They will bring you to Barcelona for the scheduled flight to Alicante. Your friends will pick you up there."

  Jos looked at Fenna from the side and said with a slight chuckle, "I didn’t know I was allowed to transport such important passengers because you now have priority and cooperation from all Spanish and French authorities. The Lefevre and Martinez de las Vargas families must have really pushed hard to make that happen."

  Fenna sighed deeply. "They are already giving us credit while we haven’t even started yet. The story is very creepy, Jos. Around Alicante, there is a madman going around infecting people with a very nasty virus. It seems a bit like a variant of what they used to call the plague. And now we have pinned our hopes on a recipe from the Middle Ages by Vincente Alvaro that was a great success back then." She sighed deeply again.

  "The hospitals can no longer handle the number of infected people, and more keep coming every hour." While Fenna said this, a tear rolled down her cheek.

  "Sorry Fenna... I didn’t know that. Oh, how terrible... stupid of me to say something like that. But be careful not to get infected yourself." He made such a sorrowful face that Fenna had to smile.

  She woke Alexander and took care of him with a cup of coffee and a sandwich with Leidse cheese that Jos had saved for Alexander. Despite the short sleep period, Alexander looked fresh.

  Jos explained to Alexander how their journey would proceed. Half an hour later, Fenna and Alexander said a warm goodbye to Jos. He had dropped them off at the freight terminal. From there, there was access to the hangars of the cargo planes and also to the small private planes.

  In the waiting room in front of the small customs office, they were met by a young man around his mid-thirties wearing overalls. He was tall and blond, had a small mustache, and wore a classic model of sunglasses from an expensive brand.

  He greeted them warmly in proper English with a charming French accent and introduced himself as Charles Lefevre. To the customs officers, he explained who Fenna and Alexander were. Everyone wanted to shake their hands and wished them 'Bonne chance'. Apparently, what had happened in Spain was already known here as well.

  Charles led them to the 'Robin' sports plane that was already ready for departure and helped them board. The 'Robin' was a low-wing aircraft. When seated inside, one could see the wings beneath and so boarding was done via the wings. Unlike other sports planes, the 'Robin' was controlled with a stick instead of a steering wheel. Alexander was allowed to sit in the cockpit next to Charles, and Fenna sat in the back on the two-person bench.

  Charles had brought an English newspaper. In large headlines, it wrote about the drama on the Costa Blanca, terrifying news, and the panic that had meanwhile arisen among tourists.

  This could mean a significant blow to income for the entire region’s autumn and winter tourism.

  While Charles conducted the usual conversation with the tower and taxied to the runway, Fenna leaned back and watched the small plane’s takeoff breathlessly.

  The conversation of the two men in front was unintelligible to her due to the engine noise. The monotonous sound made Fenna a little sleepy. She leaned forward to stay awake and looked at the list of plants often used by Vincente Alvaro in his recipes. She noticed that Vincente repeatedly mentioned one particular plant as a supplier of ingredients for his medicines. In common parlance, this plant was called 'Jan op de spreekstoel' and it belonged to the Arum family.

  There were thousands of species of these plants, both in the tropics and in northern temperate climate zones. Because of its striking flowering pattern, this plant was attributed a mysterious aura in Eastern countries. But in Vincente Alvaro’s notes, it was not clear which part or parts of this plant he had precisely used for his medicines. Fenna hoped she would also be allowed to examine Vincente’s Spanish notes and moreover expected much from the collaboration with Sven and Roberto.

  Her oppressive feeling of insecurity from recent days had disappeared and made way for a new hopeful expectation. She was curious about what they could still discover together and especially whether they could provide the help everyone expected from her and Alexander.

  Chapter 33

  Helen Alvaro woke up feeling as if she could move again just like always. The pain was gone and apparently the lumps had shrunk as well. From the room next door where the children were sleeping came cheerful laughter, giving her a sense of relief.

  She knew that Sven and Roberto had been there during the night and that she had agreed to try the diluted ointment on her skin. Apparently, it had also been used on the children with the same result. She sighed deeply and a feeling of gratitude and joy flowed through her battered body. Could this mean the end of her nightmare?

  The night nurse had just been relieved by the day shift nurse, and both came to stand by her to look at the small miracle of recovery. They had also brought toys and coloring books for Sophia and Ruben, which they had borrowed from the children’s ward.

  In the hallway, Jean Paul stood by the window and waved at her. The lack of sleep showed on him and he looked miserable. Through the intercom, she told him how well she felt and that she hoped the recovery would continue.

  Jean Paul saw her smile and thought of what he had heard from Sven and Roberto. "It’s only a temporary recovery," Sven had said, "but we’re working on it and we won’t give up."

  He tried to distract Helen by telling her about Fenna and Alexander’s journey and the help his family could offer them. He could not let her see that he too needed distraction and comfort. An hour ago, another major problem had arisen that concerned only Helen and him.

  In the six years they had been married, they had wished for children, but until now it had never happened. To distract them from the problem, they had travelled with the 'Carib' through many countries around the Mediterranean. They had enjoyed all the trips and always held the quiet hope that their wish for children would come true. The attending physician had now determined that Helen was pregnant and did not know what effect the infection might have on the fetus. The world had collapsed for Jean Paul, and he felt more powerless than ever, but he could not let Helen notice.

  Chapter 34

  At ten o'clock in the morning, the police again granted access to all buildings on the premises of 'Atanexo Europe' in Alicante. Only Professor Mazarron's laboratory was still cordoned off and inaccessible due to the body that had been found there. The investigators had worked extremely carefully, and it was a small miracle that the victim's identity could be established so quickly.

  The supervising commissioner David Barrero came to their office to personally inform director Bernardo de Parma and security chief Oscar Martinez about the situation...

  He explained that the victim had already been dead before being placed in the fire scene. It was a woman. She was bound and had a gunshot wound to her skull. "At this moment, we had three women recently reported missing. One of them was your employee Cornelia Mendoza. Her dentist has already sent confirmation that the dental impressions are identical, and her general practitioner confirmed that the fracture in her left leg was from a skiing accident." The commissioner saw the stunned reactions of the two men opposite him. He searched through his notes and then looked questioningly at De Parma and Martinez. "By the way, did you know that your employee had a criminal record... trespassing in three cases, but that is quite common among members of the 'Moraira' group." He placed his business card in front of the two surprised men and said they could calmly call him if they had any questions. He left the room with a greeting.

  Oscar Martinez was the first to say something: "I believe our personnel department should thoroughly..." He did not finish his sentence and shook his head. Bernardo de Parma nodded in agreement. "You can say that again," he said, still astonished. "Ernesto Mazarron and now Cornelia Mendoza."

  "But one thing I don't understand right now," said Oscar. "If those two were in the same far-right club, then they should have known each other! So why did she betray him?" De Parma had lit a cigar and was sitting in his comfortable office chair enjoying the calming effect of the tobacco. He blew the smoke into the room and said slowly, "How should I know?... Grudge, jealousy, revenge?" He closed his eyes for a moment. Then something occurred to him, and he sat up straight. "I remember something about a divorce... check if we need to look in that direction." There was a brief pause. Then Bernardo de Parma said in a conspiratorial tone, "I would like to inform you of something that I also want to keep between us, but I don't know if I can burden you with it, Oscar." Oscar looked at him and said lightly, "Does it concern 'Alberto's agency'?" Bernardo de Parma nodded.

  "You see, director, and that is what I have trouble with. You do not inform me in time about developments and decisions you make. Understand me well... Alberto does his job excellently, and you apparently have a lot of trust in him. The question is whether you have that trust in me as well?" Oscar Martinez walked toward the door and then turned back to De Parma. "A professor goes mad... and he and one of our employees have been killed by a crime, and I hear no sympathy from you. People are being shot in front of our gate, and you barely react. I work with staff who are shattered by this violence and who want advice and comfort from me."

  "Wait a moment, Oscar," called De Parma, standing up to go to him. "Sorry... you are completely right! It's not always easy to mix feelings and business." He looked at Oscar expectantly. Then he explained that he had given the assignment to 'Alberto's agency' to thoroughly investigate the 'Moraira' group. Alberto's people had established that Professor Mazarron had uncovered a major fraud case at '
 Atanexo
 Europe' as well as in the sister companies in Belgium and the Netherlands. The accusations against Mazarron were fabricated by the fraudsters. "And believe me, Oscar, these are extremely large sums embezzled." Oscar had listened attentively. His face was tense. "What can I do for you now?" he asked.

  "I have, through 'Alberto's agency,' warned the Dutch and Belgians about trouble. I can't do more than that." Oscar Martinez returned to his boss's office and looked at him intently. "You see, boss..." he said with reproach in his voice. "You underestimate me again! And what about our own employee Roberto Campello and his friend Sven Rasmussen, who are desperately searching for a remedy against the infection? Perhaps it would be very positive to offer them the help of our company." Bernardo De Parma nervously ran his hand through his hair and then said softly, "Can you tell me more about it... Oscar?"

  Chapter 35

  It was a relatively short flight from Barcelona to Alicante. Fenna had read something on her iPhone about the city of Alicante, which Sven was so enthusiastic about. Her disappointment was great when she could not spot Sven in the arrival hall.

  A young woman was waving at her with an older lady and held a paper in her hand with her name and Alexander's. She welcomed them in English and said that Sven had asked her to pick them up. "I am Laura Alvaro and this is my mother Adriana. We are glad you are here now. Sven and Roberto send their regards. They are still busy at the hospital where my sister Helen and my children are also being cared for."

  Adriana also greeted them very warmly. She said that today she had seen her grandchildren again, although it was behind a protective glass wall.

  Fenna had already heard via a message on her phone from Sven that the dilution of their ointment provided relief to the people who were infected.

  "Sven didn't expect you so soon. He and Roberto worked all night at the hospital, and I hope they take some rest now and then." Laura looked at her mother with a concerned smile, and she nodded kindly in return. "We will take you to our house. Then you can freshen up and also take a siesta if you want," said Adriana.

  Alexander looked at his clothes and then said with a pained expression on his face, "I would already be happy with a warm shower and a clean T-shirt."

  "I feel the same," said Fenna. Her smile suddenly froze, and she whispered softly, "Don't turn around. In the left corner stand two figures watching us. Don't tell me we're being followed again."

  Laura dropped a piece of paper from her hand, picked it up, and then turned around nonchalantly. "You're right, Fenna. Those two men are watching us." She gave a subtle signal to a man who was standing a little further away from them. He came over to them. "This is Marco. He is our driver and also a fantastic gardener. Marco... these are Sven's friends. They have had a difficult journey and wonder why those two men behind are interested in us. Could you find out for us?" Marco nodded and walked straight over to the two men. A little later, he returned with them and introduced them as journalists from a Dutch newspaper that was published weekly on the Costa Blanca.

  "Sorry," said one of the men in Spanish with a slight bow to Adriana and Laura. "I am Paul van Wijk and this is Erik Dries. Our apologies for drawing your attention but... you are quite well known in the province." Then he turned to Fenna and Alexander and said to them in Dutch: "Fenna and Alexander, welcome to our region. Your story has preceded you along with everything connected to it. We hope that you and your friends will be successful in resolving the drama, as do countless readers of ours. Perhaps we can have an interview with you at another time if it suits better." He produced a business card from his bag with their names and phone numbers and turned to leave.

  Alexander stopped him and said with a faint smile in English: "I am very surprised that you knew of our arrival and would, of course, like to know who tipped you off, but I am already satisfied if you leave us alone now." Paul van Wijk looked at him in surprise and gave a laughing, noncommittal answer. He waved to everyone and walked on with his colleague into the hall.

  Laura wanted to know more about the two men she did not know. Suspicion and distrust of strangers had now become part of her daily life... after all the unpleasant events of recent days. On the way to the car in the parking garage, she called Annemarie de Vries, who worked at the editorial office of the weekly magazine. Annemarie's little daughter was a friend of Sophia.

  There was a hesitation in Annemarie's voice as she told Laura that van Wijk and Dries were freelance contributors and had a good reputation at the newspaper. "But there was something, and I don't know what it was about. I will see what I can find out, Laura, and then I'll call you."

  The drive from the airport to the Alvaros' house took forty minutes along the provincial roads. The stately mansion, the surrounding vegetation, and the mountain range in the background... all of this was very impressive for any new visitor.

  Fenna and Alexander met Hendrik de Ruiter, Adriana's husband. He told them about the terrible night when he and Sven found his daughter Helen and the grandchildren on the island. This morning he had seen them again in the hospital and was relieved that they were doing somewhat better. "I have great confidence in you and hope that together with Sven and Roberto you will find a solution." He sighed deeply as he said this. From a glass carafe, he poured red wine into elegant glasses and placed them before his guests. "From our own vineyard." The pride in his voice was unmistakable.

  On the terrace, the large table was already set for lunch, and coffee and tea were being served by the cook and her assistant. The delicious rolls had been baked by them that very morning, and various platters of sandwich fillings made the choice difficult. It felt very Dutch, and it was clear that Adriana and Hendrik wanted their guests to feel at home.

  After lunch, the Dobermans were allowed to get acquainted with the new guests and sat down expectantly before them. After Fenna gave them a small treat, they left as silently as they had come. "Sven has raised them well and named the three after the Beatles... These are Ringo, John, and Paul. Ringo is the leader and also the smartest."

  Laura showed Fenna and Alexander the apartment prepared for them. It was located on the first floor, accessible via a wide staircase with much beautiful woodcarving. The heavy runners of Arab craftsmanship muffled every sound, and portraits of various Alvaro de las Raspeigs and their wives and children hung on the walls of the corridors.

  The apartment's windows offered a magnificent view over the garden and the driveway. In furnishing the apartment, an effort had been made to combine the centuries-old history of the house with the comfort of the present, and this had been particularly well achieved.

  While Fenna and Alexander looked around admiringly, Laura's phone rang. It was a short conversation. "This was Annemarie de Vries from the Dutch weekly magazine. She called me to say that the two freelancers had no assignment to be at the airport. However, she thought it important to tell me that these two are listed as sympathizers of the right-wing extremist 'Moraira.'" Laura made a helpless gesture, and it was clear she was worried.

  Chapter 36

  Sven woke up startled from his short sleep and rubbed his face. He looked at his watch and saw that Roberto had let him sleep for five hours on the far too short bench in the little room they were allowed to use in the hospital. He stretched out long and, strangely enough, felt remarkably fresh. He crossed the corridor and opened the door to the workspace the management had set up for them.

  Roberto Campello was sitting in an office chair by the table and had fallen asleep. Papers were spread out in front of him, and he still held his pen in his hand.

  Sven gently woke him up. Roberto looked at him dazed.

  "Sorry," he said with a broad smile. "Apparently, I fell asleep."

  "That's no wonder when you consider how long we've been at it, Roberto. You should have gone to lie down for a bit too." Sven walked to the coffee corner around the corner and returned to the room with two steaming cups of black coffee.

  A large plane just skimmed low over the hospital to land further on at Alicante airport. By now, they had gotten used to it, but it was still a spectacular sight.

  "Have you found anything yet?" Sven asked. Roberto shook his head. "I'm sure the ointment contains the right ingredients. I just can't dissolve them enough to inject them." "Well... if we manage that, I hope we're out of the woods," Sven said with a deep sigh.

  There was a soft knock on the door, which was then cautiously opened. David Garrido, the hospital director, stood in the doorway. He looked tired and unshaven. "I just came to check on you, and besides, I brought your friends from the Netherlands who were looking for you." He stepped aside and let Fenna and Alexander in, who greeted Sven and Roberto enthusiastically. They then discussed the situation, and Sven said that unfortunately, they had not yet achieved a positive result.

  David Garrido interrupted the four briefly. "I don't know if it's a good sign... but since five o'clock last night, no infected persons have been admitted to our hospital or other hospitals. The infection has suddenly stopped, and I sincerely hope it stays that way." He took a deep breath and said, "And one more thing. I just received a police report that late last night, a huge explosion occurred in the clubhouse of the extremist group 'Moraira.' It is estimated that at least ten people died. Three survivors were brought to us, all three are in the ICU. The police are certain this was an attack."

  He took another deep breath and sat down on one of the chairs. Desperately, he looked at the four and said softly, "Four infected patients have already died again tonight. One of them was still a child..." He stood up and walked to the door.

  Sven stopped him. "Garrido," he said, looking at him. "We will do what we can... I promise." David Garrido nodded and then walked down the corridor.

  Fenna broke the silence that arose after David Garrido's departure and said in her sober Groninger way, "Well... you've heard it... so let's get to work." Within an hour, Fenna and Alexander were fully briefed on all the events and now knew what problem Sven and Roberto were facing. Together, they went through various possibilities, reread Vincente's letters and notes carefully, and conducted several experiments.

  They were so absorbed in their work that they did not hear the knock on their door. A voice with a French accent called something. It was Jean Paul Lefevre, who stood in the doorway and hesitantly came inside.

  Sven looked up and waved at him. "Come in, Jean Paul. I will introduce you to Fenna and Alexander." Behind Jean Paul, Jorge Martinez de las Vargas had also entered. The two men had just visited Helen and the children and were now on their way to the hospital cafeteria.

  "Jorge and I would like to invite you for a drink. And besides, we have questions that no one can answer." Sven looked at Jean Paul's pleading face and said that a short break was more than welcome.

  The modern hospital cafeteria was still quite empty at that time. In an hour, it would be full of people. Often, a visit to the hospital was combined with shopping in the various outlet stores and showrooms found in the surrounding streets.

  The group looked for a spot by one of the large windows. Fenna was lost in thought and only half listened to the men's conversation.

  Two tables away, a man and a woman were having a loud conversation in English. The man was apparently unhappy with the temperature of his beer and was grumbling. Too cold and too much foam.

  It was as if Fenna had been struck by an idea from the Englishman's complaint... 'Too cold,' echoed in her mind. She took her small iPad out of her handbag and muttered an excuse while frantically searching through her files. Then she suddenly exclaimed triumphantly, "Maybe I have found the solution to our problem."

  In her notes, it was recorded that at the monastery of Ter Apel, beer had been brewed in the bake and brew house since the year 1500.
Vincente
Alvaro sometimes used beer with his medicines to mask the bitter taste and promote quick action. Also, in the old recipe book of the brew house, there was mention of dissolving or adding herbs or medicines in warmed or hot beer.

  "We just have to try it!" Roberto exclaimed enthusiastically. While the group chatted animatedly on their way back to their workroom, Jean Paul and Jorge returned to Helen's room to ask if she would cooperate again in the new experiment.

  Chapter 37

  Surprised, Tine Kremer looked at the message sent via WhatsApp. It was around nine in the evening, and the urgent request to come to his office came from her boss at '
Malco
Europe', Frank van der Blink. He was in his office and expected her there. She found it strange that he had not called her and wanted to be sure that Frank van der Blink had indeed sent this message to her. So she called him. If he needed her so urgently, it could mean nothing good.

  He answered immediately and seemed relieved that she agreed to come. He would inform the night porter that she was expected by him in his office. Tine drove in 20 minutes to the industrial area where '
Malco
Europe' was located...

  It was almost quarter to ten when she stopped in front of the guardhouse at the entrance gate of '
Malco
Europe'. That evening, the old Johan was on duty, who, together with his brother Mark, alternated evening and night shifts. He waved at Tine and opened the gate. "I have already warned the guards that you are coming," he called to her. In the evenings, his two colleagues walked a round with their dogs every hour on the grounds of 'Malco'.

  Tine drove on to the office building and parked her small Citroën next to a large Tesla with falcon-wing doors that was charging at one of the charging points on the premises. Since the arrival of affordable electric cars, management had installed ten extra charging points, all occupied during working hours by employees who gladly made use of the subsidy their company contributed to the purchase of an electric car.

  Tine looked at the lit windows of her boss's office and sighed deeply. If he claimed it was urgent, she had to assume that it really was.

  She entered the building and knocked on her boss's door.

  "Come in," called a firm voice. Tine cautiously opened the door and looked inside. "Fortunately, Tine," Van der Blink said, coming toward her. "You are here. May I introduce you to my guest?" He interrupted his sentence because Tine suddenly recoiled and looked at him in shock.

  "I know your guest from the photos my friend Sven sent me from Spain. After all, all of Europe is looking for him," she said softly. She turned to the man sitting in one of the armchairs in front of the desk and said in English: "Good evening, Professor Mazarron."

  The older man greeted her kindly in return and stood up to shake her hand. Tine hesitated and ignored the professor's outstretched hand. Questioning and uncertain, she looked at her boss and said, "You can undoubtedly explain it to me."

  "I can understand your reaction, Tine. The whole story is a bit different from what you think, but first, sit down." He poured a glass of mineral water and placed it in front of her. "Perhaps I should have prepared you better for this, but Professor Mazarron only arrived here an hour ago. At my invitation and at my request."

  He sat back down in his desk chair, swirled the wine in the glass before him, and took a sip. On the desk stood a bottle of 'Chateau Haut Philippon,' a Bordeaux, which Frank van der Blink always specially ordered through his wine merchant.

  "The story is very simple: Ernesto Mazarron is not a criminal as someone wants us to believe. Mazarron discovered that his colleague Anselmo Burgos committed fraud and cheated 'Atanexo Europe' out of several tens of millions of euros. Burgos had succumbed to the big money of a Chinese corporation. Mazarron gave him the chance to repair the damage."

  But then a nephew was murdered, who was temporarily living with Mazarron after his divorce. He was found in Mazarron's car. They looked very much alike, and it was clear that the perpetrator had chosen the wrong victim.

  Rumors were spread about membership in a right-wing extremist group, and Mazarron found evidence that Burgos wanted to punish him by infecting the entire Alvaro family. It was not he who brought Helen and the children to the island but Burgos, and through Burgos, they were also infected. And all other infections were also carried out by Burgos and his helpers. This has now been established by the police."

  Frank van der Blink took a large sip from his wine glass and looked at Tine, who had listened attentively. Her face betrayed no emotion as she asked, "Why is he here with you?"

  "He had contacted my brother Johan. Mazarron knew Johan from a NATO meeting in Paris. The two are also renowned golfers who regularly met at tournaments in Europe and thus became friends." Frank van der Blink stroked his face and looked intently at Tine. "What I am about to tell you now, Tine, will not be easy for you. In hindsight, I could have spared your friends Fenna and Alexander a lot of trouble, but at the time, I was not sure if the information I had received was correct."

  He stood up and paced the room. "What they managed to do in Spain was to trace the Chinese group behind all the trouble here in the Netherlands. They also found a Judas here who wanted to betray his friends for a lot of money." He stopped again and looked at Tine.

  "Who is it?" Tine whispered, not daring to move.

  "Old Arthur may be in mourning over Paula Mertens, but that does not stop him from doing his job." Van der Blink looked at Tine and saw the tension on her face. "Paula Mertens discovered the relationship between the Spaniards and the Chinese and also that with your friend... Freek de Bruine."

  At the sound of Freek's name, Tine gave a cry and covered her mouth with her hand. She looked distraught at Van der Blink and said with much sorrow in her voice, "Are you sure Freek is involved?"

  Frank van der Blink took a file from his desk and let her read the first page. It was a description of an expansion plan with six holiday homes on the grounds of Conny and Freek de Bruine in Eext and a breakdown of the costs. Photos of the meeting between the Spaniards, the Chinese, and Freek had been taken by Paula Mertens and were attached.

  "By the way... Arthur trusted no one and even suspected you."

  Using Paula's photos, the surveillance camera footage at the hospital in Assen was carefully reviewed again, and two people were recognized. One person was one of the Spaniards, and the other... was Freek.

  Tine jumped up and struggled to hold back her tears. She simply could not believe that Freek, whom she had known for so long as a friend of Fenna and Alexander, was involved in the whole plot.

  "In hindsight," Frank van der Blink continued his story, "I should never have let Alexander go after our conversation here in the office. But I only learned later how the whole story fit together and why the Spanish killers were sent. Fenna and Alexander had developed a product that could be sold worldwide and would yield billions." He sighed deeply and sat back down in his leather chair.

  There was a moment of silence in the room. Then Tine looked at Professor Mazarron and asked him how he had come to the Netherlands now that everyone was looking for him. Mazarron smiled. "I simply used the passport of my dead nephew. He had a different name, and we looked alike. I then bought a bus ticket to the Netherlands from Benidorm, and that went without problems. Comfortable as well... but twenty-four hours on such a bus... I hope I never have to go through that again." He shuddered, and his face showed the disgust that this thought awakened in him.

  Tine even laughed a little. Then her expression darkened again, and she asked the two men what they now expected from her. Frank van der Blink was very direct with his question whether she could provide Mazarron with a safe place to stay.

  Mazarron needed accommodation here in the Netherlands now that he had escaped the manhunt being conducted by the Spanish police and the 'Moraira' group of Professor Burgos, who liked to present himself in military attire. Mazarron had collected photos and information about the group and showed them to Tine. "It is important that you warn your friends and that they know Burgos is extremely dangerous."

  In her role, Tine was used to working quickly and thoroughly. To thoroughly check the story of her boss and Professor Mazarron, she needed more data, and that would take time. Time she did not have now. She had to pass on Mazarron's information and his warning about Burgos directly to her friends.

  She got Sven on the line and heard his cry of astonishment over Professor Mazarron's story. She let van der Blink and the professor listen in as Sven shared the good news that a breakthrough had been made in administering Fenna and Alexander's medicine and that they were now waiting for the complete cure of the patients. Tine wished them luck and then sent Mazarron's information to Sven by email.

  "I don't know..." said Professor Mazarron with a restless gesture toward Tine. "But somehow I have the feeling that Professor Burgos worked with someone else at '
 Atanexo
 Europe'. The fraud was very cleverly arranged, and it was a stupid coincidence that I found out. Maybe Roberto can find out..."

  With a deep sigh, Tine passed on this message as well. She dialed Ivonne de Hertog's number. There was a slight hesitation in Ivonne's voice when Tine asked if she could bring a guest tomorrow. "I will wait for you," Ivonne said simply without asking further questions.

  "It will be around 12 o'clock tomorrow. Then I will come to pick you up here... okay, professor?" Mazarron nodded kindly and looked surprised when Tine told him she would take him to a location that his idol 
 Vincente
 had also known.

  Chapter 38

  Helen woke up with a relaxed feeling as if she had slept in nicely. She carefully opened her eyes. She was disappointed that she was still in her hospital bed, but that changed to happiness when she looked at her body. The ugly red bumps on her skin had disappeared, and nothing reminded her of the misery she had experienced.

  She stood up carefully. The IV and all other devices were gone. Her slippers stood in front of her bed, and her bathrobe was folded at the foot of the bed.

  On the leather couch beside her bed, she saw Jean Paul lying in a deep sleep. Very relaxed, he lay there under a far too small blanket... his arms and legs stretched out long. She looked at him lovingly and suppressed the urge to stroke his hair.

  A little unsteady, she walked to the adjoining room of Sophia and Ruben. They were both in a deep sleep. Here too, all the equipment beside their beds had disappeared, and their skin showed no trace of the terrible lumps. Ruben snored softly with his mouth open, holding one of his teddy bears in his hand. Sophia lay curled up like a small kitten against her pillow.

  A feeling of gratitude and love welled up in Helen and filled her eyes with tears. It was a small miracle that Sven’s team had found the right treatment for their terrible infection in such a short time.

  On impulse, she walked out of her room into the hallway. One of the nurses saw her standing there and came over with a smile. "Good to see you, Helen. I’m Rosanne. Fancy a cup of tea or coffee?"

  She walked ahead to the small canteen where three other colleagues welcomed Helen. On their faces, she saw the fatigue and exhaustion of the past few days. They all expressed their amazement at the incredible healing.

  "The youngsters really searched day and night for a solution, and believe me, Helen, I’m an old hand at my job, but none of us dared hope for this result. Glad everyone is cured."

  She pointed to the wall opposite the coffee table, covered with well over a hundred cards from all over the country with wishes for strength and healing. They were sometimes heartwarming texts and also many drawings from children.

  Helen took a sip of the fresh coffee placed before her and tried one of the homemade cookies from one of the nurses. She listened to the cheerful conversations of the young women and for the first time felt a normality she had long missed.

  Suddenly, a feeling of nausea came over her, and Rosanne was the one who helped her. "I haven’t had coffee and cookies for a long time," Helen apologized.

  Rosanne had casually put her arm around Helen’s shoulder and said softly, "This might happen more often in the coming time, Helen." She paused and looked at Helen with a smile. "We want to warmly congratulate you... You are pregnant. Our gynecologist wanted to tell you personally, but we don’t want you to worry about your nausea."

  It took a moment before Helen understood the full meaning of these words. Her mouth fell open, and she looked around at the nurses who nodded smilingly. A radiant smile appeared on her face. "Really?" she stammered and sat back down on her chair in surprise. Then she jumped up. "Thank you," she called before walking out the door on her way to Jean Paul.

  Chapter 39

  The message from Tine Kremer unsettled Sven and Roberto. "If this is true," said Sven, "then we are all in danger. Who at 'Atanexo' do you think is eligible to work with Professor Burgos?"

  Roberto rubbed his face wearily. "I don’t know, Sven. He had seven people working in his department. I only know two from university, but the others? And of course, that person doesn’t have to come from his department." He looked at Sven questioningly. "The only one I really trust is Oscar Martinez from security. An honest man. What do you think... Shall we ask if he wants to talk to us?"

  "We have little choice! So... if you trust him, call him," Sven replied.

  The receptionist at 'Atanexo Europe' made three attempts to reach Oscar Martinez. Eventually, she succeeded and connected to Martinez’s office.

  Roberto had the impression that Oscar Martinez had another huge problem and therefore reacted reservedly and gruffly. The only way to get Oscar’s attention was to turn the conversation in an emotional direction.

  Roberto’s plea was successful, and Oscar Martinez agreed to meet them in about an hour at a small restaurant nearby 'Atanexo'.

  "Wow... wow..." groaned Sven. "For this, you would have easily gotten an 'Oscar' in Hollywood. But you're right... necessity knows no law." He grinned from ear to ear and pushed Roberto in his wheelchair toward the elevator. Outside the hospital, they got into one of the waiting taxis. The driver was apparently used to passengers with physical disabilities and skillfully folded Roberto's wheelchair.

  On the way, Sven called Laura Alvaro to ask if Fenna and Alexander had arrived home safely. He had lent them his car and set the route to the Alvaro's house on his navigation system.

  Laura was in a jubilant mood and initially didn’t let him get a word in. She was so happy that the misery was over for Helen and the children and that they could soon come home.

  Only when Sven repeated his question for the third time did she answer. "No," she said, "they're not here yet. Maybe they took a wrong turn... everything is a bit strange for them. I'll send you a message when they arrive."

  The small restaurant Roberto had chosen was always open late into the night. Because it was close to the large industrial area, it attracted guests from all social classes. At the bar, workers and clerks chatted informally with executives, and it was precisely this mix that gave the restaurant its charm.

  Sven suggested to Roberto that they sit on the terrace in a corner, as there was enough space there for Roberto's wheelchair.

  Oscar Martinez arrived a few minutes after them and looked tired. He asked Sven and Roberto what was so urgent.

  "Some important questions have come up for us, and we don’t really know who to talk to about them," Sven began the conversation hesitantly.

  Martinez gave a mocking laugh and groaned that he already had enough trouble at work. Suddenly he leaned forward and asked, "How serious is it?"

  "We don’t know exactly," Sven began hesitantly and then told the whole story he had heard from Tine Kremer.

  "What do you think, Oscar... could this be true, and could Burgos really be behind this?" Roberto asked. "We don’t understand any of this anymore."

  "At our company site, there is currently complete chaos due to the fire and the discovery of Cornelia Mendoza’s murdered body. I would have to check the attendance list to find out if Professor Burgos was at work yesterday and today or not." He took his phone out of his pocket and dialed a number. Oscar explained to his employee what he needed.

  A little later, his phone buzzed, and he read aloud that Professor Burgos had last been at the board meeting the day before yesterday. Since then, no one had seen him at work or on the premises. Oscar’s employee would also inquire at Burgos’s home address.

  "This doesn’t necessarily mean anything yet... professors sometimes have their own unorthodox working hours..." Oscar shook his head uncertainly. "Honestly, I would sooner associate crime and fraud with Professor..." Oscar didn’t finish his sentence and shook his head.

  "And then there is the membership of 'Moraira.' By the way, we just heard from the hospital director that there was a major fire with explosions in the club building of that association. Deaths and injuries," said Sven. "And what about the attacks on my Dutch friends? I just hope they are safe here."

  "I understand your concern, Sven. I don’t know where to look to solve this puzzle... Even my own director trusts the opinion of a detective agency more than the judgment of his own head of security."

  "Do you mean that agency by any chance 'Alberto’s agency,' Oscar? The reports Tine passed on came from them." Roberto suddenly became very restless and asked Sven if he had already received a message from Laura Alvaro about Fenna and Alex’s arrival home. Sven stared at him and very slowly keyed in Laura’s phone number. Even before she could answer, he already knew what her reply would be.

  Chapter 40

  After the conversation with her boss and Professor Mazarron, Tine Kremer stepped out of the elevator downstairs at the reception desk of '
 Malco
 Europe' when it occurred to her that she had left her jacket in her office.

  The evenings in the Netherlands were already starting to get chilly and she shivered in her summery blouse. So she decided to go upstairs again to get the jacket. She walked to her study and grabbed her jacket that was lying on her desk chair.

  From the room opposite she heard the voices of Mazarron and Frank van der Blink. The door was ajar. Instead of walking on, she suddenly stopped because she heard Mazarron ask in his cumbersome English, "So you think she has completely fallen for our story?" Tine heard him giggle and felt herself gasp for air and stiffen.

  There followed a short pop from the uncorked bottle that Frank van der Blink had opened and she heard him pour the glasses. "Let us drink to our success, Ernesto. We have worked hard on our intrigue and now we only have to wait and cash in. I have sent our two helpers to Tine's apartment and they are waiting there for her. Tomorrow I will let the journalists know that she belonged to an ultra-right group and that it was a settling of scores." And again Tine heard their laughter.

  Tine pressed her hands to her mouth and suppressed the urge to throw open the door and storm inside. She thought of the people who were still in danger because she had passed on false information and crept towards the stairs.

  "They want to kill me..." buzzed through her mind. But why, she wondered.

  She now wanted to leave the premises. At the gate she waved and said good night kindly to the porter as if nothing was wrong. She drove off the company grounds and stopped at the gas station six hundred meters further on.

  She felt her tears welling up and admonished herself because she had no time for self-pity now. With all her might she tried to suppress her panic as she realized she could not go home and no longer had a job.

  Which of her friends in Spain would still believe her if she came up with another version?

  She was startled by the sound of her phone. Her friend Petra reminded her that they had an appointment now and that she was already ten minutes late. They were going to have a drink in their favorite pub. If Tine needed someone to talk to right now, it was Petra.

  She parked her car in the nearest parking garage by the Grote Markt in the city center and hid her striking red hair under a baseball cap. As always, there was a lively crowd in the pub and the bar was full of happily chatting people. Petra sat at an empty table in the back and Tine sat down next to her. The friendly waitress was called Joyce. She greeted her exuberantly with the latest gossip. As usual, Tine ordered a carafe of red wine and a platter of aged cheese.

  Petra immediately noticed that something was wrong with her friend. "What happened, Tine? You look..." Petra did not finish her sentence and slid her chair a little closer to Tine.

  She immediately saw that something extraordinary had upset her friend. Her calm tone of conversation soothed Tine somewhat and she began to tell her story haltingly. "So... if I sum it up, it’s about immense amounts of money and power. And you... poor thing... are caught in the middle."

  Petra tried to make it sound funny but Tine was still thinking in black and white. So Petra calmly tried to explain all the possible choices to her. She urged Tine that it was her duty to warn everyone about the new development after all.

  "If you find it too difficult, I’ll do it... but it has to be done... despite the confusion it may cause."

  While Petra was on the phone with Sven explaining the situation, Tine sat hunched over staring ahead. Occasionally she cried a little and then apparently her fighting spirit came back. She wiped the tears from her face and said firmly, "What can I do... Petra?"

  Petra encouragingly placed her hand on Tine’s arm and said with a wink, "I’m going to get my colleagues to work now. They’ll probably like that!"

  She called Ben Huizinga, who was on the night shift. She explained the situation and asked him to check whether two men were watching the entrance of Tine's apartment building. She gave clear instructions on what to do if that was indeed the case. When she finished the call, a broad grin appeared on her face.

  Tine only half understood what was about to happen in front of her apartment building but, like Petra, she waited anxiously for the phone to ring.

  Petra's colleague called directly from the location. "Your idea with the red wig was brilliant, Petra. The decoy was followed by two men who stepped out of the waiting car, and one shot their alleged victim three times in the back. They were completely taken by surprise by their arrest."

  He went on to say that the ammunition still had to be compared with that from the attack on Paula Mertens in Fenna's car and also from the attempted murder in the hospital in Assen. Because the two arrested men claimed to have Spanish citizenship but could not show a passport or identity card, the Spanish Embassy was asked to cooperate in identifying these individuals.

  Petra took a large sip of her wine and leaned back contentedly. "You can go home now... Tine, but if you prefer, you can also come home with me and sleep on the couch."

  Tine nodded with relief and gladly accepted her offer. She also told Petra about the conversation in which the old Arthur was present. She had the impression that he was very stressed because of the attack on Paula, but in hindsight, it was also quite possible that he was being blackmailed by van der Blink.

  Petra looked at her and said resolutely, "There is only one way to find out! I'll call Arthur and ask if he will come to our get-together now."

  Chapter 41

  Ricardo Cortez was a simple Spanish farm laborer who did all sorts of odd jobs to support his family, but since his accident last year, it had become increasingly difficult to find work with the farmers. So he gave in to the offer to earn his money through shady dealings.

  This time the assignment was quite simple. He had to force two foreigners at gunpoint to go to a desolate place. He didn't have to talk... the threat with the weapon was enough. Very easy, and everything went exactly as he was told. No problems.

  He had received a description of the location and literally followed the rules. He was convinced that he would soon be able to carry out another assignment because it was a large company where there was always work to be done.

  He only had to give his name to the doorman of that large company, and then he would receive an envelope with the agreed payment from the doorman on duty. No further questions were asked of him.

  This time too, it seemed like an easy job. No one had to die this time, but the reward was enormous for him. He was thinking about buying another car... one where the starter motor didn’t keep failing.

  Chapter 42

  Fenna and Alexander were about three kilometers from the Alvaro estate when they saw a man sitting next to his car in the middle of the road. The doors of the car, a popular Citroën van, were wide open.

  Fenna got out to see what was wrong with the man. Then he suddenly stood up and held a pistol under her nose. His short commands were only in Spanish, which she did not understand. Very cautiously, she backed away toward Alexander, who had also come to see. The man gestured for Fenna and Alexander to get back into their car. He himself sat on the back seat, holding the pistol aimed at Fenna's head.

  The man gave instructions in Spanish that Alexander only partially understood. Apparently, the kidnapper wanted Alexander to drive and take the next exit onto a small country road heading toward the mountain range. The kidnapper had Alexander stop at a hill planted with various types of trees. They must have been close to the estate because through the trees, the contours of the house could be seen in the distance.

  There was a fairly wide semi-open pit in front of them. The high side was reinforced with stones and overgrown with colorful summer flowers that were already past their prime. In the past, this was used as a play and picnic spot for the whole family because the pit offered protection from the cold wind. In the middle of the side was a narrow wooden door, which was half open. Fenna remembered that they had a similar place at their farm in Groningen, behind the vegetable garden.

  The kidnapper gestured to Fenna and Alexander to enter the dark space through the door. Alexander tried to ask some questions, but the kidnapper gave no answer and closed the door behind them. They heard the key turn three times and the kidnapper walk away. Shortly after, the engine of their car started, and they heard the car drive off.

  Fenna stood close against Alexander and dared not move in the dark. "Calm down, Fenna!" Alexander said softly. "We'll get out of here." He shone the flashlight of his iPhone around. They were in a small round space about four meters in diameter. Apart from the entrance door, there was no window or door to be seen. Barely a sliver of light came through the narrow gaps of the door.

  Alexander examined the door with its thick planks and concluded that attempts to force it open were pointless. "In the worst case, we can still set the door on fire with our clothes." He rattled a small box of matches he had tucked into his jacket at a Spanish restaurant for a collector in the Netherlands. Fenna sat down on the wooden floor and felt around. She gave a small cry when she felt something cold. Alexander shone his light on it and discovered two large hinges and a kind of handle.

  Shortly after, he and Fenna were struggling to open the heavy trapdoor that gave access to a brick staircase descending three meters down to a small platform. The air coming from below was cool and not stuffy. "I'll go check how it continues from there." And before Fenna could protest, Alexander had already climbed down. "There is a tunnel here," he called up and disappeared with his light. It took forever before Fenna saw his light again below. "We better explore where this tunnel leads together... come down, Fenna."

  Fenna carefully climbed down the uneven steps. The entire tunnel was man-high and very narrow. It was impossible for two people to walk side by side, so Alexander walked ahead and Fenna followed him. She felt the stones on the side and said in surprise that the walls were remarkably dry.

  "Maybe this section runs through a mountain," Alexander suggested. He stopped and shone his iPhone on the stretch ahead of them. He was very sparing with his light to save the battery.

  In front of them lay a staircase going up, with a small landing every five steps. Suddenly, the smell changed... musty and damp.

  The last landing was somewhat larger than the others and gave access to a staircase with twelve wide steps of varying heights. The door at the end was closed, and Alexander cautiously felt whether it could be opened.

  The door stuck and needed a push. Then it opened almost silently. A thick woven carpet hung on the other side of the door, and Alexander crawled carefully under it and helped Fenna into the room. In the faint light of the phone, they saw that it must be a large room, crowded with various pieces of furniture.

  Fenna saw a wooden hatch and tried to open it. It creaked open, and a little daylight came through the small window. The window could not be opened because shrubs had grown against it. Alexander helped Fenna open the second hatch.

  Fenna turned around and looked into the room. Her mouth fell open, and she gave a muffled cry. She grabbed Alexander's hand and stared at him with wide eyes. "Do you know what I think where we are?" Her voice was barely audible. Alexander took a deep breath, nodded, and whispered back, "I think we are in Vincente Alvaro's study."

  Chapter 43

  At nine o'clock in the morning, Tine woke up on the soft sofa of her friend Petra van der Valk. As always when she stayed over at Petra's, there was again a feeling of contentment and cheerfulness.

  On the table in front of her lay a folded piece of paper and she read, "Dear Tine... I just let you sleep. I went to work... of course enjoying the success of last night's arrest... haha. Call me when you are at Ivonne de Hertogh's. Breakfast is still on the table. Be careful, girl!!! I'll see you soon. Bye."

  Tine had to smile. She remembered that no work awaited her anymore and that she still had to pick up the old Arthur later.

  She had decided that both Arthur and she were better off going into hiding for the time being. Arthur had indeed accepted their invitation last night. He was relieved that he could tell Petra and Tine about the blackmail Tine’s boss was exerting on him.

  The trouble had started when Paula Mertens refused to work for Van der Blink. She had warned Arthur more than once and now Arthur regretted not having listened to her. Suddenly, pressure was being put on him and after his explicit refusal, violence was used against Paula.

  Petra and Tine had listened patiently to his story, and that did Arthur a lot of good. He had even agreed to go with Tine to a safe place for a few days. Paula Mertens’ safety fell outside Petra's district, but she promised Arthur that she would talk to her colleagues in Drenthe to grant him access to Paula’s heavily guarded room.

  Tine heard the newspaper fall through Petra's letterbox and went to the hallway to fetch it. The sensational headline made her freeze. "Raids and arrests at major pharmaceutical companies in the Netherlands and Belgium." Only vague names of arrested board members were mentioned, but her boss’s name was not among them. That troubled Tine.

  What was it that made her so dangerous to her boss that he wanted to have her killed?

  She thought about it and suddenly something occurred to her. It had to do with the terrible accident that had happened two years ago in one of their laboratories. Three young interns from Sri Lanka had died. It was assumed to be an accident.

  But in court, a sister of one of the victims claimed that her little sister had been raped and impregnated by Van der Blink, who wanted to make her disappear that way and had staged the accident. The families of the interns demanded a substantial sum in damages and the case was apparently still not settled. There was no evidence for the accusations against Frank van der Blink, but his acquittal was highly controversial.

  At that time, Tine supported her boss and defended him in the discussions she had with Fenna and Alexander. Fenna was in contact with a sister of one of the girls and encouraged her to gather more evidence.

  Yesterday morning, Tine received a message from Fenna on her phone. She asked her to check at their house if an important package from abroad had arrived that she had been expecting for days. Fenna was afraid that the other students in their house might be careless with other people's mail and asked if she could keep the package safe.

  Tine had picked up the package yesterday and then gone to work. The large battered envelope from Sri Lanka, covered with many colorful stamps, had lain open on her desk.

  Frank van der Blink must have seen it and drawn his conclusions. Was that perhaps the reason for the attack on her?

  Tine sighed deeply and looked at the envelope, which she had now stored in a supermarket plastic bag. Perhaps the solution to a crime could be found in this letter.

  Chapter 44

  Tine had arranged to meet Arthur at the parking garage where she had parked her car last night. She would wait by the exit near the counter where the vending machine with soft drinks and beer was also located.

  Arthur came down in the elevator and saw Tine standing when he stepped out. At the side of the counter, a young man was quietly talking to a girl. Apart from the fact that the young man wore a long wide coat, Tine only noticed the number of tattoos the young couple had on various parts of their bodies.

  Arthur waved to Tine and took a few steps toward her. At that moment, the young man opened his wide coat, pulled out a long knife, and charged at Arthur. Arthur did not even see him because he was looking at Tine.

  In a flash, Tine knew what was about to happen. She grabbed the heavy trash bin next to the elevator and threw it in the direction of the attacker. He stumbled and fell flat on the ground. The knife fell from his hands.

  Only then did Arthur let out a scream of horror and realized what could have happened if Tine had not reacted.

  One could see the immense anger in Tine. She yelled at the couple to sit on the ground. She held her can of pepper spray threateningly in her hand and shouted at the man who had come out of his booth to call the police. He shouted back that he already had.

  Arthur stood heavily breathing, leaning against a pillar, shaking his head in disbelief. "Why?!" he kept repeating, looking at Tine questioningly. But Tine just shrugged and looked angrily at the young couple. The girl on the ground began to cry softly while the boy shouted one curse after another at Arthur and Tine.

  In no time, the police arrived. One of the officers was Tom Haringa. He recognized Tine from Petra’s last birthday party. "You can put your spray away now, Tine," he said softly with a smile. "But you did well." Tine took a deep breath and looked surprised at the can she was still clutching tightly in her hand.

  "Last night Petra handed me this can... I still had it in my jacket." She sighed deeply and walked over to Arthur. Comfortingly, she put her arm around his shoulder. The old man was still trembling.

  "What happens now? Do we have to come to the station for our statement?" Tom Haringa nodded and gave his instructions to the colleagues.

  At the station, Petra poured a cup of coffee for Tine and Arthur. Together they watched the videotape that one of the officers had retrieved from the security camera in the parking garage.

  "Wow," said Petra. "What a reaction!" She looked admiringly at the trash bin that had landed right at the attacker’s feet.

  "And what are your plans now?" Petra asked lightly.

  Tine and Arthur looked at each other and began to smile. "We haven’t changed our plans, Petra. Only you know our safe house!"

  "Good," said Petra. She looked a little worried. "Then I only have one small problem left... I have to try to keep your names out of the newspaper. We leaked to the press that it was a robbery by two junkies on an elderly couple. The problem is that we’re not sure about that. The young man and the girl are addicts and known to the colleagues. But the fact that the boy had two thousand euros on him does suggest a contract."

  Suddenly there was silence. Arthur looked at Petra and then hesitantly said, "So you don’t rule out a contract. That doesn’t make the situation any easier... not for us and not for your investigation. Thanks, Petra... from now on we will be invisible." He grabbed Tine’s hand and said cheerfully, "Come on, girl, we still have a journey ahead of us."

  Petra waved the two friends goodbye with a cheerful smile. The smile disappeared as she sighed and walked to her workshop. There, a colleague was waiting with his report. She had been right in suspecting that Arthur’s phone had been tapped and that’s why they knew where he was going.

  Chapter 45

  Oscar Martinez was making one last inspection round of the grounds of '
 Atanexo
 Europe'. A strong smell of burning still hung over the area. From the direction of the entrance gate, Carlo Perez, one of his young guards, came walking towards him.

  "Mr. Martinez, I just received a request from the gatekeeper to solve a problem. A man came to his gatehouse asking for an envelope that was supposed to have been delivered to him this evening. But nothing was left with the gatekeeper and now the man is quite angry. Can you resolve this?"

  Carlo Perez looked visibly relieved when Oscar Martinez nodded and headed towards the entrance. At the gatekeeper’s booth, a man was pacing.

  "Good evening, I am Oscar Martinez and I am the head of security," Oscar said kindly to the man.

  The man looked at him suspiciously. Oscar had never seen this man before and asked him to come to his office, but the man wanted to wait here for his money. "That's how it's always been and that's how it should stay," the man said stubbornly.

  Oscar Martinez quickly realized that this man thought and reacted simply. He tried to put him completely at ease. For difficult customers, there was always a small jug of a strong local liqueur in the porter’s lodge. He gave a signal to the porter who understood him immediately. Ben, the porter, had been working at 'Atanexo' for seven years. An old hand at his trade.

  Only at Oscar’s insistence did the stranger accept a glass. He paced back and forth in front of the entrance, growing increasingly restless. "An hour late already," he muttered.

  Suddenly, a scooter entered the premises at considerable speed and the rider went into the porter’s lodge. The young delivery man handed a large sturdy envelope to the porter and had the receipt confirmed on his list. He turned his scooter around and sped away again.

  On the back of his t-shirt, Martinez read the text 'Alberto's Agency,' which was also clearly visible on the cargo box at the back of the scooter.

  "Is your name Ricardo Cortez?" the porter asked the waiting man. He nodded. "May I see some identification?" the porter asked. The man grumbled that he had never been asked that before.

  "Sorry... I’m new here and do everything by the book," said the porter, trying to look stern. Ricardo Cortez still grumbled but then handed over his driver’s license to the porter, who went inside and shortly after came back out with the letter.

  The stranger walked grumpily to his car without saying anything more to the porter or Oscar Martinez or checking the contents of the envelope.

  "So, so... Ben," said Oscar with a grin on his face. "So you’re still new here!" And both of them started laughing.

  "I hope you managed to make a copy of our guest’s driver’s license," Oscar asked.

  Ben nodded and handed him the copy. "I also wrote down the number of the delivery van for you."

  "Good, Ben... now I’m going to find out who this Ricardo Cortez is and what connection he has with 'Alberto's Agency,'" said Oscar. He gave Ben a pat on the shoulder and walked back to his office.

  Chapter 46

  Around noon, Tine drove up the driveway to Ivonne de Hertogh’s farm. Old Arthur had been talking all the way about how wonderful his girlfriend Paula was. He missed her company and was sad and anxious now that she was fighting for her life in the hospital in Assen.

  Ivonne de Hertogh was working in her garden and came over to them. Over the years, she had come to regard Tine as a good friend of the whole family through her close bond with her daughter Fenna. She embraced Tine and welcomed Arthur to the farm with many comforting words.

  A little later, they sat outside on the terrace in the afternoon sun, and Ivonne’s husband Erik also came to greet the guests. Ivonne spoiled them with an extensive lunch and was glad that everyone enjoyed the meal in a relaxed way.

  Tine was startled when her phone rang. It was Frederik van Berkel, the notary. "Hello Tine, I promised to call you back." His voice sounded optimistic and warm.

  "I have found out what you wanted to know but it seems wise not to discuss this over the phone. Would it suit you to visit us at the office?" He gave her the address.

  After a brief hesitation, Tine said she would come immediately. "I’ll be there in half an hour. See you soon." She looked at Ivonne de Hertogh sitting opposite her and asked if she wanted to come along, but Ivonne declined. She was very nervous and deeply worried about Fenna and Alexander.

  Erik had taken the old Arthur to his workshop in the large barn at the back of the farmyard. It would give them both some distraction. Besides, Ivonne had promised to cook Arthur's favorite dish that evening and introduce him to her father.

  So Tine left alone but promised to be back for dinner. It was barely a twenty-minute drive to the Van Berkels' office. Somewhere, Tine found it a bit exciting and was very curious what kind of person this Frederik van Berkel was.

  His voice sounded somehow familiar. She smiled at the thought. For Tine, her career had always been sacred, and no relationship could change that.

  She got out at the parking lot of the notary's office and looked at the beautiful old mansion. Next to it stood a modern low-rise building with office spaces, which was very inconspicuous thanks to the playful planting of trees and shrubs.

  Tine saw a slender young man approaching from the house with a labrador. The man hesitated for a moment and then came toward her.

  He greeted her like an old friend, kissed her three times on the cheeks, and looked at her expectantly.

  "Super happy to see you, Tine. Nice that you came. I thought maybe we could sit and talk with Vivian in the garden. Just call me Fred... everyone does." Vivian was a beautiful dog, very attentive but also very friendly to strangers.

  Tine nodded and followed Fred. On the other side of the house was a sort of English garden with seating areas and pergolas. "Wow," said Tine admiringly and sat down in the spot Fred indicated. "Influence of my English mother," he said, pointing to the garden.

  She saw Fred looking at her red hair and smiled, saying that was due to the Irish side of the family. Tine got straight to the point of her visit. She informed Fred about the latest developments concerning Fenna and Alexander and did not forget to mention the attack on her and Arthur.

  "You see, Fred... I would really like to know what you have discovered and whether it could explain all this misery."

  They were interrupted by Fred's phone. He listened and looked at Tine questioningly. "Tea or coffee, my sister asks." "Tea, please," said Tine.

  Fred continued his story. "I have spoken to my father about this, and he believes that Fenna and Alexander tried to do the right thing. What I can tell you from our side is that Fenna and Alexander applied for a patent on their product after their tests succeeded and the prognosis was that the product would be successful and extremely lucrative if it came onto the world market. Compare it to aspirin... no household without it. The profit would be gigantic and the costs relatively low."

  From the house came a young girl in a hockey outfit who placed a tray on the garden table. "That is my little sister Maggy," said Fred.

  Maggy greeted Tine with a smile and was gone again with a cheerful wave. Fred pointed to the tray and invited Tine to choose from the twelve types of tea in front of her. Then he continued his story.

  "What I admire about Fenna and Alexander is that they thought very carefully about everything. Not only about the profit but also about the consequences. They protected their product and future products by registering a domain name and establishing a foundation."

  Tine interrupted him and said, "Let me guess... something with Vincente Alvaro?"

  Fred smiled and nodded. "Almost right, Tine. It is indeed 'Vincente Alvaro's family recipes,' and now comes the important part. They devised a nice system to let both the Alvaros and the De Hertoghs benefit from the profits, which are managed by a foundation. A new research center is being built somewhere in Europe. They want to pave the way for a new category of biologists and support universities in their training."

  Fred paused for a moment, and Tine knew the less pleasant part of his story was coming. She took a sip of tea from her cup and leaned forward. "But?" she asked, and the tension was visible on her face.

  "Yes," said Fred, nodding his head. "You're right, there is a 'But'. A large Chinese group claims that Fenna and Alexander plagiarized the work of one of their Chinese biologists and are trying to delay or prevent the patent application."

  Fred sighed and looked Tine squarely in the eye. "Before you ask further... I inquired about the name of the Chinese biologist... there were three with nearly the same name. The ingredient list of the Chinese product was compared with that of Fenna and Alexander by two committees. The Chinese version lacked three ingredients that, according to Vincente's original recipe, were used by Fenna and Alexander and were essential to the rapid healing process. After that news, I felt much more relieved." A broad smile appeared on Fred's face. He leaned back and looked at Tine.

  Tine thought for a moment and then said softly, "What happens to Fenna and Alexander's application if one of the attempts on their lives had succeeded... Fred?"

  "Sorry, Tine... but I can't tell you anything about their will. But I already told you... those two are smart," said Fred with a wide gesture. Again, a big smile appeared on his face.

  Tine showed him a message from Sven saying that Fenna and Alexander had disappeared and that everyone was very worried about the two. Fred's face darkened, and he looked at Tine with concern. "I'm sorry, Tine, that you are still in this uncertainty."

  At that moment, Tine's phone played a cheerful tune. She answered and listened to Sven's breathless voice. He almost shouted, "Tine," he called. "I think we now know where Fenna and Alexander are. If we interpret it correctly, they set something on fire to send us a signal. We're going there now to check if the location is right. We think they are on the same little island where we previously found Helen and the children. I'll call you when we know something." The connection was cut off. Tine sighed with relief and told Fred what she had heard.

  "I hope he's right," Tine's voice sounded enthusiastic, and her face showed a smile. "If Sven is right, I just hope they are unharmed and..." She did not finish her sentence. She sighed deeply and suddenly was in a hurry to leave. "I'll let you know, Fred... thanks."

  She waved to Fred and was gone. Fred watched her car leave and knew he wanted to meet this girl again.

  Chapter 47

  Alexander Verdaasdonk shone the light from his mobile phone around the room they had entered. Through two small windows, barely any light came in because everything outside was overgrown. Fenna and he had a suspicion about where they were. "What do you think, Fenna... could this tunnel have been specially built by Vincente Alvaro to reach his island unseen?"

  Fenna nodded. "Yes... that's what I thought too," she said. She carefully walked to the wall in front of her. In the middle hung an old and worn cloth made from several animal skins. There was indeed a passage behind it, but it was roughly bricked up with large stones.

  "Too bad," said Fenna, shrugging disappointedly with a big sigh. She shuffled further because all kinds of objects lay and stood on the floor.

  At the back of the room was a large, tall fireplace that ran almost the entire width of the room and where one could easily stand upright. Large logs were still stacked on the tiles or lay half-burned on the grate in the hearth. In the past, sausages and hams were hung in the smoke channel. On the thick beam at the front of the fireplace stood various metal candlesticks with remnants of candles.

  Fenna hoped they would still burn and asked Alexander for the matches. The candles had dripped thickly over the holders, and without much effort, she managed to light a candle. Suddenly, the room was reasonably illuminated. Only now did they see how large this room still was.

  In front of the windows stood a large wooden worktable made from planks of all possible sizes. The three wooden shelves were loaded with thick books and stacks of papers and looked just as primitive.

  On the worktable stood three elegant porcelain oil lamps that seemed out of place here. On the walls, alongside drawings and small paintings, hung various knives and swords. A few pieces of worn carpenter's tools were scattered here and there.

  Fenna was looking at the drawings and little paintings hanging on the walls. Suddenly she gave a small cry and covered her mouth with her hand. She pointed to a painting above the mantelpiece and held up a candlestick. Alexander stepped closer and looked at her in surprise. "That... looks like a portrait of you," he whispered breathlessly.

  He carefully took the painting down from the wall and they examined it closely. The painting showed a young woman with a small blond boy with curly hair. The girl's long blonde braid fell loosely over her shoulder, adorned with a ribbon in blue and red.

  "No doubt about it," Alexander said, shaking his head. "This must be a family member of yours!"

  Fenna pointed to the background. There was clearly a Spanish landscape with the country house of Vincente Alvaro under construction in the distance. What connection could the girl and the child have had with Vincente? Cautiously, Alexander hung the painting back in its place.

  Fenna sighed deeply. "Maybe we'll find out someday, but right now we have another problem. It looks like we can only get out through the windows," Fenna said. Alexander heard the fear in her voice. He looked around the room but could find nothing suitable to break open the bricked-up door.

  Only through the small windows would there be a chance to get outside, but that was nearly impossible because of the thick wall of branches and leaves from trees and bushes growing close to the wall. "What do you think," Fenna said, "if we set the forest outside the window on fire...?"

  "Good idea, Fenna... that's it. We'll send smoke signals like the Indians and hope the right people notice them." Fenna laughed at the funny way Alexander said this.

  "You know what I think, Alexander? The hunting lodge must be behind here. Maybe there’s another hidden entrance to the lodge..." She stopped abruptly, walked to the mantelpiece, and carefully climbed over the logs. Alexander handed her one of the burning candlesticks and then heard her triumphant cry. With blackened hands and soot smudges on her face, she reappeared.

  "I found the escape... here is a little door that leads into the fireplace of the hunting lodge. Clever of Vincente."

  The inconspicuous cast-iron door on the left side of the fireplace was certainly about one and a half meters high, and if you slid the three locks aside, you could easily get to the other side. Relieved, Fenna and Alexander stepped through and found themselves in the fireplace of the hunting lodge.

  "Do you smell what I smell, Fenna?" Alexander said. Fenna nodded. "Yes, clearly. A fire was recently made in this hearth." She looked at the thin twigs that had not completely burned on the large logs.

  Fenna thought of the stories she had heard about Helen's stay. The outer door of the lodge was open, and they followed the path that led to the water.

  At the old jetty, a large fishing rod was leaning against the railing, and a little fish was doing all sorts of acrobatics to escape. Alexander jumped forward and grabbed the rod before it slipped into the water with the fish. He looked at the small fish, freed it from the hook, and threw it back into the water.

  Chapter 48

  A voice startled Fenna and Alexander. On the roof of the hunting lodge stood a man by the ladder leaning against the house. He waved his arms and shouted something in Spanish. He was dressed in long black trousers and a white long-sleeved shirt with the sleeves rolled up. Apparently, he was very happy to see them and kept talking in Spanish.

  Alexander came closer and asked if he understood English. The man nodded vigorously and cautiously climbed down the large ladder with uneven rungs.

  He kept his distance downstairs from Alexander. Hesitantly, he told in excellent English that his name was professor Anselmo Burgos and that he led a research department at '
 Atanexo
 Europe' in Alicante.

  "The reason I keep my distance from you is because I'm not sure if that scoundrel Mazarron infected me with his filthy stuff. He had drugged me with something and left me here. 'From here you go straight to hell,' he said to me, shaking with laughter. That man is not right in the head..."

  "Or maybe he is, professor Burgos," said Alexander. He explained why they had come to Spain. "Together with our friends, we have taken care of curing the infected people. We hope that now the nightmare in this region has come to an end."

  Fenna came a little closer and looked the professor over inquisitively. "This is about an immense amount of money, professor. And I don't need to tell you what that sometimes does to people. How long have you been here?"

  Burgos thought for a moment and then said, "I think two days or so. In any case, long enough to be quite hungry. I caught a few little fish and tried to roast them as best as I could in the open fireplace inside..."

  Fenna looked at Anselmo Burgos reassuringly: "You don’t need to be afraid that you are infected, because then you would have shown symptoms long ago." She suggested going to the other side to see if Helen and Sven’s stories were not greatly exaggerated.

  "You’re joking, Fenna..." said Burgos uncertainly. "No, no..." said Alexander. "I hope not... because I’m starting to get hungry too. We have to go over the roof to the other side." Fifteen minutes later, they were introduced to the luxury version of the island. They looked around the garden and the small chalet in amazement. They wondered who had set all this up and maintained it here. The big question was especially for what purpose.

  After Alexander and professor Burgos had gotten the barbecue, which had been smoking heavily at first, under control, everyone later sat on the small terrace enjoying hamburgers from a packet and roasted potatoes.

  "What do you think..." said Fenna thoughtfully. "Would anyone have noticed our smoky barbecue?"

  "Probably, Fenna," said Alexander, looking a little worried. "The only question is who. Of course, they are alert on the Alvaro estate because we did not show up. But..." He didn’t finish his sentence and shrugged. "So..." said Fenna, "we have to keep watch and be on our guard." Burgos nodded and took another hamburger from the barbecue and a big sip from his cola can.

  Chapter 49

  Oscar Martinez was convinced that Ricardo Cortez had not visited '
 Atanexo
 Europe' for the first time. He walked across the grounds toward the burned-down research complex.

  Suddenly he heard his name called and turned around. Behind him stood David Barrero. He was the lead commissioner. "I was looking for you, Mr. Martinez. I have my final report for you here. Our forensic investigation is complete and you have free access to your grounds again. That does not mean we are no longer searching for the perpetrators of the murder and arson."

  He handed Martinez a folder with papers. Oscar stared at it somewhat dazedly and was apparently lost in thought. Then he sighed deeply and asked if the detective might still have time to listen to one of his problems. Barrero nodded kindly and said, "Go ahead... Mr. Martinez."

  Oscar began hesitantly. "Maybe I’m seeing things, but such drastic things have happened in the last few days that I don’t know what to think anymore." And he just let out everything that was bothering him and then looked at the detective questioningly.

  "I would have my doubts about everything you just told me as well, Mr. Martinez. I will immediately ask my colleagues what is known about Ricardo Cortez."

  Barrero spoke with his colleague for barely a minute. Oscar noticed from the commissioner’s reaction that the name Ricardo Cortez was not unknown to his colleagues.

  "Your instinct did not fail you. Thank you for the license plate of his car. The number had been noticed before, and this Ricardo Cortez was to be questioned because he was seen nearby when the 'Moraira Group' hangout was set on fire. By the way, the section investigating the victims revealed that everyone was heavily sedated by a very aggressive substance that we still do not know."

  Barrero waited a moment and suddenly looked very thoughtful.

  "Regarding your question about Professor Burgos, I can only tell you that he was working for us on research into the sedative used on the dead from the 'Moraira Group.' But... we have heard nothing from him, and apparently no one in your company knows where the professor is at the moment."

  The commissioner looked at his notes. "One more thing, Mr. Martinez. From your story, I understand you do not know yet... but 'Alberto's agency' has been entirely in the hands of a Chinese investment group for two months. They are only waiting for approval from the authorities."

  The commissioner shook Oscar's hand and offered him his business card. "If you need me... at this number, someone is available day and night who is aware of all the details. Do not hesitate to call us."

  Oscar watched the departing commissioner. 'Chinese' echoed through his mind. And he wondered if his boss Bernardo de Parma was aware of this. He walked back to the main building. There was still light in Bernardo de Parma's office, and Oscar decided to look him up immediately and not postpone the conversation any longer.

  Chapter 50

  Sven Rasmussen had brought Marco, the gardener, along to search for his Dutch friends. Over an hour ago, one of the farmworkers from a neighboring finca had reported that an abandoned car was standing not far from the Alvaro's country house, right in the middle of a road. Sven instinctively knew it had to be his own car.

  Sven and Marco searched the area around where the car was found and shouted the names Fenna and Alexander, but there was no response.

  Marco knew every nook and cranny in this neighborhood and had even checked whether the door to the storage of the old picnic spot was open, but it was locked with a padlock.

  For Sven and Marco, it was certain that their guests had not just gone out without first reporting to Adriana or Laura at the country house.

  When the two men returned discouraged, Laura and Adriana pointed out the black smoke hanging in the air like an exclamation mark. Sven and Marco knew what they had to do now. Five minutes later, they had loaded all the equipment for their journey onto the pickup and set off in the direction of the salt mines.

  Hendrik offered to come along, but Adriana held her husband back and said it was better if they went alone and that he should stay here to protect Laura and her.

  Sven and Marco left and promised to send a message every hour. Their route was known. Hendrik knew how they would go and had discussed with them a scenario that would be activated in emergencies. Marco said he had never been in the old salt mine, and despite his tough demeanor, Sven knew that Marco found it just as scary as he had back then in the middle of the night.

  Now they emerged into daylight from the tunnel, and the view of the little lake and the mountains beyond was less spectacular than by moonlight.

  The small rowboat was again tied to the jetty. Sven had brought the inflatable boat just in case. They quietly rowed the short distance to the old hunting cabin. Sven got out and gestured to Marco to wait here for his signal.

  The door of the hunting cabin was open, and the cabin was empty.

  The primitive ladder was still leaning against the cabin, and Sven climbed up and carefully walked over the roof toward the chalet. He had heard from Helen Alvaro that one had to be careful not to trip over roots of plants found on the mossy roof.

  He walked on to the edge of the roof and clearly heard the murmur of voices.

  He smelled the barbecue and walked a little further to the edge of the hunting lodge roof. The chalet's roof was at most thirty centimeters lower.

  He lowered himself down and then tried to look over the chalet's roof edge lying on his stomach. He couldn't see anyone but heard the voices of Fenna and Alexander. They were speaking English with someone. He couldn't place the third voice.

  He heard Alexander say, "There is one last hamburger we can cook for you, professor."

  "Yes," Fenna called out, "because after all, you are starving. And you don't get junk food every day." Sven heard all three of them laugh.

  Professor, thought Sven, which professor could they mean? It couldn't be Mazarron. If they could laugh together, then the situation couldn't be serious, he thought and felt much relieved.

  He went back over the roof to Marco and told him what he had seen and heard. They decided to go over the little lake to the chalet's pontoon.

  There Sven stepped onto the pontoon and loudly called the names of Fenna and Alexander several times. He had agreed that Marco would wait in the boat just in case until he gave the signal that everything was okay. For a moment, everything was silent, but suddenly he heard Fenna's scream and saw her rushing toward him with open arms. "So happy you're here... Sven. You're coming to save us!" The whole pontoon wobbled when she jumped on it and embraced him.

  Alexander greeted him with a firm handshake and then turned to the other man standing with him. "This is professor Burgos. He is the victim of Mazarron, who had left him in the hunting lodge."

  Sven had never seen professor Burgos before. But then he thought of Tine Kremer's story and decided to be cautious. He waved to Marco, and together they secured the boat to the pontoon. "Everything okay?" Marco asked softly. "I don't know yet," Sven whispered back and gave him a pat on the shoulder.

  Fenna gave Sven and Marco a brief tour of the chalet and the garden, and the two men were pleasantly surprised by the layout and furnishings. "I could quite imagine spending a week here on vacation with my girlfriend," Marco said with a smile.

  While Fenna was pointing out various unusual plants in the garden to Sven and giving a brief explanation about their blooming period, Sven heard her softly say, "I don't trust Burgos." Then she continued her explanation as if nothing had happened. Sven understood immediately. He looked at her and nodded.

  A little later, he insisted that they should leave. It was a bit cramped with all of them in the small boat, but no one minded. At the cave entrance, Marco distributed the flashlights, and Sven asked everyone to try to stay close together and to call out if anything happened.

  Sven led the way, followed by Fenna and Alex. At the second bend of the tunnel, where two other tunnels also converged, Sven called out that several rails lay across the path and that they should step carefully over them.

  Fenna's right foot got tangled in a loose wire lying in front of the rail, and she briefly supported herself with one hand on a rail to pull the wire loose. Immediately, she pulled her hand back in shock.

  Alexander saw this and helped her back up. "Is something wrong?" he asked quietly, but she shook her head. She thanked him with a kiss for his help and whispered, "Not now."

  The rest of the journey proceeded without further incidents, and on the estate, everyone was relievedly welcomed by Adriana, Hendrik, and Laura.

  Adriana and Laura had never been to that mysterious island before and definitely wanted to take a look, given all they had heard.

  Laura had already heard some adventurous stories from her twins Sophia and Ruben and until now had thought it was their childish imagination that made them so enthusiastic about the island.

  Chapter 51

  Oscar Martinez knocked on the door of director de Parma and waited for his answer. Nothing could be heard. After the third time, he stepped into the room and loudly called de Parma's name. Again, there was no response.

  Oscar examined the adjoining bathroom and guest room, but both were empty. In the large study, only a desk lamp was lit. The desk of de Parma, which was always cluttered with files and many personal items, was suddenly completely empty.

  Oscar checked the cupboards, storage furniture, and also the large wall safe behind the Dali painting... everything was empty, and he felt an icy rage rising within him. He clenched his fists and walked to the phone on the desk. He tried to reach the porter. The old Carlo Perez answered.

  "Carlo," said Oscar kindly. "You know everything, right? Do you perhaps also know if a small truck or moving van passed your gate during your shift today?" There was a brief silence, then Carlo Perez said, "Why do you want to know this, Mr. Martinez?"

  Oscar Martinez tried not to burst out in anger and said as calmly as possible, "Because our director has either cheated the company or been kidnapped. Come on, Perez... I need to know if I should involve the police!"

  "Well," Carlo Perez began uncertainly. "I only know that a small carrier showed me his papers, and they were personally signed by de Parma. I haven’t seen de Parma himself since." He paused. "But you know I like to keep my own records, Martinez. The carrier’s number is registered with 'Alberto's agency.'"

  Oscar thanked Carlo Perez and hung up. He ran his hands over his face. He dialed the number that commissioner David Barrero had given him.

  Chapter 52

  Immediately after arriving at the Alvaro estate, Fenna and Alexander asked Sven if they could speak with him privately for a moment.

  Sven took them to the terrace of the coach house. Roberto Campello asked if he could join them as well. Fenna nodded, and Alexander moved a terrace chair aside to make room for Roberto’s wheelchair. Encouragingly, Roberto placed a hand on Fenna’s shoulder and said softly, "It certainly wasn’t easy, what you’ve been through... go ahead, Fenna."

  Fenna kept her story brief and mainly emphasized the incident in the tunnel that she and Alexander found rather strange.

  "Why didn’t you say anything about the rail in the tunnel?" Slight doubt sounded in Sven’s voice, and Fenna reacted sharply.

  "You know I don’t trust Burgos... Would you trust a man who says he’s been on the island for at least two days and walks around clean-shaven... and didn’t even ask how we got to the island? Come on, Sven... and if you don’t want to investigate the issue with the rail in the tunnel, just say so honestly!"

  Sven raised his hands in a calming gesture and looked pleadingly at Alexander. "Okay," he said. "What’s your proposal?"

  Alexander leaned toward Sven, his voice calm and steady as always. "Well... we would like to know why a rail in an old abandoned mine vibrates noticeably. That indicates activity in the mine. But of course, we also want to know how Burgos knew we would appear on the island. Someone has very extensive knowledge of the mines and the access points to the island." Alexander looked Sven squarely in the eye and then said hesitantly, "Besides, I would also find it a pity if you let Burgos go without a police interrogation. After all, he says he was kidnapped by his colleague Mazarron, and I am convinced he knows much more." Alexander fell silent. Roberto looked at Sven questioningly and then called out, "What are you waiting for... Come on, Sven."

  Sven grabbed his phone and said they were completely right. He made a brief call to two numbers. Within twenty minutes, a police car was at the gate to pick up a very surprised and sharply protesting Anselmo Burgos for an interrogation with commissioner Barrero.

  Adriana and Hendrik naturally wanted to know from Sven why this distinctly kind man was being taken from their terrace like some kind of criminal. Sven briefly explained the reason and also told them that he planned to return to the mine later with Fenna and Alexander to find out what was going on.

  Hendrik de Ruiter was very determined this time and did not let Adriana stop him. He wanted to go with the group to find out if something strange was happening in the old mine so close to their house. To his great surprise, Adriana completely agreed with him this time.

  Within fifteen minutes, the group was ready to leave. Sven took only Ringo from the dogs. Marco, the gardener, drove them back to the cave entrance in the pick-up and parked the car inconspicuously among the trees.

  Just before the group entered the cave, Sven's phone rang. It was Oscar Martinez, and Sven decided to answer.

  "Sven," said Oscar, breathing heavily. "I just want to inform you that Bernardo de Parma has disappeared." He sighed deeply and then continued. "His office is completely empty... I mean all the administration is gone... everything! I have involved Commissioner Barrero."

  He went on to say that a small truck from 'Alberto's agency' had been registered at the gatekeeper, but it was now known that 'Alberto's Agency' had a new Chinese owner. The company itself was closed... due to renovation.

  Sven sighed. "That doesn't sound good at all, Oscar, but I'm afraid I don't have good news either." He briefly explained that Burgos had resurfaced and was now being interrogated by Commissioner Barrero. Oscar laughed sarcastically when he remarked that the commissioner certainly was not out of work because of them.

  "Maybe there will be more work, Oscar. We are about to investigate something in one of the caves of the old salt mine. Will you call back?" said Sven and switched off his phone.

  Chapter 53

  Fenna stopped at the rail that ran through the old mine and had confused her so much. Again, she felt a slight vibration upon touching it. This time she was prepared. The others felt it now too.

  There were three different tunnel entrances. Only the rail of the left tunnel showed the vibration, which grew stronger the further they went into this tunnel. In the flashlight beams, it was clearly visible that this rail showed more wear.

  Sven and Alexander walked at the front. They repeatedly turned a corner and were extremely cautious. The vibration of the rail had become slightly stronger. Fenna had not been mistaken. Something had to be going on here.

  Everyone in the group felt the tension and uncertainty and was on alert. Sven and Alexander came around the last corner where the rail ended in a pivot point that could turn a trolley electrically as well as manually to the other side. At the pivot point stood a newly looking control cabinet, and electrical cables ran from here to the left side of the rocks.

  In the beam of Sven's flashlight, a steel door was clearly recognizable. He cursed softly and whispered, "There are sensors here." Everyone automatically ducked down. Marco picked up a stone and threw it toward one of the sensors. There was no reaction from the sensor. Marco walked a little further toward the door. He aimed his flashlight at the sensor. In the beam, it was clear that the wiring of the sensors was still hanging loosely. They were apparently new and not yet connected.

  The door had a built-in combination lock that was not yet operational, and an old-fashioned door knob with a lion's head adorned the center of the door. Fenna gently pushed against the lion's head, and the door silently sprang open a little. The space behind was apparently intended as a kind of dressing room. Protective clothing and shoes hung in simple wooden wall cabinets. Everything still wrapped in plastic... Ready for use.

  Next to the cabinets was an opening to three shower stalls. Everything was very sober and simply finished without a hint of luxury. It was clear that the client did not want to spend more money here than necessary.

  The room next to the dressing room was apparently intended as a kind of laboratory. It was evident that work had already been done here. Two weak night lights burned on the wall, and large jerrycans with various liquids and items stood on a wide countertop. In the middle of the room stood a large worktable.

  Sven saw that Ringo was becoming restless and signaled the group to stay behind. Ringo walked ahead and gave a short sound at a door on the left side. Marco and Sven cautiously entered the dark corridor. On the left and right were two closed doors. The Dobermann sat in a waiting posture in front of the left door. On impulse, Sven threw the door open and pressed one of the switches. They were blinded by the bright light of the neon tubes.

  The room was empty except for a camp bed. On this simple stretcher lay a man, bound and gagged, looking at them with very fearful eyes. Ringo sat neatly beside this man, gave a short bark, and licked his hands. Apparently, the man had been badly beaten before being brought here, as a little blood was still seeping from his wounds.

  Marco was at the man’s side in two steps, helped him up, and freed him from the gag in his mouth. The man looked at them suspiciously and began to cough. Fenna produced a bottle of water from her shoulder bag and clamped the opened bottle between the man’s bound hands, who began to drink hastily.

  Behind Fenna, Hendrik de Ruiter entered the room and let out an astonished cry. Stunned, he looked at the injured man. "Bernardo!" Hendrik almost shouted the name. "For God’s sake... Bernardo... How did you get here?!" He knelt down beside the man on the floor and tried to free his hands... but it didn’t work.

  Fenna came with scissors she had found on the worktable and simply cut through the ropes on the hands and feet. "Thank you," whispered the man whom Hendrik called 'Bernardo.' His hands trembled, and he tried to stand carefully, but each time he wobbled back onto the stretcher with a painfully distorted face.

  Hendrik looked at Sven and explained that Bernardo De Parma and he had been playing at the same bridge club in Alicante for many years and that they saw each other every six weeks at the meeting of the entrepreneurs’ club 'Oceanwide' and the subsequent dinner.

  Comfortingly, Hendrik put his arm around Bernardo De Parma’s shoulder. "Of course, you want to know who Bernardo De Parma is. He is the director of '
 Atanexo
 Europe.'"

  "Hendrik... do you mean this is the man Oscar Martinez just told us about?" Sven asked, surprised. He stepped toward Bernardo de Parma. "Mr. de Parma... we must get you out of here as soon as possible. You urgently need medical help."

  De Parma nodded in agreement and groaned. They used the stretcher to carry De Parma through the cave to the exit. Carefully, he was hoisted onto the pickup. Hendrik and Fenna stayed by his side.

  Suddenly, Bernardo de Parma tried to get up again. "Angelina," he called out hoarsely. "Where is Angelina?"

  "Angelina is Bernardo’s secretary." Fear and astonishment suddenly appeared on Hendrik’s face. "The other room!" he shouted. "We haven’t looked in the other room!"

  Chapter 54

  Sven looked at Alexander, who nodded. "We’ll go back to check." He signaled to Ringo. Silently, the two young men walked back into the cave. Alexander broke the silence. "I think the room is empty because otherwise Ringo would have reacted," he said softly, as if trying to convince himself.

  Sven glanced at him sideways. "Maybe you’re right, Alexander. We’ll see."

  Upon entering the workspace, they turned on all the lights and walked to the door on the right side. Sven carefully opened the door and searched for the switch. All the neon tubes lit up again and illuminated a room as sparsely furnished as the room opposite. Sven gasped when he saw the bound body of a woman lying on the stretcher. Behind him stood Alexander, who, startled, squeezed Sven’s arm tightly.

  "You were right," he whispered, breathing heavily and trying to suppress his nausea. He forced himself past Sven and grabbed the woman’s limp arm to feel her pulse. He tore the gag from her face and laid the body flat on the floor.

  "She is still alive!" he shouted and began to resuscitate her. It only took a very short time before the woman started coughing and gasping for air. Sven had gone to the next room and returned with a cup of water. He wiped the woman's face with his wet handkerchief and let her drink in cautious sips. After each sip, she gasped for air again, and it took a while before her breathing calmed down somewhat.

  "Are you Angelina?" Sven asked softly. The woman looked at him questioningly and then nodded her head. Carefully, Sven and Alexander helped her back onto the stretcher. Angelina tried to say something, but she could only whisper, and her words were unintelligible. Ringo sat down in front of her and licked Angelina’s hands. For the first time, a smile appeared on her face.

  Sven explained to her that Bernardo De Parma had also already been found by them and brought to safety. "And with you, we must do the same as soon as possible."

  While Sven was talking to Angelina, Alexander took photos of all the rooms with his mobile phone. "You never know what they might still be useful for," he said nonchalantly.

  They decided to take turns carrying Angelina on their backs and head for the exit. They had just reached the fork where Fenna had detected the vibration on the rail. Suddenly, a lot of noise came from the corridor leading to the pond, sounding like an airplane engine, followed by a clatter of various voices coming their way. Ringo began to growl softly until Sven gave him a quick signal to be quiet.

  Sven quickly guided Alexander, with Angelina on his back, into the third unknown corridor. They took cover behind the old machines and trolleys standing there and held their breath.

  They saw four people walk past and head in the direction from which they themselves had just come.

  Sven acted very spontaneously. "Quick!" he whispered. "They will search towards the exit, but not where they just came from!"

  He picked up Angelina and walked as fast as possible along the now familiar path to the water. Alexander and Ringo ran after him.

  They looked surprised at the small seaplane tied to the jetty next to the rowboat. "Can you fly this?" Sven asked. Alexander nodded hesitantly. "Yes... I think so... but first we have to be out of sight of the jetty and hide behind the island!"

  Together they carefully placed Angelina in the rowboat. Ringo sat protectively beside her. Sven explained to Alexander what they should do best. Alexander had an idea of how to operate the plane. He quickly looked around the cockpit and found a sturdy long rope. Sven took off his shirt and jumped into the water. The rope was tied to one of the floats supporting the plane, and he gave the other end to Alexander in the rowboat. Quickly, he untied the ropes from the boat and the plane at the jetty and then climbed back aboard the rowboat.

  With quick, powerful rowing strokes, they moved everything out of sight of the jetty and then sank down panting in their seats. Sven was briefly afraid that the wings of the little plane would be too wide for the passage behind the island, but everything went fine. They looked at Angelina, who lay quietly in her place and occasionally tried to pet Ringo. She weakly gave a thumbs-up with her left hand and smiled at them.

  Alexander climbed into the plane and sat in the pilot’s seat. He looked at the dashboard. "This type of seaplane will soon be used in the Balearic Islands to fly between the islands. I have had lessons in ordinary small planes. I don’t think it will be difficult to fly this... and they even left the key in it. What do you think... should we take the chance?"

  Sven had followed him into the plane and looked in the direction of Angelina. "It’s very difficult over land with her. She is still quite weak. I mean, we could easily make it through the tunnel and the woods ourselves... but with her?"

  Carefully, they transferred Angelina into the seaplane and laid her on the back seat. They fastened the seat belts as securely as possible. Angelina smiled weakly and then closed her eyes again.

  "It is quite possible that someone gave her some kind of drug," said Alexander, stroking Ringo's head, who had once again sat down next to Angelina.

  Shouting sounded from the side of the jetty. Apparently, the passengers of the plane had discovered that it had disappeared.

  Sven contacted Barrero and explained what they were now planning. He heard the hesitation in Barrero's voice when he said he would arrange the ambulance on the beach. Slowly, Alexander turned the key in the dashboard and the propellers began to spin softly.

  Chapter 55

  Tine Kremer had just returned to the farm in Ter Apel when the relieving message from Fenna came in that everything was fine with Alexander and herself. Ivonne de Hertogh looked visibly relieved.

  They were both sitting in the cozy kitchen, talking over a cup of tea about the worries and problems of recent times.

  "Fenna and Alexander are a unit," said Ivonne with a deep sigh. "They often think alike and are very rational. All three of my children are like that, Tine. But my father always says to me when I start to complain about something: 'Count your blessings, girl.' Of course, he is right, he was always right. How is your family?" Ivonne looked at Tine expectantly.

  Tine was a little taken aback by this direct question. She sighed and then said with a shy smile, "My parents, Ivonne, emigrated to Spain. I can't blame them... better climate for my father's rheumatism, nice house with a small pool, lots of friends and conviviality. And they travel often. Sometimes visiting mother's family in Ireland, friends in England, and occasionally also a visit to the Netherlands. And when they return to Spain, there is invariably an invitation to come to them."

  For a moment there was silence. Tine looked at Ivonne and said softly, "But in a situation like this, I would prefer if they lived just around the corner."

  "I understand," Ivonne nodded. She laid her hand comfortingly on Tine's shoulder and leaned toward her. "Why don't you go now? You have time now and... where do your parents live?" She jumped up and went to fetch an old ANWB map from a shoebox.

  The village of Rojales, where Tine's parents lived, was six kilometers from the Costa Blanca coast, and the town of Crevillente, where the Alvaro family's country house was nearby, was about thirty kilometers inland.

  "Well, Tine... if this isn't luck... everything close to each other," said Ivonne. Tine nodded, surprised. At that moment, Erik and old Arthur came in from Erik's workshop and asked if there was still coffee for them.

  Tine looked at them beaming. "I'm going to Spain." "When?" Arthur asked, surprised. Tine shrugged. "As soon as possible."

  Erik was already at the computer looking up flights. "The last plane to Alicante leaves tonight at quarter past ten. And if you take the train to Schiphol, you'll be there well in time. Where do you want to sit on the plane... row eight by the aisle on the left is still free." Erik gave her little time to think it over, and maybe that was for the best.

  Tine borrowed a small suitcase from Ivonne and carefully placed the package from Sri Lanka under her clothes, along with the Groninger sausage and the bag of salty licorice that Ivonne had given her.

  On the intercity train to Schiphol, she had plenty of time to inform her friend Petra about the spontaneous decision and to send the announcement of her arrival to Sven. Immediately, Sven replied that she was very welcome and that she would be picked up by Fenna, Alexander, and him in Alicante. Tine felt safe again and breathed a sigh of relief.

  Chapter 56

  The Transavia plane from Amsterdam to Alicante was almost ready for departure and, despite the late hour, was fully occupied in several places at the front. September was a popular holiday month for families with small children now that the beaches were no longer overcrowded and the bustle had given way to more conviviality and space.

  Tine Kremer had only flown to Alicante twice before to visit her parents. Both times were in the winter months, and she had enjoyed exchanging the rain and cold of the Netherlands for the mild Spanish climate...

  Tomorrow she would call her parents and surprise them. She was curious about the Alvaro family's country estate. Fenna had described it to her in one of her emails and had been very enthusiastic. If Fenna wrote about it so exuberantly, it must have made a big impression on her.

  The last two passengers to board the plane were two gentlemen. They spoke somewhat loudly in English and were escorted by a stewardess to their seats in the second row. Tine looked up when she heard the voices of the two men and, startled, dropped the magazine she had been reading. A stewardess passing by picked it up and saw the fear on Tine's face. "Can I do anything for you?" she asked softly. On her badge, Tine read her name: 'Anneke Scholten'.

  Tine shook her head and quickly pulled the hood of her sweatshirt over her striking red hair. "Later," Tine whispered. The stewardess nodded. The concerned expression on her face betrayed that she meant it seriously and suspected that Tine was in trouble.

  Tine took a deep breath and considered what she could do. Six rows ahead of her sat two people she would rather not have seen on this flight. She had recognized the dominant voice of her boss Frank van der Blink, and in his company was the man she knew as Professor Mazarron. Were they on the run from the Dutch police and now trying to hide out with their friends in Spain?

  Tine could only hope that neither of these two men would turn around and look in her direction. She tried to calm down. She was wise enough to know that she had to remain calm.

  In short, simple sentences, she explained her problem on paper. She asked if it was possible to pass this information on to Commissioner Petra van der Valk in the city of Groningen or Commissioner David Barrero in Alicante. She briefly explained why the two men in the second row were wanted.

  After the plane had taken off, Tine waited for the cart with refreshments that two stewardesses were pushing down the aisle. "A black coffee, please," she said with a smile. She paid and simultaneously handed the stewardess a folded sheet of paper.

  The stewardess placed the coffee on the table in front of Tine and took the paper without comment. Tine saw her walk back to the purser, who shortly after went into the cockpit and came out again after about three minutes.

  For Tine, everything seemed to take forever, and she felt her anxiety growing. She tried to read but kept glancing in the direction of the two men who were calmly talking.

  Next to her sat a young couple who paid attention only to each other. Apparently, it was their very first flight ever, and in their infatuation, there was no room for others.

  Tine had apparently fallen asleep to the monotonous sound of the plane. She woke up with a start when the trolley with merchandise stopped by her. The stewardess, whose badge read 'Anneke Scholten,' leaned toward her and handed her an envelope. 'Mrs. Tine Kremer' was written on it.

  "Can I do anything else for you?" she asked. Tine shook her head. Anneke Scholten smiled kindly at Tine and continued down the aisle with her cart.

  It took at least a minute before Tine opened the envelope in front of her. Carefully, she took out the handwritten note. It was signed by the captain of the plane, Gerard Verbeek. He had made contact via flight control and received relieved responses both from Groningen and from Alicante. The passengers Tine had mentioned were apparently traveling with false passports, and a 'reception committee' would be waiting for them at Alicante airport.

  Tine was already warmly thanked for her alertness, and Captain Verbeek assured her that her safety was guaranteed by his crew.

  A little later, she was discreetly moved by a stewardess to a seat at the back of the plane. Tine breathed a sigh of relief and unzipped her hood again. She suddenly felt freed from the fear that Frank van der Blink or Professor Mazarron would turn around and recognize her.

  The young man sitting next to her looked at her admiringly and then said softly, "Welcome. You are much nicer than my brother... I'm glad you switched seats even though I don't know the reason. I'm Ben and I study law in Leiden."

  "Holiday?" asked Tine. "No, worse... visiting my parents! They have recently moved permanently to Spain," said Ben. Tine laughed at the funny expression he made. "You get used to everything, Ben. I'm Tine and my parents have been living in Spain for several years. Tomorrow I'm going to visit them. Tonight I get to stay at a kind of castle where my friends also live temporarily. Maybe you know the brothers of my friend... twins and they also study law in Leiden."

  Before Tine could give further explanation, Ben said with a surprised grin, "You must mean Rob and Peter de Hertogh. Yes, Tine... small world. They are good friends of mine." Tine was glad that the light-hearted conversation with her neighbor distracted her from her problem.

  The plane was supposed to land right on time. Everything seemed as usual, but then the captain's voice was heard urgently asking passengers to remain seated after landing and to strictly follow the crew's instructions. No further explanation was given, and a lively discussion arose among the passengers about what might be going on.

  As soon as the airplane door was opened, three heavily armed Guardia Civil officers appeared in the aisle, aiming their weapons at two passengers in the second row. A fourth man in plain clothes stood in front of the individuals concerned, gave his name and position, and read the arrest warrant aloud in English and Spanish. For the official handover, the two pilots signed on behalf of the airline.

  Within a few minutes, everything was over. The police had disappeared with their detainees, leaving everyone stunned. The purser thanked all passengers for their understanding and patience and said that they could now leave the plane via the front and rear stairs. They would then be directly at the entrance to the baggage hall.

  Tine said goodbye to Ben and was safely escorted via a different route to the arrivals hall. She heard Fenna's excited shout as she ran over to greet her. Fenna was accompanied by Adriana and Hendrik, and she properly introduced them to Tine. Next to them stood Commissioner David Barrero, the man who had read the arrest warrant to Mazarron and Van der Berg on the plane.

  He personally thanked Tine for her alertness and courage and asked when it would be possible to record her witness statement.

  "Tomorrow afternoon," Adriana said resolutely. "She is tired now." Barrero nodded and gave Tine his card. "No problem," he said lightly and smiled.

  His phone rang. His face tightened and he looked surprised. "The message is from Sven. He and Alexander have just landed with a... seaplane on the beach of L'Altet. The ambulance from the IMED hospital was already ready to pick up a woman in critical condition. This concerns Angelina Gualda, the secretary of Bernardo De Parma." Barrero looked at Fenna and Hendrik.

  "They had gone back again because Parma asked for it... so Angelina was indeed in the other room! But how did they get a seaplane?" Hendrik asked very surprised.

  David Barrero was already on his way out and waved his hands cheerfully. "Tomorrow, amigo, tomorrow we will know everything."

  Chapter 57

  At seven o'clock in the morning, it was still wonderfully cool outside on this September morning. Everyone on the Alvaro estate was still asleep. Later, a few hours later, the temperatures would rise again.

  Marco, the gardener, was always the first to be active outside. He made his rounds through the garden and opened the cast-iron gate at the coach house. If Sven was sitting on his terrace, they usually drank a mug of coffee together. Moreover, Marco was also fond of the delicious Swedish blueberry cookies that Sven's mother occasionally gave to Sven.

  This morning Marco hoped that Sven would already be awake because he couldn't wait to hear his story. He was lucky. Roberto and Sven were both already sitting on the terrace and the dogs lay quietly beside them. Sven had woken up hungry and was enjoying fried eggs and lots of crispy bacon.

  "What did I hear, Sven! You stole a seaplane?" Marco grabbed a garden chair and sat down at the table with the men.

  "Borrowed, Marco. I only borrowed it. The owner can have it back." Sven grinned and continued with his meal.

  Roberto looked at them with his mouth open because he didn't know the story yet. He straightened up in his wheelchair and shouted, "You WHAT stole... a plane?!" Sven made a calming gesture. "Only borrowed, Roberto. And it was an emergency!"

  He told the whole story. The rescue of Angelina Gualda, the arrival of the strange men in the seaplane, the escape to the little island by taking the plane, Alexander's clumsy flight, and the amazing landing on the water near the beach of El Altet, which was only a quarter of an hour away from the IMED hospital. There on the beach, the ambulance was already waiting to take Angelina to the hospital.

  "And I hope to hear later that Angelina is doing well and that the Guardia Civil tracked down the four men from the mine last night." Sven took his last sip of coffee and then leaned back.

  Roberto sighed deeply and gave Sven a pat on the shoulder. "And I missed all this! It's time for me to get out of this wheelchair again!"

  Sven went inside for a moment and came back with a folder. "Take comfort... you have ensured that many people can now leave the hospital healthy again after the terrible infection. I received a preliminary report from the IMED board and especially a personal thank you from their director David Garrido. He hopes to see us again soon."

  The dogs suddenly stood up spontaneously and took a waiting stance. Sven gave them a sign to stay calm. The road from the coach house curved and ended in front of the manor.

  "Who could be awake so early that the dogs don't know them yet?" asked Sven.

  Roberto was about to explain that a guest from the Netherlands had arrived last night when Tine appeared around the corner in her colorful summer dress. The morning sun shone on her red hair that hung loosely on her shoulders and gave her something angelic.

  The three men sat looking at her with their mouths open and even the dogs did not move. Ringo was the first to cautiously approach Tine and greet her. She let him smell her hands and stroked him on his back.

  Roberto cleared his throat and then said to Sven, "This is Tine from the Netherlands." Roberto and Marco looked surprised as Sven walked up to Tine and simply embraced her. He kissed her three times on the cheeks as he had learned in the Netherlands.

  "Welcome Tine... nice to have you here. Unfortunately, I missed you last night, but I heard from Commissioner Barrero that your flight was not without problems either!" Sven turned to Marco and Roberto and said with pride in his voice, "She made sure that Professor Mazarron is now in a cell."

  Roberto began to beam. "Really... He was my boss. Maybe now we will find out if he was really behind the infections."

  There was a moment of silence and then Tine said very softly, "But he was also the one who, together with my employer, planned my death."

  Chapter 58

  Commissioner David Barrero sat in the police car that drove at high speed up the driveway to the Alvaro's manor. The car stopped in front of the coach house. Barrero got out and sank tiredly into the garden chair that Marco pushed to him. Without a word, Sven went inside and came back with a mug of steaming coffee and placed it in front of Barrero.

  Barrero stirred his coffee and stroked his tired face. "Thank you, Sven," he said with a weak smile. Sven looked at him inquisitively and then said softly, "Your people have found the four men in the cave... haven't they?"

  Barrero nodded. "Yes, Sven... We have found them." He paused for a moment, then continued with a bitterness in his voice that was unmistakable. "They were lying in the bushes near the cave entrance. Mowed down with an automatic weapon and instantly dead. One of the four had a pilot's license and was apparently the pilot of the seaplane. Apparently, the shooter had taken someone else with him and also wanted to kill this man. But he escaped. One of our tracking dogs found him severely wounded back in the bushes where he had hidden."

  Barrero sighed deeply and then said hesitantly: "His name is Ricardo Cortez. He was already suspected of murder, arson, and also of the kidnapping of your Dutch friends." He fell silent for a moment and stared ahead. His face suddenly took on a hard expression. "I hope he survives and can tell me who the shooter was."

  Before anyone could respond to his story, Barrero continued. "Oh yes, before I forget... this morning at six o'clock the Guardia Civil here in Spain launched a large-scale operation. Raids and searches were carried out in the homes of employees and board members of '
 Atanexo
 Europe'. Several people were immediately arrested and charged."

  At the same time, similar actions were carried out in the Netherlands and Belgium at the sister companies '
 Malco
 Europe' with promising results. You see... We are not sitting still!"

  He leaned back in the comfortable garden chair and suddenly had to yawn. Sven asked Barrero what nationality the four dead men from the cave were. Barrero looked at his notes. "According to their papers, they are Koreans. Well-trained guys, it seems. They must have been completely surprised."

  Tine leaned toward Barrero and said hesitantly: "I worked at '
 Malco
 Europe' and there were also Koreans doing internships in various departments." Tine looked at Barrero questioningly. "Do you think there is a connection here? I am sure they were sent from Spain by 'Alberto's agency.'"

  It took a moment for Tine's words to fully register with Barrero. He suddenly jumped up and shouted enthusiastically, "That's it... thank you, Tine... that's it! Alberto worked quietly in the background and let the Koreans and Chinese do the dirty work... then quietly disappeared from the scene." Barrero suddenly hurried to leave. He waved cheerfully to everyone and walked back to his car. Everyone watched him go in surprise.

  Chapter 59

  The Alvaros were shocked when they heard that dead bodies had been found so close to their country house again. Adriana was very disturbed and had had a long conversation with her husband.

  Hendrik had just received an email this morning from the lawyers of the Alvaro family. The last doubts about whether the old salt mines and the little lake still belonged to the Alvaro estate were now removed. There had never been another owner than the Alvaros, and the exploitation of the salt mines by others was only allowed for a limited period by the family.

  "It's time I get to know the island and the mines that lie so close to our house," said Adriana. "Strange that I have never been there. No one in my family has ever spoken about the island or the little lake. And the mines were forbidden territory for us."

  "I have meanwhile asked Marco to clear some bushes and trees around the old hunting lodge to get a better overview," said Hendrik. "Maybe then we will also find another entrance to Vincente's study that Fenna and Alexander described to us."

  This afternoon at two o'clock, Adriana had asked everyone in the family and the guests to be present during the extensive lunch she had arranged. At the same time, she hinted that she and Hendrik had made an important decision and wanted to talk about it.

  It was the first time Helen and Jean Paul had been back at the estate. It was evident that Helen's pregnancy was the gift they had hoped for years. Laura and Jorge also radiated a unity that Adriana had long missed in them. Even their twins Sophia and Ruben looked at their parents in surprise and hid behind their grandmother.

  Fenna and Alexander had been at the hospital that morning and had a meeting with director Garrido and his staff. They entered shortly after.

  With Adriana and Hendrik's permission, Sven read aloud a message he had just received from Commissioner Barrero. He wrote that the four killed Koreans had only recently arrived in Spain and had infiltrated with the help of 'Alberto's Agency'.

  The owner of the agency, Alberto Moro Moro, was nowhere to be found. Meanwhile, Europol had taken over the search for Alberto due to complaints from various countries in Europe.

  Alberto had apparently built a vast network in Europe that, besides serious security work, was mainly involved in espionage, extortion, prostitution, and money laundering of proceeds from various drug syndicates across Europe. In the last two years, he had been primarily focused on transferring leadership of the entire network to his Chinese partners, and they were trying to determine how many victims they had made in Europe in recent years.

  There was a moment of silence. Hendrik shook his head and said he had often had business matters investigated by Alberto and had always been very satisfied with the handling. Adriana placed her hand on his and said in a resolute voice, "That brings us directly to the point we want to discuss with all of you." She looked around. "Hendrik has decided to actively step down from his company and hand it over to Helen and Laura. Their brother Lucas cannot and does not want to give up his theater agencies in Madrid and Toledo and will remain a non-active member of the shipping company's board."

  There was a silence, and everyone looked at Adriana and Hendrik in surprise. "At least if you all agree," Adriana added, looking around.

  Laura was the first to stand and embrace and thank Adriana and Hendrik. "So what do you plan to do then?"

  Adriana waved her hand and said she would explain later because Hendrik still had something to tell. Hendrik was always used to being brief and concise in his explanations. "As I have already said, we now know that the old salt mines, including the little lake and the island, belong to the Alvaro family. We would like to make this part of the estate available to Sven and Roberto to build a laboratory and, in the spirit of Vincente Alvaro, experiment with his ideas."

  Hendrik looked at Adriana. "I plan to take Adriana with me for a few weeks to show her my homeland. I have bought a comfortable boat, and we will explore the Netherlands from the water..."

  It turned into a very pleasant dinner. Everyone talked about the new opportunities offered by Adriana and Hendrik. Happy faces were seen regarding Hendrik and Adriana's new plans, and everyone raised their glass to toast with them...

  Chapter 60

  On the driveway to the house, suddenly there was shouting and yelling. Several people were walking toward the house. Leading the group was Marco, the gardener. His hands were bound, and he looked around fearfully. He was escorted by four men holding weapons.

  They wore combat gear with large white letters reading 'Guardia Civil' on the front and back.

  Commissioner Barrero came after the group and loudly called on everyone on the terrace to remain calm. "Stay seated calmly!" he repeated several times.

  No one on the terrace dared to move, and suddenly there was an icy silence. Then Hendrik de Ruiter jumped up from his chair and asked indignantly what this procession meant.

  Barrero repeated his call to remain seated calmly and to let him and his men do their work. Behind Barrero, two more police vans drove up and several men also dressed in the Guardia Civil uniform got out. All were armed with automatic rifles and kept a close watch on everyone at the table. One person among them wore a Mexican costume. Under his sombrero, he wore a plastic mask, and his colorful poncho seemed three sizes too large for him.

  Commissioner Barrero stretched out his arm and pointed to the disguised man. "I have brought a guest who believes that the Alvaro family should know that a criminal lives in their house. That is why I am here with an arrest warrant for Hubertus van der Blink, whom you all know better as Hendrik de Ruiter."

  He nudged Marco, the gardener, forward. "And this is his loyal sidekick who takes care of the difficult jobs for him!"

  "Hendrik," Adriana cried fearfully, "what is this man talking about?" Hendrik had jumped up from his chair and muttered that he did not know what they wanted from him.

  The man with the mask began to laugh mockingly. He took off his plastic mask and came closer to the table. His face was sweaty, and he wiped it off carelessly with his sleeve without losing sight of Hendrik de Ruiter.

  "No, Hendrik," he said contemptuously. "No... you did not succeed in destroying my file on your crimes and me along with it!"

  He leaned slightly toward Adriana and the family. "My name is Alberto Moro Moro, and I was the owner of a renowned detective agency in Alicante. At a dinner of entrepreneurs in this region, I was introduced eight months ago to the Dutch shipowner Hendrik de Ruiter, who was just expanding his fleet of passenger ships in Spain. Only this man was not the Hendrik de Ruiter I had met years ago in Italy on one of his cruise ships."

  The terrace grew restless. Alberto Moro Moro took two steps closer. "Two shipowners with the same nationality and the same name? Something was not right here. So I began my investigations. I wanted to know what had happened to the Hendrik from Italy and discovered that he had died in a dubious car accident... along with his only son and his wife who were in the car with him. His company was officially taken over by his Dutch cousin who coincidentally also had the same name. But the Italian Hendrik had no sisters or brothers, so no cousin either! I found out that a series of suspicious accidents had occurred, and each time this Hendrik was the one who profited. And then, suddenly, there was the quiet marriage to Adriana Alvaro... wealthy and with a renowned name."

  Before Alberto could continue his story, Adriana abruptly stood up from her chair. "Would you allow us to send the children inside?" She was already moving to send the children to their rooms before Alberto could say anything. Hendrik took advantage of that moment. He grabbed Adriana by the arm and pulled her toward him. Suddenly, he had a small weapon in his hand that he held against her head.

  Everything happened so quickly that everyone at the table looked up in surprise when Hendrik's weapon fell to the ground and he himself tumbled backward with a scream and a bleeding arm. Shouting loudly and cursing, he had to admit that he was handcuffed to his chair by one of the Guardia Civil officers.

  Commissioner Barrero then read the charges against Hubertus van der Blink alias Hendrik de Ruiter. Everyone at the table listened in astonishment to the list of all the possible crimes this man had committed. Because of fraud, he was now wanted in three countries.

  Afterwards, Van der Blink and Marco were taken to the police van by two officers, and the entire arrest team left again. Only the commissioner and Alberto remained behind. Adriana burst into tears and was comforted by her daughters.

  Tine Kremer stepped toward the commissioner and softly asked him if it was possible that her former boss Frank van der Blink was related to the detainee. Barrero turned to her. "That could very well be, Tine," he said hesitantly. "I will check. But first, I have to talk to the Alvaro family."

  Chapter 61

  Adriana was still angry when she walked to the bar and returned with an earthenware jug and small shot glasses. She filled her glass and drank it all at once.

  "Okay... and what else has this Hendrik done besides fraud?" Her voice sounded combative, and she looked at the policeman defiantly.

  "Mother!" Laura exclaimed indignantly. "He just tried to whip you and maybe even kill you."

  Commissioner Barrero saw that Adriana was having a very hard time. He explained that he understood Adriana's infatuation with Hendrik, whom she had only recently known as a husband and friend of the whole family.

  In a calm tone, he said he was very grateful that Alberto had had the courage to come to him with his full report despite all the false accusations Hendrik had spread to destroy and kill him. Hendrik had various plans to exterminate the entire Alvaro family through diseases and attacks.

  The kidnapping of Helen and the children by Mazarron would be the beginning. They would die in exchange for the island, the laboratory in the mountain, and the complete archive of Vincente Alvaro. And as a cover, a large number of tourists would also be infected.

  "But something is not right!" Adriana shouted. "You accuse Marco... but Marco has long been in our service." Barrero nodded. "Yes... that's true, but Hendrik had offered him quite a lot of money. Very tempting when a business of your own is in sight for a talented gardener and a life of luxury.

  The Korean deaths are both their responsibility. But Marco is responsible for the attack on the brotherhood at the gates of 'Atanexo Europe' and for all the deaths of the far-right group 'Moraira' in their clubhouse. The death of Professor Burgos's young assistant, Cornelia Mendoza, is also on his account. All carefully planned by his boss... Hendrik de Ruiter."

  The commissioner fell silent. Upon hearing the accusations made against Hendrik, Adriana lost her composure, and Barrero asked Laura if she would escort her mother inside.

  At the other end of the terrace table sat Alberto Moro Moro, crying. He was comforted by Fenna and Alexander. All the tension, uncertainty, and fear of recent times had taken a heavy toll on Alberto. He had asked Commissioner Barrero for this charade, but now his strength and energy were gone.

  Commissioner Barrero understood very well that the family and guests had many questions for him to which he could only give limited answers. He asked them to be patient a little longer because much was also connected to crimes committed in the Netherlands and Belgium. But he knew it would be a tough job.

  Chapter 62

  It took fourteen months before the trial against the five main suspects and their accomplices was opened in the court in Alicante. The newspapers could not get enough of all the scandals that came to light.

  Under the influence of Hubertus van der Blink and his millions, Marco the gardener and Ricardo Cortez committed mass murders and caused death and misery among innocent tourists by the renowned professors Mazarron and Burgos. Moreover, large-scale fraud and deception followed, bringing their employer 'Atanexo Europe' almost to the brink of bankruptcy.

  A similar spectacle was also underway in the Netherlands and Belgium, and these two countries worked closely with police and justice in Spain. Due to this close cooperation, an overview was quickly possible of the murders, fraud, extortions, and money laundering committed throughout Europe, allowing prosecutors to complete their work.

  The marriage of Adriana Alvaro to the man who had married her under the name Hendrik de Ruiter was dissolved by the judge after eight months due to Hendrik's false identity.

  At the insistence of her daughters, Adriana temporarily moved in with her son Lucas and his boyfriend in Madrid. The two knew how to distract her wonderfully from her grief and spoiled her... They took her to concerts and theater performances in Madrid and Toledo produced by their company. Slowly, she regained her balance and self-confidence.

  Only good news came from the home front. Laura and Jorge had moved back in together with the children on the Alvaro estate. Jorge was writing a book about all the recent events, and Laura was helping Sven, Roberto, Fenna, and Alexander build their new company.

  Both men, Sven and Roberto, had declined an offer from the board to take high positions at '
 Atanexo
 Europe'.

  They were busy trying to find something suitable for modern use among the many recipes in Vincente Alvaro's archive, just like the product from Fenna and Alexander.

  Fenna apparently had a knack for recipes that could be commercially successful. She had tried various things, and even the pragmatic Alexander had to admit that they might be on the right track to producing a groundbreaking new medicine.

  As much as Fenna enjoyed her stay in Spain... she missed her family terribly and often flew to the Netherlands for a few days with Alexander.

  Sometimes Tine went with them and stayed at Alexander's grandfather's house in her familiar city of Groningen.

  Tine loved the uncomplicated life in Spain and now understood her parents' choice much better. Moreover, Sven and she made no secret of being in love and planning to stay together.

  Tine took an extensive and intensive Spanish course and only then accepted the offer from Alberto Moro Moro and Oscar Martinez to work in their new company. Alberto and Oscar had grown into a very successful team that understood each other without many words. Each in his own field... investigation and security.

  Tine was exactly the addition they needed and did her job wonderfully. Oscar also kept regular contact with his former director Bernardo de Parma.

  After his kidnapping, Bernardo left '
 Atanexo
 Europe' and married his secretary Angelina Gualda. They bought a comfortable large villa

  near the golf course in Ciudad Quesada, beautifully situated in the Hills of

  Rojales. Both played excellent golf and often traveled around Europe successfully participating in tournaments.

  Once in all those months, there was a big party again on the Alvaro estate, which was the christening of Helen and Jean Paul's son. He was baptized Jean Lucas and was a healthy baby weighing eight and a half pounds.

  Jean Paul's family from France had also come. The French grandparents of little Jean Lucas only regretted that they could not see him more often.

  And so it happened that Jean Paul took flying lessons and bought a small sports plane to regularly visit his parents on the French Riviera with little Jean Lucas and Helen.

  Little Jean Lucas was also the reason Adriana came back to her house more often. She tried to carry on, but everyone knew she was deeply affected. Meanwhile, Helen and Laura had taken good care of everything on the estate.

  The new gardener who maintained the estate with his wife was wonderful but did not have Marco's flair. Laura and Helen still struggled with the idea that Marco was a cold-blooded killer.

  They had the new gardener refurbish the small island and had made plans with their friends about how the island should ultimately look. It was still a mystery who had built the chalet and laid out the herb garden.

  Roberto came up with the idea to build a kind of bridge on the side where Vincente had built his tunnel. It was the shortest stretch between the shore and the island. Adriana was allowed to ceremoniously open the new access.

  The old hunting cabin had been completely renovated and looked cozy. The entrance to Vincente's study had been restored, and everything in the room was neatly tidied up. The biggest job was the installation of electricity on the small island, and even Helen, who still had great difficulty going to the island, was surprised by all the changes.

  The group had worked hard all those months. It was their way of forgetting all the misery. Everyone feared the day they would be summoned by the court to testify. They often talked about it.

  "None of us will go alone... other friends will always come along," Sven said emphatically to Adriana. "We are Vincente's clan, of which he would have been proud, because we are going to make his family recipes known all over the world."

  Adriana shed a tear of emotion and then went to fetch her famous little jug with glasses. While Fenna shivered after drinking the herbal liqueur and gasped for air, she groaned to Adriana, "I wonder if this is also a family recipe, because my grandfather makes a drink just like this."

  "One day we will ask him, Fenna," Adriana said with a smile. This sentence from her sounded like a promise...

