
  1 Wednesday/Thursday night

  It was around one o’clock in the night when Carla’s phone rang. She had just fallen asleep half an hour earlier and woke up groggy. The person calling her better have a good reason, she thought, and answered.

  On the other end, a man’s voice spoke in English with a Spanish accent: 'Sorry Carla, for calling you so late... you’re speaking with Commissioner Cortez from Torrevieja.'

  Carla was suddenly wide awake and instinctively knew that Cortez must have a good reason to call her at this hour. She had dealt with Cortez professionally before by passing on data and tips to his office about criminals who had shifted their operations to his district in Spain.

  In the Netherlands, she worked with a team of detectives focused on investigating fraud and money laundering practices. Suddenly, she realized that Cortez was calling her on her private number.

  'Cortez,' she said slowly, 'you must have a good reason to call me... but how did you get this number?'

  There was a silence... then he said: 'Found it in your aunt’s phonebook.'

  His voice sounded hoarse as he told her that her aunt and her neighbor had been found dead the previous evening on the terrace of her aunt’s house.

  Before she could ask questions, he added that there was no doubt it was a crime.

  He offered his condolences to Carla and said he was sorry to have to tell her this over the phone.

  Carla did her best to control her emotions. Naturally, all sorts of questions came to mind, but she was already satisfied that Cortez had called her himself and that she had not received an impersonal message via the Dutch Embassy.

  She thanked him and said she would take the next plane to Alicante.
 “Just send a message when you’re coming, Carla. I’ll pick you up from the airport then and we can talk…
 okay
?”

  Then he hung up.

  Carla sat still for a moment with her phone in

her hand and looked at the photo of her happily smiling aunt. They both had the same first name and even their middle name was the same:
Carolina Victoria.

  Carla felt the shorter version suited her better.

  The Wassendonks were an old Dutch family, and according to tradition, names that had circulated in the family for centuries were always given to newborn relatives.

  Carla wiped her tears and then went online to look for the next flight to Alicante. She kept thinking of her aunt. They had always had a close bond. In a way, she had also been, for her childless aunt, like a child.

  Carol, as her aunt was called by her English neighbor Steven Johnson, was a very active, sociable woman of seventy-five who was much loved by everyone in her circle of friends and in the neighborhood where she lived.

  Carla found it hard to concentrate. It

was

early

July

and

the

school holidays had just started. But she was lucky. There was still a seat available on the early seven o’clock flight.

  She turned on the Nespresso machine and chose the strongest blend she had at home.

  Within five minutes she had made three phone calls and left messages on three answering machines.

  At the fourth number, Gerard Wolvinga, her colleague who was on the night shift, answered. She gave a brief explanation of why she had to leave in a hurry.
 “Goodness 
 Carla
,” 
 he said, 
 “that
 is quite a story. And be especially careful. There are just as many crazies roaming around in Spain as here in Rotterdam. And… if necessary, I’ll come immediately…
 you hear
 me!
 ”

  Gerard and she worked together and were part of a 
 detective
 team that operated very successfully 
 in the region and throughout the entire port area.

  After she had left her boyfriend Frederik Blomberg, Carla had joined the team. Frederik had been a domineering man and after living together for a year
 
 she felt it was time to say a friendly goodbye.

  He still couldn’t understand that she had just put him aside like that.

  Occasionally he would call her again and invite her 
 
 to dinner. Then she would listen patiently to his success stories. Frederik was a manager at a national
 
 real estate agency
 , 
 which mainly sold large projects of shops and commercial properties.

  The road to the airport was quiet at this hour. She was well on time and, as she had feared, the plane was full and mostly made up of families with children, going on holiday to Spain.

  Even before the plane took off, Carla had fallen asleep and only woke up when the aircraft had begun its landing.

  2 Wednesday/Thursday night

  Everyone called him Charly. 
 Most 
 did not know his 
 real name or which country he came from. He was often found in the pubs by the harbor, which were meeting places for old men who told stories and played a card game incomprehensible to strangers.

  Charly had the gift of being as inconspicuous as possible and a good listener. He knew about many things happening in the city.

  Sometimes he had to be extra careful with 
 information he received. 
 His life could depend on it if he made a mistake.

  Doubts always caused uncertainty, as in this case. At four o’clock in the morning, he had received a phone call from the old 
 Marco 
 Delgado, who liked to sleep outside on the deck of his fishing boat in the height of summer.

  The reliability of 
 Marco’s 
 stories was sometimes questionable. The old man often fantasized about various things to seem interesting.

  Charly decided to visit him 
 despite the late hour, 
 on his boat. 
 He had 
 the feeling
 
 that
 Marco
 was telling the truth this time. The old man was happy to see him and was trembling all over 
 his legs. 
 However, 
 that
 
 could also be from the number of drinks
 , 
 he had already had to calm his nerves.

  He told Charly that he had woken up around half past three because of noises on the boat next to his. Two men were dragging a third man below deck. This man was handcuffed and resisted fiercely.

  Shortly after, 
 Marco
 could hear his screams of pain and fear. Then it became quiet and after fifteen minutes the men left again.

  Marco
 dared
 not move for a long time and finally called Charly’s number, hoping he was still hanging around one of the harbor pubs.

  Charly tried to calm him down.
Marco
was very restless and still kept a close watch on the pier.

  “I
'll go and see what happened. Maybe help is needed. Give me a signal if anyone comes, 
Marco,”
said Charly, asking for a flashlight.

  Marco
nodded somewhat absentmindedly, wiped his tired eyes with his hand, and grabbed a flashlight from the wheelhouse.

  On board the other boat, everything was dark on deck and no lights were burning below either. Carefully, Charly crept down the stairs and shone his flashlight
into the
salon.

  On the floor between the couch and the table lay, buried under cushions and blankets, a body. Everything had been ransacked or torn apart.

  It was a horrific sight in the ghostly light of the flashlight. Everything was covered in the blood of the man
,
who stared upwards with open eyes and a slit throat. For a moment, Charly thought he recognized the dead man.

  He scrambled back and told
Marco
about the dead man and the huge mess in
the
salon.
“We
must contact Cortez immediately
,”
he said to
Marco
who looked at him somewhat confused.

  At Cortez's desk, Max Ballisto, who was on night duty, reported in. Charly briefly and concisely told his story. Max understood immediately and came with two colleagues in a car without sirens or flashing lights. They were followed by a van from the technical investigation unit and a hearse.

  Half an hour later, the hearse left again and Max Ballisto sat down with Charly and
Marco
to hear their story once more. He said that a German passport had been found on the victim in the name Otto von Schwarzkopf and that he was also the owner of the boat.

  Upon hearing the name, Charly jumped up and covered his mouth with his hands.
“Goodness,”
he said in a voice hoarse with emotion. He shook his head in astonishment.
“I
didn't even recognize him.
”

  There was a moment of silence. Then Charly hastily grabbed his phone.
“
Sorry…

I have to call Elise and get her to safety. She is my colleague and works with Otto at my request.

We were working on an investigation into a major fraud case.
”

  He dialed the number and a sleepy female voice answered on the other end.

  Charly gave her no time to ask many questions. Briefly and concisely, he explained that she was in danger and that he
would
pick her up immediately. Elise
was apparently prepared for such situations and hung up after Charly's brief instructions.

  Max Ballisto looked at Charly questioningly…
“What
kind of language was
that?
” he asked, surprised.
He knew Charly as a lanky young man around thirty, who spoke excellent Spanish and seemed to have his fingers in many pies. Moreover, he appeared to have good contacts with Cortez.

  Charly grinned from ear to ear and then said lightly,
“Oh
…
that was
Flemish.

Elise van Dongen and I were both born in Belgium.
”

  Then his face darkened again.
“I
fear, Max,
that you will have to call your boss out of bed after all. This is serious.
”

  Before Max Ballisto could ask anything else, Charly pulled his wallet from his trouser pocket and opened it.

The pass and badge identified Charles van Dalen as an official of Europol.

  Charly looked at
Marco,
who sat dazed on the couch in
the
small salon, fighting sleep.

  “Go 
 quietly to bed 
 Marco,” 
 Charly said to him in a light tone. 
 “Nothing more will happen here today. And thanks again for calling me.
 ”

  The old man mumbled something about three corpses in one day being a bit much and then disappeared into his sleeping cabin.

  Outside it was pleasantly cool at this time despite the high humidity, and it was beginning to lighten again. The men from the technical investigation team were outside on deck filling in their reports and discussing some items. Before Max went back to them, he could not 
 
 resist his curiosity and asked Charly: 
 “How long 
 have you been working at that ‘Euro-club’?”

  Charly laughed. 
 Five 
 years 
 
 was his answer. 
 “Before that, I worked in Belgium with the fraud and corporate investigation unit in the port of Antwerp. Elise is my new colleague and this is also her first mission. You understand, Max, that this must not go wrong.
 ”

  Max nodded and gave Charly a pat on the shoulder, then said with a grin, 
 “I 
 am going to wake the boss… 
 
 he’ll 
 like that.
 ”

  3 Wednesday/Thursday night

  It took a while before Manuel Cortez woke up from the irritating sound of his smartphone. He turned on the light and looked at the display. It was Max, 
 who was on duty that night.

  Quiet nights were rare in the summer months when Torrevieja was packed with countless tourists partying until the early hours in the numerous bars and eateries of the coastal town.

  The workload for his men was tough and the overtime was only moderately paid.

  Every coastal town had its problems during the busy summer months. Then the big cities inland emptied and their residents came en masse to the coast on holiday, together with the foreign tourists.

  Cortez reported with a loud groan. Max was used to this ritual and had to smile. 
 “Sorry 
 boss… 
 
 but I had to wake you up from your little friend from Belgium,” 
 he said teasingly and then reported the whole story.

  “Thanks 
 Max… 
 I 
 am coming now.
 ” 
 Cortez 
 was still a bit dazed sitting on the edge of his bed, thinking about what he had just heard. Another murder.

  In moments like these, Cortez regretted that he had not accepted a job as head of security at a large hotel group.

  Then there would be no long nights at the office… 
 
 no endless reports… 
 
 no murder and mayhem… 
 
 but on the other hand, no challenge, 
 no excitement and no action.

  When the offer came, he had talked it over at length with his wife, 
 and she had been wise enough to leave the decision to him.

  Cortez walked to the bathroom to take a cold shower. Cold was too much to say because the water coming from the tap was lukewarm and barely cooled down in the summer months.

  Even the pool still had a temperature of just under twenty-nine degrees 
 at night.

  Outside, a cool sea breeze blew softly through the open windows of his car. At this early hour, quite a few joggers were already out running their rounds along the beach and parks.

  Cortez parked his car in his usual spot 
 in 
 the courtyard of the police building and walked through the back entrance to the elevator.

  The door to his room was open and the smell of fresh coffee greeted him. He was grateful to Max for having thought of this.

  He sank into his comfortable desk chair, closed his eyes, and took the first sip of his hot coffee.

  Max sat opposite him.
“Thank
you, Max. I really needed this. Tell me…

how is our friend Charly?
”

  4 Thursday morning

  Charly was driving an inconspicuous Ford with an old Alicante license plate. The stretch of coastal road he was driving from Torrevieja to Guardamar was still very quiet at this time.

  Elise lived in one of the large apartment buildings on the edge of the village of Guardamar and had a fantastic view over the coast and the
M
editerranean
S
ea.

  Charly didn’t know if her apartment building was already being watched, so he parked his car at the other complex next door.

  He walked along the road taken by the municipal collection services to the side door of Elise’s flat.

  Carefully, he looked around the corner and peered at the row of cars parked near the main entrance.

  Then, for a brief moment, he saw the glow of a cigarette. There were two of them and they were surely still waiting for further
i
nstructions.

  “I
have already seen them from above, mate,”
whispered a voice beside him. Charly did not show that he had been terribly

startled. Elise had quietly slipped out of the
side entrance
and stood next to him.

  Charly greeted her exuberantly. Elise always looked as if she was about to go to some fancy party or dinner. Her long blonde hair was pinned up and she wore a short, flowery summer dress and high-heeled pumps.

  Once, Charly had seen with what precision she could kill a cockroach with such a heel.
“Disgusting
thing,”
she said with disgust as she swept the little creature up
and deposited it in the trash bin.

  When it came to reliability, Elise was as precise as a Swiss watch.

  They walked together to Charly’s car. Carefully, Charly told Elise what had happened to Otto von Schwarzkopf that night and that it seemed safer to him to take her to a safe house.

  Elise began to cry softly. She had enjoyed working with Otto and had come to appreciate him. They shared a passion for classical music and could talk for hours about everything and anything.

  Otto was not deterred by Charly’s warnings in the fraud case he was working on and was determined to find out who was responsible.

  He must have come very close to the epicenter, and that had cost him his life.

  “We
must
contact Charlotte immediately this morning. She knows all the
dossiers
so well. She would immediately
notice
if something was not

right.”

  Elise still sobbed a little when she said this. She carelessly threw the large weekend bag onto the back seat of Charly's car. The bag was always ready, and occasionally some clothes or shoes were swapped out.

  “Are
you
…
all
right?
” Charly asked anxiously. Elise nodded. She turned on the radio to the Spanish classical

music station. Then she sank

into her seat and closed her eyes.

  Charly took the small rural winding road that ran straight past the orange and lemon fields. He had turned off the air conditioning and opened all the windows.

  So early in the morning, the cool wind was delightful, and for a moment he forgot his worries and relaxed at the sight of a beautiful piece of nature.

  5 Thursday morning

  It promised to be another radiant summer day. Although it was not yet seven o'clock, one could already notice that the temperature was rising quite a bit.

  In the afternoon
it would certainly become very hot again. Then the streets were deserted, and a long siesta was certainly no unnecessary luxury.

  Charlotte Schablinski was on her way to her workplace. She loved the cool morning hours and was often already working early in the small real estate office in the coastal town of Guardamar. The quiet and very cozy village had beautiful beaches. It was really busy only in the months
July
and August when the inland cities emptied out and on Wednesdays because then there was
the weekly
market in the village streets.

  Twenty years ago, Charlotte had moved to Spain with her husband because of the climate. Hans, her husband, suffered from rheumatism, and it was a small miracle that he had been cured of his painful ailments in a relatively short time.

  The Schablinskis had each built their own lives. Hans was a bartender and cook in his own little bar on the
boulevard of Guardamar, and Charlotte
worked initially three days a week at the small
real estate office of Otto von Schwarzkopf, a German real estate agent
who was crazy about everything related to Spain.

  Charlotte did not know how many times this man had been married, but he changed girlfriends frequently.

  Twenty years ago had been golden times for this kind of small offices that especially valued customer service and trust.

  Satisfied customers ensured more and more clientele, and even now people still came into the office on the recommendation of their friends or family who were looking for a house.

  Charlotte worked with heart and soul for the company and had meanwhile taken over more matters from Otto, who was increasingly less often at the office.

  Three times a week she had been supported by Eva Hernandez. But Eva had just become a mother of a baby boy and was on parental leave at home for several months.

  Charlotte opened the shutter for the office entrance door. From the mailbox hanging next to the door

stuck a large rather thick envelope that she snatched out in passing.

  There was no address and no sender either. Only in large letters in English and Spanish was written ‘Open immediately…

urgent'.

  Charlotte went inside, switched off the alarm, and placed the envelope on her desk, which was in the front part of
the office.
Then she walked to the back to first turn on the air conditioning.

  She was still busy setting the display of the air conditioning when her telephone on her desk rang. She decided to let it ring and first turn on the air conditioning because it was so stuffy inside.

  If it was Hans, she would call him back immediately.

  She heard the answering machine activate and her voice said, 'Hello…

this is the real estate office

of Otto von Schwarzkopf. You are speaking with Charlotte Schablinski
..
.' and then there was a deafening bang.

  The force of the explosion pushed Charlotte backwards and she watched in astonishment as her desk shattered into pieces flying through the room.

  She heard another sound and suddenly became aware that it was her own scream. Disbelief and fear alternated.

  It took a moment before Charlotte regained control. She noticed she was sitting on the floor and had been wounded by various splinters.

  Trembling, she opened her handbag and took out her smartphone. Hans Schablinski barely understood what his crying wife was telling him and immediately set off to her side.

  His car arrived almost simultaneously with the ambulance and the Guardia Civil patrol cars he had called.

  Charlotte was tended to by the ambulance personnel. She had a few nasty wounds on her right shoulder and arm. Several large splinters were lodged in her shoulder bag that otherwise would have ended up in her right thigh.

  "Dear heavens, Charlotte," said Hans. "You were so lucky not to be at your desk!" He had his arm around her and despite the blanket wrapped around her, he felt her shivering.

  The Guardia Civil had cordoned off the building from the now growing crowd outside to allow the forensic team to work undisturbed.

  Shortly after, Commissioner Cortez arrived with his detectives. Cortez greeted Charlotte and Hans warmly. They knew each other from various clubs in the region and often met at parties and events.

  In a gentle tone, Cortez asked Charlotte to tell what had happened. Slowly, color returned to Charlotte’s face, her story repeatedly interrupted by tears.

  Cortez mainly wanted to know if she had noticed anything unusual on the way to the office or nearby. Had anything strange happened in the days before?

  Charlotte looked at him thoughtfully and then said that indeed something had occurred but she wanted to consult her boss first before saying anything about it.

  Otto von Schwarzkopf, she said, had flown to Barcelona on business yesterday and was due to land at Alicante airport around nine o’clock that evening.

  The front office was a total wreck. The large window was completely shattered. Photos of houses with their descriptions lay scattered on the floor. Due to the Z-shape of the room, it seemed like two rooms. At the back was a small bathroom and an open kitchenette.

  Hans had meanwhile made fresh coffee for everyone. He brought the cups for Charlotte and Cortez to the table at the back. Fortunately, there was not much damage there.

  Absentmindedly, Hans stirred his coffee and then said in a concerned tone: "For heaven’s sake, Charlotte, who has it in for you… why would anyone want to kill you?"

  At that moment, one of the detectives came over to Cortez and handed him a piece of paper. "You have indeed been quite lucky, Charlotte, because according to our explosives expert, the bomb in the envelope was calibrated so that only your voice could trigger the explosion. Perhaps they thought you were personally on the phone..."

  Then Cortez said softly, "Does the name Carolina Wassendonk or Steven Johnson mean anything to you?"

  She looked at him in surprise and nodded her head. "Of course, Cortez, we are friends... they live in our neighborhood... what is wrong with them?"

  Cortez paused for a moment. "We don’t yet know where to look, but these two died last night from poisoning."

  Charlotte sat frozen at the table, staring at him. "Poisoned..." she whispered. "Poisoned... all of them... suicide...?"

  Cortez shook his head. He took a deep breath and then reached across the table to hold her hands.

  "I have more bad news, Charlotte. This concerns your boss. Otto was found dead on his boat last night... murdered."

  Charlotte screamed and then jumped up. She went to Otto’s desk, looked in his diary, and then dialed a number. She flipped a switch so the two men could listen in.

  The call was answered immediately. "Hotel Melia Barcelona... good morning," said a young female voice cheerfully.

  Charlotte gave her name and asked to be connected to the room of Otto von Schwarzkopf. After a moment, the receptionist said that no guest by that name had checked into their hotel.

  Stunned, Charlotte broke the connection and began to weep heart-wrenchingly.

  6 Thursday morning

  The plane landed exactly on time at Alicante-Elche airport. Carla had been here before and knew the way. She walked to the place where she had arranged to meet Commissioner Cortez.

  He greeted her warmly. Along the way, he calmly answered all her questions. That her aunt and Steven Johnson had been poisoned was a great shock to Carla. It took great effort for her to keep her emotions in check. Murder had occurred before in her centuries-old family history. But this touched her personally and caused pain.

  Her aunt and Steven had attended a concert that evening in Torrevieja’s new auditorium and afterwards had sat together on her aunt’s terrace, each with their favorite drink.

  They were found around eleven o’clock by Marco, the next-door neighbor. Marco was on his way to his fishing boat in the harbor of Torrevieja.

  He was going to go fishing with two German tourists the next morning and wanted to sleep on board.

  He was terrified when he saw Steven and Carolina lying on the ground, and he was also the one who immediately called the police and ambulance.

  Cortez was glad to have the opportunity now to calmly explain everything to Carla. After forty-five minutes, he stopped in front of her aunt’s house.

  There were still two vans from the technical investigation unit. Cortez told these people who Carla was.

  The lead detective said in a mix of English and Spanish that it had been established that not only the bottles of liquor were poisoned but also the ham, cheese, and various juices in the refrigerator.

  The tests were also conducted at the neighbor Johnson's with the same result. As a precaution, it was now decided to take all the food from the two houses and have it destroyed.

  Carla’s aunt lived in a terraced bungalow. The large garden was playfully designed with many blooming plants and trees.

  The house itself was not very large. It had a small living room with an open kitchen, two bedrooms, and a bathroom.

  Everything in the house had been modernized. A beautiful conservatory had been added that formed one whole with the living room and provided light and space.

  Her aunt had had the double garage converted into a guest room, and when Carla came to visit, she had her own apartment with her own entrance, and in the wardrobe hung the clothes she had left behind.

  From the sunroof, there was a magnificent view of the salt lake that changed colors with the weather. Apparently, this had something to do with microbes in the water. The dark purple-pink color was especially beautiful to see. Carla had never bothered to find out how this was possible.

  By bike, it was only a few minutes from the sea and the beach. She could understand why her aunt had chosen this spot as her domicile and wished to grow old here.

  When Fred, her husband, had died of a heart attack on the tennis court, she had still doubted whether she would return to the Netherlands.

  But Steven Johnson, her next-door neighbor, helped her through the difficult period. Steven had become a widower two years earlier, and it was Carolina and Fred who had supported Steven then.

  The detectives were busy looking for traces of the burglary and had established that in both cases the burglars had entered through the old wooden front doors.

  Large iron bars had been installed in front of the doors, but even this outdated system did not pose an obstacle to a break-in.

  The detective explained that they had now finished their investigation.

  “Anyone
 for coffee?
 ”
 asked Carla optimistically.
 ”Oh…
 that’s of course not possible!
 ”
 
 “Yes, it is,”
 said one of the team members.
 “I
 have examined and tested the water filtration system in the kitchen. You may use it without worry.
 ”

  A little later, everyone was sitting in the
 s
 hadow on the terrace, chatting over a freshly brewed cup of coffee.
 “What
 happens now?
 ”
 asked Carla anxiously.

  “We
 recommend
 that you replace the locks on the old door and also reactivate the alarm system,”
 said one of the policemen.

  Before the team left, one of the detectives placed a card on the table.
 “This
 is a reliable address where they
 can help you further. Strength to you, and our condolences.
 ”
 And he nodded and gave her a friendly pat on the shoulder.

  The two vans departed and Cortez and Carla were alone again.

  “I see you’re about to drop from sleep, Carla. So I’ll keep the rest of my story brief.”

  Carla nodded.

  As concisely as possible, Cortez told her about the problems that had arisen in this neighborhood. He gave her a detailed report that Steven had written together with Carolina.

  “For the people here it is very hard to understand… just read it, Carla.”

  Carla heard concern in his voice. “You know, Carla… I am terribly worried. The death of your aunt and Steven is a mystery to me. He was the president of the residents’ association and your aunt was his assistant. And most people in the neighborhood had great trust in these two.” He sighed deeply and then stood up to leave.

  He hesitated for a moment and then said very slowly: “Carla… you are in the profession yourself and if you come across something that seems suspicious…”

  7 Thursday early morning

  The buzzer of his phone rang and he answered. As he listened, his face darkened. “I’m coming right away,” he said, waved briefly to Carla, and hurried to his car.

  Cortez had always been informed about the most important matters that Charly had brought to his district recently. Naturally, he was very worried about the sudden negative developments… three deaths were no small matter, and then there was the body in the burnt-out car found that morning.

  Now it was his task to find out whether all these cases were connected and who was behind them.

  Charly had often told him about the help from Otto von Schwarzkopf. Thanks to him, he had been put on the right track of fraud cases in Europe.

  Otto was a kind of 'Spanishified' German who pursued real estate as a sort of hobby. He had a sixth sense for things that didn’t add up in his field or that smelled fishy… and he was always right.

  Otto visited all the major trade fairs in Europe and had a phenomenal memory for people.

  Because of Otto, Charly, together with three colleagues from Europol, had successfully prevented a scam in real estate in Bulgaria, Poland, and Croatia.

  It concerned three new holiday parks in natural areas. The projects were offered at fairs and attracted buyers and investors from all over Europe.

  Otto discovered that everything related to constructions, building plans, and bank connections in this project was perfectly forged. To unravel this required good detective work, and Otto had that.

  Then he had come across two large-scale fraud cases in his own region that could not see the light of day and then involved Charly.

  Charly had asked Otto if he could place a colleague as a contact person nearby. Otto had agreed and was very pleased when he met Elise.

  He was worried about Elise's safety. The big question, of course, was whether they wanted to keep an eye on her simply because she was Otto's girlfriend or because they had discovered her identity as a policewoman.

  Max Ballisto came in.
“Prepare
 yourself for a surprise, chief!
” he said with a stern face.

  “The
 dead woman from this morning is not the twenty-year-old Natalia Petrova from the 'Andrejevna' office as was thought due to the license plate of the burnt-out car. She is an unknown woman around fifty years old. Presumably from Northern Europe. Unfortunately, almost no witnesses… well…
 a
 
 camper
 that was hidden at the back of that empty lot. The residents were asleep…
 they say.
 We are working on it.”

  But the body is so badly mutilated that identification will be very difficult. There is a silver lining because, according to our coroner, the victim recently had three new implants placed. By the way…
 our
 experts say the burnt-out car was an old Ford convertible.

  “
 Maybe the fake license plates were used to scare the Andrejevna sisters?
”
 Max paused briefly and looked at his notes.

  He looked at his chief and then said flatly: “There
 is something else… 
 Marco
 has suddenly disappeared. His German clients complained to the harbour master when he didn’t show up. 
 Someone
 saw him this morning at the harbour.
”

  8 Thursday morning

  Cortez wanted his men to be well informed about what was happening in the otherwise so quiet 'Playa Azul' neighbourhood, where colleagues were increasingly called to quell out-of-control disputes.

  Cortez had to prevent escalations between residents and local businesses, so he asked his team to read the situation report that Steven Johnson had written for him two days before his death.

  Max Ballisto sat down with his colleague Arthur Perez in one of the empty interrogation rooms to read. A place where one was rarely disturbed.

  Steven Johnson had attached, besides the personal letter to Cortez, copies
 
 of the latest meetings of the neighbourhood council and the reactions of residents. With a deep sigh, Max began to read.

  “‘Cortez’… 
 this
 is the brief report you asked for.

  For me, the changes in the ‘Playa Azul’ neighbourhood were barely noticeable at first and they began with a new owner of the gym. He is of
 
 Russian descent and called Yerik Igorevits. The gym was thoroughly renovated. Very open and modern.

  Apparently, he also bought the adjacent property that had been empty for almost two years. A small bodega with a nice restaurant was housed there
 …
 I could only applaud the tackling of the vacancy in our shopping centre.

  My first concerns arose when visitors and members of the sports club received high discounts on drinks and food if they were guests at the restaurant and bar. As a result, the nearby hospitality businesses lost much of their clientele and eventually closed.

  The consequence was that gradually more and more eateries and bars became vacant and were then bought up by Russians.

  We, as the neighbourhood committee, were hardly informed and had no influence on the course of events. All objections we had were undermined by the success.

  Rumour had it that a large Russian company financed the whole thing and used it as a front for other businesses.

  Mainly, the new shops in ‘Playa Azul’ consist of clothing, shoe, and sports stores with an enticing range of branded goods…
 
 sometimes at giveaway prices. This especially appeals to young people and these shops enjoy a large influx.

  Finally, the 'advice and information center Andrejevna' of the sisters Valentina and Jelena Andrejevna was added.

  Two extremely charming ladies of whom no one knew what advice or information they could provide.

  But it didn't take long before the entire neighborhood was in an uproar.

  The villas around the shopping center had been built about forty years ago by a Spanish contractor with a partner from Belgium.

  These men had then bought a large piece of land from a farmer outside the city of Torrevieja, close to the sea and beach.

  At the time, the city did not object to agricultural land being developed with spacious villas on large plots that were sold 'turnkey'.

  The buyers came from all over Europe but were mainly Germans, Belgians, and Dutch.

  For that time, it was a super offer for many.

  The builders of the villas have since passed away, but one of the heirs involved in the business affairs of the construction company discovered that more than three-quarters of the approximately 150 buyers had bought and paid for the house but not the land.

  Whose administrative error it was and whether intent and cunning played a role is now difficult to determine.

  I myself think it was a fixed game.

  It is certain that many of the buyers then purchased their property with 'black' money.

  Only if someone needed a mortgage from a bank would the bank have pointed out that the land was not listed on the title deed.

  The heirs of the construction company wanted to collect the outstanding money but were not interested in tug-of-war or years of legal proceedings.

  And so they ended up with the company of the Andrejevna sisters, which bought their entire claim.

  The then land price during the construction period was only around a thousand euros per plot.

  Now the owners of the villas are confronted with amounts adjusted to this time, rising to fifty thousand euros or more.

  The residents of the villas who still live in their homes suddenly do not understand the world anymore. I had desperate people at my door.

  In a letter addressed to all residents, the Andrejevna sisters announced that they considered not only all unpaid plots as their property but also the buildings on the estate.

  Apparently, an ultimatum has now also been set to enforce payment as quickly as possible. The angry reactions were severe. Accusations and threats were directed at Carol and me, and therefore we decided to resign from our positions immediately, taking the entire board with us.

  A small number of homeowners accepted their loss and paid after their lawyers had warned them that a lawsuit would certainly exceed the amount of twenty thousand euros.

  Some lawyers also made it clear to their clients that it was mainly about the land on which speculation was taking place. Most villas were outdated, but the land near the sea in a city like
 
 Torrevieja is worth many times what one had to pay the company ‘Andrejevna’.

  Not all lawyers are so honest with their clients and in fact encouraged them to engage in a bitter legal battle. Meanwhile, the Andrejevna sisters have become the most hated people in the neighborhood.

  Twice arson was committed at their office, and several times windows were smashed and the front door vandalized. The installation of a security system with cameras put an end to this.

  The sisters themselves increasingly feel unsafe when visiting clients and hire the protection of two bodyguards who train at the gym.

  I can only hope that a peaceful solution for all parties will be found and wish 
 you 
 strength, Cortez.
 ”

  Max Ballisto put down the report and thought deeply. A kind of war in a residential area…
 
 that was new to him. He had seen his colleague Arthuro Perez shake his head several times while reading.

  They walked, discussing, down the corridor to Cortez’s office, who had already sent two text messages and urgently requested their presence.

  9 Thursday morning

  The villa, which served as a hideout
 , 
 was located in the suburb Doña Pepa, which belonged to the village of Rojales. The neighborhood was generously laid out with large imposing villas and wide avenues. Several construction companies had their sales offices here.

  Around the impressive complex of the chic hotel ‘La Laguna’ were various small shops and restaurants.

  Most of the houses here had been bought by their owners as investment properties and were sometimes unoccupied all year round. The companies responsible for garden and pool maintenance did good business.

  In the summer months, one could often tell from a car’s license plate that the owner was part of the Corps Diplomatique of some European country.

  Charly stopped three streets past the hotel in front of a large villa. The gate silently swung open after pressing the remote control. Charly drove to the house and parked the car in front of the double garage under the covered carport.

  “Wow,”
 said Elise, who was apparently impressed by the property. 
 “Nice
 hideout…
 I’d be happy to stay here for a while.
 ” 
 And she laughed at herself. Charly dialed a number on his phone and then said in English when it was answered, 
 “We
 are here!
 ”

  The villa was built in old Spanish style and had a beautifully landscaped garden. A wide marble staircase with six steps led to the front door. On both the left and right sides of the house was a wide covered walkway ending in a small open pavilion.

  From the various sets of comfortable lounge sofas and chairs, one could tell that here one could sit in the shade at any hour of the day.

  Again Charly pressed the remote control and the front door opened just as silently as the gate.

  “Do
you know the owner?
”
asked Elise. Charly did not answer immediately.
“It’s
a long story, Elise!
”
he said with a sigh.
“Another
time…
ok
?”

  Elise nodded. Charly said he still had to introduce her to someone who, like her, had a hiding place here.

  He walked from the spacious hall into a small corridor and called out loudly that it was him. The kitchen door swung open and an older woman stood in the doorway.

  “Hello
Martha
”,
said Charly to her.
“Did
you manage to get some sleep last night? Elise…

this is Martha Weaver.
”

  Before she could answer, he explained to her why Elise was here. Elise greeted her and saw from Martha Weaver’s tired face that she had spent a sleepless night.

  Martha had a jug of fresh coffee on the kitchen table and poured for everyone.

  “What
happens now
?”
she asked Charly and sat down a little dejectedly at the spotless, gleaming marble kitchen table.
“I
have never been on the run before and I have never been so scared.
”
She looked at him expectantly.

  “I
understand that very well, Martha
”,
said Charly.
“However
at the moment we have to wait and not take any risks. I know it’s not easy for you.
”

  Elise interrupted him and asked which bathroom she could use. Martha offered to go with her and show her the upper floor.

  Charly’s

smart
pho
ne gave a soft signal for an incoming call. He gave his name. Max Ballisto was on the line and Charly listened attentively to his story.
“Excellent”,
he said cheerfully.
“I
will be there soon, Max.
”

  Martha Weaver looked at him questioningly when he switched off his device.
“I
don’t know if it’s good news, Martha… but Max Ballisto said that the couple in the caravan filmed everything with their
smartphone
. They were making love in the back of the caravan and were hiding when two cars entered the deserted site. They think that
that person
was already dead when the car was set on fire. They are now looking for the two men who appear in the video.
”

  Charly looked at Martha worriedly, put his arm around her and then said softly:
“I
think you are really safe here. But at the slightest suspicion or incident, I urgently ask you to call me or Cortez’s number!
”

  Martha nodded absentmindedly.

  Charly said he would be absent for an hour or two. He walked to the large hall and called upstairs that he was leaving. Elise came around the corner and waved to him. He had less reason to worry about her.

  It was a habit of his that before leaving by car he always walked to the back and climbed the stairs to the solarium. From there he had an overview of the whole street and the parked cars.

  Only
a
‘Berlingo’ van stood at the neighbors diagonally opposite and the street was otherwise empty. On the door of the van was the logo and address of a gardening company in the village.

  Strange, he thought. Usually these vans have a small trailer with them to transport garden waste to the dump.

  Charly looked into the large garden of the neighbors but could not spot any working gardeners.

  He went downstairs and called the gardening company to ask if their gardeners could also do a small job for him now that they were in the neighborhood. He claimed that after all, he was a regular customer of theirs.

  The lady on the phone denied that any of their staff were working on his street and also that they had a van of that particular brand. The license plate was unknown to her and she responded slightly annoyed.

  Charly thanked her and said that he must have been mistaken then.

  This troubled him because he did not know what was going on now.
Were they ordinary burglars? Or had his hideout been discovered and did they know
that this villa was owned
by Otto von Schwarzkopf?

  Cortez and Ballisto were called and Charly began to feel quite nervous. He knew he had to inform the women about this new situation now.

  He looked at the wall next to the garage. Almost invisible behind the fruit trees, a small gate could be seen. On the other side, this gate led into the outdoor kitchen
of
the neighbors. Only a handful of people would be aware of the existence of this passage but in case of emergency, this could be their last escape route.

  10 Thursday afternoon

  Carla Wassendonk woke up startled and had to think for a moment where she was. She looked around and then she remembered. She had slept like a log and felt rested and significantly better after this long 'siesta'.

  She sighed and tried to think about her problem. Who on earth would kill two elderly people in such a sneaky way?

  There was still so much she did not know. Maybe it had nothing to do with their board positions in the neighborhood committee.

  It took her great effort to sit at her aunt's desk and review her papers.

  She found almost immediately what she was looking for. Neatly in a folder labeled 'After my death' she found the policy of the company that was to arrange her aunt's funeral.

  There was a business card from one of the company's employees. 'Available day and night, Paul Hunter' was written on the card. She called him and arranged an appointment in the late afternoon at his office.

  She thought about needing transportation. Under the carport stood her aunt's small Picasso and, as always, the key was still in the lock.

  First, some groceries had to be picked up at the Mercadona Supermarket in the shopping center of this neighborhood. She had been surprised by the clearly visible changes that had taken place there.

  She had also briefly entered the gym to drink a bottle of water and had chatted with Yerik Igorevits, the owner. Everything looked neat and especially very professional.
Only
the vandalized windows of the Andrejevna sisters' office did not seem to fit into the tidy whole of the square.

  According to her aunt's report, things had been quite intense there and threats had also been made towards the board. She had read that the entire six-person board had resigned unanimously.

  Only Steven would still handle ongoing matters until the next meeting, which was scheduled soon.

  Carla tried to imagine that situation. How desperate some owners must be under the threat of losing their home and hearth.

  At home, she sat on the terrace in the shade with a glass of 'Rosado', the same one her aunt always drank. She suddenly realized that this house was now hers because she was the sole heir.

  A car stopped in front of the house and a lady in a beautiful summer dress and a hat with a colorful ribbon got out. She looked in her direction and then walked to the entrance gate and pressed the bell.

  When she saw Carla approaching, she called out from a distance, 'Hello Carla.' Carla knew she had seen this woman before but did not know who she was.

  "Sorry for the disturbance," said the lady in a refined-sounding English. "Cortez sent me to you. I am Charlotte Schablinski and I also live on this street. Cortez asked me if I could find out, based on Steven's insurance papers, which of his family still needed to be informed of his death."

  Carla had to swallow hard. Not for a moment had she thought that Steven still had family who needed to be notified.

  She let Charlotte in and asked if she would like to have a drink with her. Charlotte gladly accepted Carla's offer.

  She told how difficult it was to go on now without her friend Otto von Schwarzkopf and how profoundly her life had changed.

  "Steven and your aunt were very close, Carla... and I was glad that there was someone in Steven's life who could calmly be considered his 'partner.'"

  Charlotte explained that many homeowners in this neighborhood also had their insurance portfolios managed by their office. Including her aunt and Steven. Charlotte paused for a moment and took a sip.

  She placed a business card from the real estate agency on the garden table. 'In case you have any questions.'

  Then Charlotte sighed deeply and said, "And one more thing you need to know, Carla."

  She took another business card from her bag and placed it in front of Carla.

  "This is the address of the woman who made Steven's life miserable. I discussed this with Cortez and he also thinks you should know this." The card bore an impressive family crest and a title. In elegant letters it read 'Lady Celia Markstone-Johnson.'

  "Phew," said Carla with a broad smile. And then she simply told about the history of her centuries-old family and how burdensome such things could sometimes be.

  Charlotte understood the hint and said with a smile that this title was not inherited. "But," she added, "it is sometimes very useful and opens many doors."

  Her face suddenly clouded over and took on a sorrowful expression. "The loss of Steven is a great blow to me, Carla. He was the mediator in this neighborhood who could keep the peace. He could even keep Celia in check with her perverse, sick jealousy. Somewhere his murderer is still out there, and maybe mine too, and that frightens me greatly."

  Carla understood her feelings well. She stood beside her and comfortingly put her arm around her.

  Charlotte told about the delightful evenings she had spent here together with Steven and her aunt.

  "Strange," she said, looking at Carla in surprise. "I had never been to Steven's house before... only here."

  Carla laughed and said that she too had never been inside his house. "Shall we take a look?" Charlotte nodded in surprise.

  Carla stood up, went inside, and came back with a bunch of keys, encouraging the hesitant Charlotte to follow her.

  They walked through the garden to the back. In the wall that separated the two gardens was a small door of ornate wrought iron. The door was unlocked and creaked slightly when Carla opened it.

  The difference between the two gardens was enormous. While Steven's garden was almost Spartan due to sparse planting, Carla’s aunt’s garden overflowed with lushly growing and blooming plants in pots, palm trees of all kinds and sizes, herbs in stone jars, marble garden statues, waterfalls, and trinkets.

  Carla used her key to open the door of the conservatory of Steven’s bungalow. The warmth from the previous day still lingered in the room, giving a stifling feeling.

  In the conservatory stood only two comfortable modern armchairs with a beautiful round marble table on which lay a stack of books. On the floor was a strikingly large lamp made of copper, forged in an Arabic style.

  Carla walked further into the living room and stopped abruptly. Charlotte nearly bumped into her, then saw it too and let out a cry.

  The entire floor was strewn with books, sheets of paper, and shards of porcelain and glass. Everything had been pulled out of the cupboards.

  Carla looked around and shook her head. "I have to call Cortez." And she pulled Charlotte outside with her.

  Within an hour, the same team that had searched for other clues yesterday was back at work. Later, Max Ballisto came onto the terrace where the two women were waiting.

  Carla paced restlessly back and forth. "I wonder when the break-in happened. It could hardly have been at any other time than when I was grocery shopping. That would again mean I was being watched... Or?" She looked at the policeman questioningly.

  Max nodded. "That is very possible, Carla. Soon we will know more for sure. I will also have a worker come shortly to replace all the locks on both houses and reactivate the alarm."

  He paused briefly and then asked Charlotte what brand of car Steven drove and if she knew the license plate number.

  "Steven preferred to drive old English cars, preferably a convertible. He had just bought this one." She took her phone from her bag and found a recent photo where she, her husband Hans, Carla’s aunt, and Steven stood in front of his new acquisition. Even the numbers on the license plate of the old Ford were still recognizable.

  "Why do you ask?" Charlotte asked, looking at Max suspiciously. "Steven’s car is still here in the garage on the property, isn’t it?!"

  Max reacted surprised. "We found no car and no keys. By the way... all the keys that were ever in the drawer of the little table in the hall have disappeared."

  Carla saw from Max Ballisto that he wanted to say something but didn’t know whether he should tell it.

  “Go ahead, Max,” she said in a light tone. “We can handle it.”

  Max hesitated. “I’m afraid,” he said slowly, “that Steven’s car has been stolen and used to commit another crime.”

  11 Friday morning

  The office building housing the administrative department of the ‘Florida Hills’ Company was located in a quiet side street in the center of Torrevieja.

  It was a well-maintained old mansion with two floors. By the front door was a strikingly shiny plaque bearing the company’s name.

  Every morning when Berry Winters passed this plaque, he would wipe it with his handkerchief to remove splashes and spots.

  Berry Winters was the manager of this department of the company, which had only been located at this new site for a few months. Besides Berry, there were two other employees working here.

  One of them was Martha Weaver, an English lady who had brought him into this company when he suddenly became unemployed at fifty-five due to the banking crisis. They had known each other for a very long time, and he was very grateful to her for this job.

  The other employee was Boris Kaminski, a thirty-six-year-old Pole who spoke English without an accent. He had been educated in England and had most recently worked in Russia. Moreover, he was a genius with computers.

  Martha, like Barry, was an expert in investments, accounting, and transfers.

  When the offer came from Martha to work for the ‘Florida Hills Company,’ he did not yet know that his clients were Bulgarians. His initial objections disappeared when they paid him two months’ salary in advance.

  Moreover, he was allowed to rent a very comfortable three-room apartment at a ‘friends’ price,’ just a stone’s throw from the beach of Torrevieja.

  He had little to lose after his wife had left him just two months earlier, and he left for Spain without informing her further. He was hurt and wanted to succeed here.

  That morning he had left home a little earlier because Martha had called in sick the night before. Her voice had sounded sad. She said there was still quite a lot of work on her desk and asked if he could look at two files on top that had priority. He would automatically know what to do with them, she added.

  From his apartment to his workplace was a short ten-minute walk. Usually, he drank a ‘solo’ coffee at the Spanish coffee shop on the corner of the street and then walked on to the office.

  Winters was just about to open the beautiful wooden front door of the building when he heard a voice behind him say, “Mr. Winters?”

  He turned around and looked into the friendly smiling face of Max Ballisto.

  Winters nodded and looked at the identity badge Max Ballisto showed identifying him as a detective of the local police force.

  Max turned to the man behind him and introduced him as his colleague Arthuro Perez. Automatically, Perez also showed his identification.

  Then Max asked Berry Winters if they could ask him a few questions regarding a recent murder case.

  Berry Winters stiffened completely and echoed questioningly, “Murder?” Then he opened the door of the building, turned off the alarm, and invited the two officers inside.

  The hall was wonderfully cool. A large fan slowly turned its circles softly. The walls and floors in this hall were clad with marble, and antique furniture gave the space a touch of wealth.

  A wide staircase led upward in a kind of S-curve. The banisters were made of beautifully polished cherry wood that contrasted splendidly with the marble.

  Berry Winters opened the door to his office and invited the two policemen inside. In the middle of the room stood a rather ostentatious antique desk with a huge leather armchair behind it.

  In front of the two windows was a leather seating group in Chesterfield style that came across as quite pompous. Behind it on the wall stood colossal bookcases, the contents of which were unclear whether they contained real books.

  Berry invited the two men to take a seat. “Coffee?” he asked, then looked at them questioningly.

  On a serving trolley stood a Nespresso machine, and in a large glass bowl lay various coffee capsules in different colors.

  “No thank you,” said Max Ballisto and immediately got to the reason for their visit.

  He told Winters that yesterday morning the body of a woman had been found in a burnt-out car. At first, it was assumed that it was a young intern from the company ‘Andrejevna’. However, the investigation had shown that the victim must have been much older.

  Moreover, based on the conspicuous upper teeth with various implants, they had traced back to the Swedish dental clinic where the treatment had been carried out.

  The considerable costs of the treatment had been paid by the ‘Florida Hills Company’.

  Max Ballisto handed a copy of the bill to Winters and asked whose signature he recognized.

  ‘That is the signature of my colleague Martha Weaver. You should ask her about this,’ Winters replied curtly.

  “We have tried that, Mr. Winters,” said Max Ballisto softly, “but we have not been able to reach her so far… not this morning and not all day yesterday either. And now we are starting to worry… do you understand?”

  Winters took his phone and dialed a number. He heard Martha’s voice on the answering machine and put the device down again.

  “Last night she called in sick to me,” he said slowly.

  ”Did
 she make any further remarks or say anything unusual? It could be important, Mr Winters.
 ”

  Winter said that she sounded different on the phone but that he interpreted that as part of her illness.

  “O 
 yes… she also said that I should look at two files she had placed on top of her desk. Strange
 …
 she has never asked me for help with her work before!
 ”

  The three of them went 
 upstairs
 where the desks of Martha Weaver and also Boris Kaminski were located.

  Unlike the office downstairs, these two desks were modernly furnished. On Martha’s desk lay
 and 
 two folders with a red cover.

  Berry Winters opened the first folder. It contained correspondence between the ‘Florida Hills Company’ and a lady named Edna Baker-Jones. It boiled down to 
 m
 rs Baker-Jones trying to blackmail the ‘Florida Hills Company’. She claimed to be in possession of documents that would mean the end of the firm. The three Bulgarian directors had asked Martha Weaver to act as a mediator and maintain contact with Mrs Baker-Jones.

  The ‘Florida Hills Co
 mp
 any’ had started selling the new project ‘Eagles Forest’ ten months ago and could not afford any negative publicity.

  Winters explained that his company had developed a modern new residential area on a beautiful mountain ridge in the neighbouring village of Rojales, overlooking 
 towards
 the Mediterranean Sea.

  By now, more than seventy percent of the project had been sold.

  The second folder contained a personal message from Martha to Winters in the form of a USB stick.

  Winters plugged it in and together they watched Martha’s message.

  In it she explained that she had gone into hiding for fear of suffering the same fate as Otto von Schwarzkopf.

  Through her good friend Otto von Schwarzkopf she had gained insight
 
 into documents about soil analyses that the geological institute in Madrid had published years earlier.

  Among other things, these reports mentioned various locations in the province of Alicante which, according to the experts concerned, were unsuitable for any construction due to earthquakes and the increased risk of landslides.

  Otto von Schwarzkopf had put her in 
 contact
 with Edna Baker-Jones. Nine months ago she had bought one of the first houses in ‘Eagles Forest’ as a holiday home and after a short period found that the house showed several serious defects.

  Edna had come up with the idea to do a bit of detective work on the dubious
 
 system of the project developer and the construction company of the ‘Florida Hills Company’.

  She wanted to see to what extent the management of the ‘Florida Hills Company’ would react to a blackmail attempt she launched under the name Miriam Kostanovic.

  In exchange for payment of a dental treatment she was willing to keep silent about the geological reports from Madrid.

  Martha Weaver had so far told her story briefly and concisely. Now she turned her head away for a moment.

  It was clearly visible that she was struggling to continue talking. Then she looked straight into the camera and said, 
 “I
 wish I had never come up with the idea to use Edna as a decoy. And I was even more surprised
 
 when the management ordered me to pay her bill.”

  ”
 What our bosses didn’t know is that Edna is part of the reporters’ team in England for the program ‘Jane Clearence crime-investigation,’ which is very popular throughout Europe.

  This topic would be addressed in the next broadcast. I’m afraid, Berry. All those deaths… I fear that a human life means nothing to our bosses.

  Sorry… Berry
 …
 I brought you here. I hope you now know what you have to do. Take care of yourself and all the best!
 ”

  She had switched off the camera and the screen went black.

  Dazed, Berry Winters sat staring at the monitor, and only when Max Ballisto called his name twice did he respond with a deep sigh.

  12 Friday morning

  The raid that Cortez immediately ordered after the conversation with Charly, carried out by two teams of three detectives, was done as quietly as possible.

  Three men were found in the basement of the uninhabited villa, busy copying and sorting the contents of various folders.

  The three men were completely taken by surprise by the raid of Cortez’s men and protested vehemently.

  All three were armed with a handgun. One of the men explained in a broken mixture of Spanish and English that they were staff from the Bulgarian embassy in Murcia and had been tasked with conducting an internal investigation in the villa of
 
 a high official of the Bulgarian government suspected of fraud and bribery.

  Cortez immediately contacted the Bulgarian embassy in Murcia, and the supervising official confirmed the story of the three men. In any case, it was clear that the embassy did not appreciate the Spanish police being aware of their problems.

  Cortez insisted on having everything confirmed in writing, and shortly afterward the message from the embassy was sent to him.

  The embassy threatened various procedures regarding the seizure of the
 
 ‘Berlingo’ van and the detention of the three employees.

  Cortez explained to them in detail that these embassy staff were being held because they had not only used a false license plate and a stolen logo of the gardening company but also because each carried a weapon but no identity papers.

  Cortez informed them that they could file an objection or protest with the authorities of the province of Alicante in the usual manner.

  He added in sharp terms that driving with a false license plate, stealing and misusing a logo, carrying weapons without a permit or identity card were bad enough, but these three men
 had been found
 at a location where a murder had been committed.

  Of course, he knew that waving a diplomatic passport made prosecution of crimes almost
 
 impossible. It was the ‘
 D
 avid versus Goliath’ feeling he knew so well.

  But this time it could become quite difficult for these Bulgarian men. In case of suspicion of murder, the country of residence could request the lifting of the diplomatic immunity of these individuals.

  If the country of origin cooperated, an investigation or prosecution could still proceed.

  The detectives of Cortez had, during a brief search of the entire house, found the body of Marco, the old fisherman, leaning against a brand-new Mercedes in the large garage. He had died in the same manner as the broker Otto von Schwarzkopf. He had been assaulted and his throat was slit.

  Next to Marco on the floor lay a shopping bag from the Mercadona supermarket with a lady's handbag inside. It was Edna Baker-Stone's bag, containing her passport and various personal papers.

  Of course, the three Bulgarians denied having anything to do with either crime.

  The forensic team had determined that the place where Marco was found was not where he was murdered. Why he was transported to this villa was a great mystery to everyone. The plot of this villa bordered two streets and had two entrances.

  Asking other residents was pointless because none of the houses on the street in question were inhabited.

  It bitterly saddened Cortez that an old man like Marco was killed in such a gruesome way.

  There was a knock on his door, and before he could say anything, Charly was standing in his room and plopped down on the chair in front of the desk.

  “Is
 het waar?
 ”
 he asked softly, leaning forward and looking at Cortez questioningly. Cortez raised his hands in resignation and nodded.

  Charly shook his head
 . “
 What is going on, Cortez, that innocent old men like 
 Marco
 are being killed? Did he see something that made the murderer feel unsafe? He has often passed me information in recent months… I am simply obliged to find his killer!
 ”

  “I
 understand you, Charly, and I think I don’t need to tell you to be careful as long as we don’t know what’s behind all this! And one more thing…
 I
 think I have a new ‘partner’ for you now that Elise can no longer be active.
 ”
 He looked at his watch and then said with a faint smile: 
 “And 
 she also speaks your language, and if she’s on time, she should walk in here within two minutes.
 ”

  Charly looked at him somewhat suspiciously and then said mockingly 
 “N
 one can replace Elise. She is unique.
 ”

  Cortez’s phone gave an internal signal. 
 “Yes,”
 he said and listened. 
 “S
 end her upstairs.
 ” 
 Then he looked at Charly.

  “S
he is here, and I hope you will be kind to her!
 ”
 
 “Okay,”
 said Charly, raising his arms in a protective gesture.

  A moment
 
 later, Carla Wassen
 donk
 entered Commissioner Cortez’s room. She looked at Charly’s face, who stared at her as if he had seen a ghost walk in.

  “C
ommissioner Cortez
 … 
 is something wrong
 ?”
 Carla asked a little uncertainly.

  Cortez raised his hands apologetically and walked over to Carla to welcome her. Then he explained to her why Charly had shown such a strange reaction when she stood in the doorway. It was as if a sporty version of Elise van Dongen had walked into the room.

  13 Friday morning

  The van with the loudspeaker on the roof drove through the ‘Playa Azul’ neighborhood all morning, loudly and clearly announcing that at one o’clock this afternoon a short extraordinary meeting of the homeowners’ association would take place in the gym’s restaurant. Everyone was invited to attend.

  Yerik Igorevits, the owner of the gym, was preparing everything in his restaurant. The unrest and tension in this neighborhood were clearly palpable.

  Everyone was talking about the murder of Steven Johnson and Carolina Wassendonk, wondering whether the attacks were related to the positions they held in the community or if they were to be sought in their private lives.

  Some said it was an act of blind jealousy by Celia Markstone, who still could not come to terms with Steven Johnson having ended their relationship. After all, Celia knew a lot about poison because she had worked as a pharmacist.

  Opinions about all the events varied greatly, and rumors were buzzing. Naturally, there was also much uncertainty among the residents and fear of further escalation.

  It was already unusual that the interim board had scheduled the meeting in the middle of the day. It was very hot, and most older residents preferred not to go outside then, staying inside their air-conditioned homes or sitting in their gardens in the shade.

  This day was also particularly humid outside, and the threatening clouds visible in the distance near the mountain ranges looked like heavy thunderstorms.

  But it was questionable whether the storm would reach the coast. Often, it stayed inland.

  Carla Wassendonk also saw the clouds, and her wish for a powerful downpour grew by the hour.

  She was sitting with Charly and Max Ballisto in Cortez’s office, listening to his explanation. He was in a bad mood because he had had to let the Bulgarians go. He would have liked to hold them longer, but the evidence was lacking. It had become clear that the Bulgarians had nothing to do with Marco’s death. He had already died before the three men from Murcia left for here.

  Carla was especially uncertain about the story Charlotte had told about Celia Markstone. She placed the business card on Cortez’s desk and asked what he knew about this woman.

  “Nothing,” said Cortez. After his phone call, it was established within minutes that the name Celia Markstone had never appeared in a police report and that nothing negative was known about her.

  She was the widow of Sir Charles Markstone, a London importer of extremely expensive foreign cars who also supplied the Royal Family with their costly toys.

  Sir Markstone had been married three more times besides Celia and had generously acknowledged his three other wives and eight adult children in his will. To Celia’s dismay, this considerably reduced her inheritance. After Charles’s death, Celia settled in Spain.

  When Carla asked whether Celia was aware of Steven’s death, Cortez replied that no one from his office had had contact with her.

  “Maybe,” said Cortez, “you should look her up and see what she has to say.” He looked at Carla challengingly.

  Hesitantly, Carla dialed the number on the business card. Celia herself answered and spontaneously, without hesitation in her voice, said that Carla was warmly welcome and could come immediately.

  Surprised, Carla hung up the phone and looked at the two men. Charly offered to drive her, and Cortez also thought she should accept the invitation.

  Celia Markstone lived in the village of Rojales, ten kilometers away.

  The newly built neighborhood 'Eagles Forest' was beautifully situated on a mountain.

  Celia’s villa was sleek and modern, perched high up on the mountainside.

  Everything was on one level, and from the large terrace with a substantial kidney-shaped pool, there was a breathtaking view over the land and the Mediterranean Sea.

  Carla and Charly were admitted at the gate by a young girl with a Spanish appearance who greeted them in perfect English and said that madam was expecting them in her salon.

  They entered a hall that gave access to all the rooms.

  The floor was made of beautifully polished natural stone in anthracite.

  The large hand-knotted rug of Arabic make stood out wonderfully against the dark floor with its fresh, cheerful colors.

  It was pleasantly cool everywhere, although no large air conditioners were visible.

  Celia Markstone was a lady around sixty with a beautiful open face and a figure remarkably good for her age.

  Like Carla, she was dressed sportily, and her agility and supple movements clearly showed that she did a lot of sports.

  Charly and Carla had seen two golf bags standing in the hall, and various tennis rackets were sticking out of the umbrella stand.

  Celia invited her guests to take a seat in her salon and asked what she could do for them.

  Carla thanked her extensively for her hospitality, explained who she was, and asked if she would mind answering some personal questions.

  “Oh, I already know what this is about,” said Celia with a smile.

  Before Carla could say anything further, Celia began talking about her failed relationship with Steven Johnson and how she now felt a little ashamed of having chased after him like a teenage girl.

  She had made things very difficult for him and appeared everywhere he was present.

  She had been blind to all the well-meaning advice from her friends, and it was gradually becoming an obsession.

  “
 ‘Angelique van den Bottenaar’ was written on the envelope
 ”,
 said Carla as she plopped down in the car next to Charly and turned the air conditioning to maximum.

  “Come on…
 a
 nd are you sure
 ?”
 said Charly teasingly. He looked at her and saw a broad smile on her face.

  “She
 comes from Antwerp and is the wife of a very wealthy diamond trader and supplier to various royal houses in Europe. What do you think if we pay the lady in question a short visit
 ”,
 he said.

  “Wow… you 
 can read minds
 ”,
 Carla teased him back. 
 “But
 you could also just call!
 ”

  Within three minutes they knew from Commissioner Cortez what the ‘van den Bottenaars’ were doing in Spain, where they
 
 lived and what their phone number was. Carla immediately had 
 Angelique
 van den Bottenaar on the line.

  She introduced herself as 
 Carolina
 Wassendonk and said she had just come from Celia. She was a little worried about Celia and just wanted to know if the casual way Celia brushed off her problems was really as insignificant as she claimed. Was, she asked in a concerned tone, all that
 trouble from the past resolved?

  The name ‘Wassendonk’ apparently put 
 Angelique
 van den Bottenaar at ease and she began to talk about the problems she and all her friends had experienced in connection with Celia’s ‘whim’.

  Carla asked with interest whether the cruise had not produced the desired result… after all, everyone had tried their best to get Celia to change her mind.

  Angelique
 van den Bottenaar let out a cry. 
 “No way”,
 she groaned despairingly, 
 “that
 man is still deeply entrenched in her thoughts. Whatever we came up with…
 n
 nothing helped! What did she say to you?
 ”

  ”She
 denied everything
 ”,
 said Carla with a deep sigh to better convey her concern. 
 “Well…
 as always
 ”,
 she added.

  “Yes… 
 
 there
 you say something
 ”,
 said 
 Angelique
 and sighed as well. There was a brief silence.

  Carla asked if anything else was planned to keep Celia somewhat under control.

  “We
 can do nothing more. Even her family has had no success. For a week now she has even owned the house diagonally opposite the house where he lives. We are really very worried about her.
 ”

  Carla also learned from 
 Angelique
 that Celia was one of the shareholders of the ‘Florida Hills Company’ and that through her mediation and the company’s money the tennis club was out of trouble again.

  Carla thanked 
 Angelique
 for her candid conversation and quickly read the note Charly held up in front of her. ‘She plays tennis and is participating as one of the favorites in the ‘Marquesa’ tennis tournament next week.’

  “Oh yes… Angelique
 … 
 b
 efore I forget… good luck at your tournament next week. I might come to watch.
 ”
 Carla said it in a casual tone as if she knew all about it and then ended the call.

  “Why
 ?
 ” 
 she asked Charly in surprise?

  ”I
 wanted her to get the impression that you know her and also that she wouldn’t call Celia about your conversation. Maybe we’ll need her again.
 ”

  Carla wiped the sweat from her face with a handkerchief and looked again in the direction of the approaching thunderstorm.

  "So
 Celia was still after Steven and even has a house on his street…! Cortez will be pleased with our result.
"

  Charly looked at his watch in the car and said they had to hurry if they wanted to be on time for the meeting. The thermometer showed an outside temperature of 38 degrees.

  In Yerik Igorevits' restaurant, the air conditioners were running at full power. The small room was packed with neighborhood residents who wanted to know why they had to come here on such a hot and stifling day. The mood was anything but cheerful.

  14 Friday afternoon

  Carla and Charly made their way through the crowd in search of Max Ballisto. They found him at the back in a small separate room with the resigned neighborhood committee… ready to face the fight.

  Charlotte Schablinski had had a restless night and found it hard to concentrate on the piles of papers before her. Since the attack on her, she had been constantly consulting about who and especially why someone wanted to get rid of her.

  Now she was sitting at the desk of her murdered boss, going through old files and notes in the hope of finding something that would help her further.

  Apparently, the perpetrator had concluded that she had been informed about everything by Otto von Schwarzkopf.

  Hans, her husband, had not been able to convince her not to go to the office. He waited patiently and did not leave her alone for a moment.

  Charlotte sighed deeply and looked around the heavily damaged office space. The large window had since been replaced and
the
 rubble had been cleared away by the policemen after they had concluded their investigation.

  She thought of Otto and her eyes filled with tears. As soon as she had the permission from the detective, she could arrange his funeral. Otto had no family who could do this. Except for an older sister, a former nun, who lived with dementia in a nursing home in Germany, Charlotte could find no one from the family.

  Otto had been married twice and divorced again after a short period each time. Both times the marriage had remained childless.

  Otto von Schwarzkopf had been an unusual employer. He had a nose for things that were not right and an extraordinarily sharp memory for people.

  His notes contained numerous speculations and conclusions that were not easy to follow and sometimes left a confused impression on her.

  Charlotte tried to make a list of what Otto had been occupied with lately and again came across many inconsistencies.

  Moreover, Charlotte was not at all aware of the company's financial situation. Even after she had become his partner, Otto gave little explanation about financial matters. He simply brushed aside objections and treated everything very lightly.

  Besides the large safe where they kept all the files and data of the company, there was also the small

 safe behind a seascape at Otto’s desk. Only Otto had the keys
…
 but no keys were found on his body nor on the boat.

  Charly had searched for the keys in Otto’s house in Doña Pepa and found nothing either. There were two safes built into the walls on different floors in the house but both were open and empty. Charlotte sighed and rubbed her tired eyes.

  Hesitantly, she dialed the number she had received from Charly. It took a moment before a man answered with a brief 'Yes.'

  “Berry
 Winters?
 ” 
 asked Charlotte in English. 
 “You
 are speaking with Charlotte Schablinski
 .”
 After a pause, the man said 
 “yes
 , I know who 
 you 
 are.
 ”

  Charlotte breathed a sigh of relief and explained to him what her problem was and what she wanted from him.

  Again, there was a silence until Winters asked her where he should be and when she expected him. Then he hung up without saying anything further.

  As she put her phone down again, she heard 
 her husband 
 talking to someone at the door and laughing. 
 Curious, she came closer. There was a young woman in the room looking at her. 
 “Hello
 Charlotte, everything alright?
 ”
 she said.

  Charlotte recognized the voice but it did not match the image she had in mind. The young woman had her beautiful long brown hair braided into a ponytail, was dressed sporty, and wore glasses with a frame slightly too heavy for her narrow face. Her brown eyes looked at Charlotte questioningly.

  Then she turned to Hans and said with a broad smile, 
 “Our
 test has succeeded, Hans. If Charlotte doesn’t recognize me
 ,
 then I can be at ease.
 ”

  Hesitantly, Charlotte said: 
 “Are
 you
 … 
 Elise? I only recognized your voice. Good heavens
 …
 what a change. Didn’t you have blue eyes?
 ”

  “Contacts,”
 said Elise. 
 “Charly
 wanted to send me home because he thought it was too dangerous for me to stay here any longer. But even he didn’t recognize me.
 ” 
 She burst out laughing. 
 “By the way, Martha
 Weaver is leaving for England tonight and will be taken in by her friends there. I still had to tell you that she would have gladly accepted your offer to work for you if the circumstances had been different. But she believes that Berry Winters can also help you further.
 ”

  Charlotte nodded, and it was clearly visible that she regretted Martha’s departure. Martha and Charlotte had built a friendship from the very first moment Otto von Schwarzkopf introduced the two women to each other.

  “And
 you, Elise, what are your plans
 ?”
 asked Hans Schablinski.

  “Oh… me
 ?
 ”
 said Elise with a broad smile. 
 “I 
 have a new job from Charly. For a short period, I will be the neighbor of Celia Markstone in ‘Eagles Forest’. One of the houses near her home was available for a short vacation. Maybe I’ll find out something.
 ” 
 She laughed heartily again.

  Her face grew serious again as she looked at Charlotte. 
 “You
 are dealing with many problems after Otto’s death
 …
 isn’t that right, Charlotte? I wish I could help you but I fear I don’t know much. Otto was sometimes very reserved with me regarding information about matters he was just working on.

  But I know that besides his investigations into the activities of ‘Florida Hills’, he was also looking into another case involving four of your old clients.
 ”

  She looked up as a fresh cup of Nespresso was placed before her by Hans. 
 “If
 I ever get married, I want a man as thoughtful as you. Thank you, Hans.
 ”

  She leaned toward Charlotte and asked if she had found a file named ‘Light-house’. Charlotte shook her head.

  Elise explained that Otto had discovered that the owners of a considerable number of houses had died.

  In the 60s and 70s, many of these owners had paid for their houses with ‘black’ money. Often, the family was unaware of the existence of such a house and also that the owner had died and left an inheritance. Especially in the villa districts, most residents barely knew their closest neighbors.

  “Enfin”,
 said Elise, 
 “you
 know very well that not much has changed in this situation
 … 
 despite the internet and smartphone. As long as there was enough money in someone's account 
 to automatically debit the tax for the house in question and the energy costs, there was no problem.

  Only when the account was empty and the claims
 from the taxes and the municipality
 piled up did people take action, and in many cases, the house and land were seized and then everything was sold if there was no counteraction.
 ”

  Elise paused and took another sip of her coffee.

  “Otto
 found out that a group of municipal officials and bank employees have set up a network in this region that deals with tracking down these kinds of houses. Then the papers are forged and the houses in question are sold. The profit is shared.
 ”

  She finished her cup and looked questioningly at the Schablinski couple.

  “Sometimes
 I’m no longer surprised by anything, Elise
 ”,
 said Hans with a sardonic smile.

  “And
 four of our clients were involved?
 ” 
 Charlotte shook her head in disbelief.

  They were interrupted by a knock on the front door. Hans opened it and shortly after came back with Berry Winters.

  Berry greeted everyone a bit stiffly and it was clear he did not feel entirely at ease. He looked at the traces of the explosion in the office. Then he sat down next to Charlotte and placed his hand on her arm. 
 “Heaven
, you were very lucky.
 ” 
 Charlotte nodded and felt her tears welling up again.

  She had to swallow and then looked at Berry inquisitively
 …
 
 “I think
 you’re not having it easy either… tell me.
 ”

  “Honestly
 … I
 really don’t know where I stand at the moment!
 ”
 He paused and sighed deeply.

  “My
 world has been completely turned upside down from 
 one
 moment to the next. I can no longer reach anyone from management, Martha has gone to England, and Boris Kaminski is nowhere to be found. And I
 … I 
 am just trying to wake up from this terrible dream. Maybe you have the solution to all this? I don’t know anymore.

  Someone has erased all the files and there are no longer any records of financial transactions. It’s as if ‘Florida Hills’ never existed! I am simply desperate.
 ”

  He shook his head and kept staring ahead. Elise was trained in her job to deal with people in stress
 -s
 ituations.

  She spoke to Berry in a very understanding but businesslike tone and reassured him that he could not be blamed. He looked a little incredulous at her badge identifying her as a policewoman and then let out a deep sigh.

  “I
 am glad that 
 you 
 want to help us, 
 Mr.
 Winters, and Charlotte would be thrilled
 ”,
 she said with a charming smile. Her phone rang.

  “Hello
, this is me
 ”,
 she said in a light tone. As she listened, her face tightened and she said she was already on her way.

  “Sorry
, everyone
 ”, 
 she said hesitantly and added with a faint smile. 
 “I 
 have to go… Charly can’t do without me.
 ”

  Hans Schablinski brought her to the door
 … “What 
 is it, Elise
?”
 he asked very softly.

  “They
 have found Boris Kaminsky on Otto’s boat and it looks like he was tortured just like Otto and then his throat was cut
,”
 answered Elise.
 “But
 keep it to yourself for now.”

  Hans nodded, gave her a pat on the shoulder, and closed the door behind her.

  15 Friday late afternoon

  Carla breathed a sigh of relief when she saw Martha Weaver board the plane to London at the small airport in Murcia. Carla had managed to arrange this flight at the last minute.

  For Martha, the day had already been exhausting enough. She had to identify a dead person for the first time in her life. Someone she
 
 had sat with in the same office, had discussed
, searched for solutions, and worried about, had laughed and cried when things went less well, and who was now violently taken from life.

  It was very hard for her. She liked Boris Kaminski. He was always polite and friendly and usually had a brilliant solution for complicated problems.

  Her mood suddenly changed when she saw a completely unfamiliar person lying on the table at the coroner’s, and she hoped again that ‘her’ Boris with his flaxen milkman’s dog hair was still alive.

  Carla had gone with her and supported her, offering words of encouragement.
 
 She
 
 understood that Martha was tired
 
 from all the events around her and that she would prefer to return to England.

  Later she had taken her to her aunt’s house. They sat on the terrace drinking chilled fruit juice. A fan was spinning above their heads, providing relief. It was very muggy and the air was grey.

  Carla told Martha about the turbulent meeting that afternoon. Everyone wanted to know what was true 
 a
bout the rumors of murder and attempted murders going around and what would happen with their lawsuits.

  The board tried to give the best possible answer, and when the tumult became too great, Max Ballisto came into action with one of his detectives and urged everyone to calmly listen to his explanation. He said he understood very well that everyone was in an uproar.
 There
 had also been no ordinary events in this otherwise so quiet neighborhood.

  While Max was busy explaining and answering questions shouted at him from the audience, Charly and Carla left the room as inconspicuously as possible through the back. Both their phones had given a discreet ‘ting’. Cortez was trying 
 t
o reach him urgently.

  “I
 am curious how the meeting 
 ended
, but 
 we’ll hear about that from Max later
,”
 said Carla to Martha.

  Outside, the dark threatening thunderclouds had come closer to the coast, and in the distance near the mountain ranges, one could see intense lightning.

  Charly stopped by briefly to say goodbye to Martha.
 “I
 hope you won’t be bothered by this weather
,”
 and he pointed to the 
 ink
-black sky.

  All the way to the airport in Murcia, Martha was making notes of all the recent events. Charly had asked her to do so.
 “You
 never know what it might be good for, and maybe it will help us.
”

  Carla was waving one last time as Martha stood in the doorway of the plane. The ground staff had said they would leave immediately once the last passenger had boarded, and
 
 Martha was the last.

  The plane 
 slowly taxied in the 
 direction of the runway and joined two other planes that were also ready for departure.

  Suddenly, the signal apparently came from the control tower to return to the gate. The wind had shifted very unexpectedly, and there were fears that the severe storm that had suddenly arisen would make takeoff impossible and cause significant turbulence.

  Slowly, the plane turned and returned to the starting point. The two other aircraft did exactly the same.

  Carla had gone for a cup of coffee in the coffee corner before she was to drive back. Through the loudspeakers, she suddenly heard that the flights had been canceled for safety reasons.

  She saw the hall filling with grumbling passengers and looked out for Martha. "I was already a bit afraid of this," Martha said as she plopped down on the chair at Carla’s table.

  She could not hide her disappointment. "What a pity," she said, and it was clear from her that the humid heat was making her very uncomfortable. It was announced that passengers would have to wait for the time being until there was a change in the weather. It concerned three aircraft that were to depart for different destinations in England.

  The ground staff were clearly not entirely prepared for an invasion of passengers and improvised as best they could.

  It happened at the moment the pilot and co-pilot left the plane for London and came down the stairs. Everyone was startled by the enormous explosion that occurred. Within seconds, the entire plane was ablaze and the pilots ran for their lives. It was fortunate that the airport firefighters were still immediately on standby right next to the runway. As a result, the fire was extinguished relatively quickly.

  People screamed and everyone was convinced that this was due to a lightning strike.

  Suddenly, an announcement was made that all passengers on the planes to Midlands and Birmingham would be transported directly by bus to Alicante Airport because departures to England were still possible there.

  For all passengers to London, the same arrangements would be made later.

  The friendly voice asked the passengers of the plane to London to cooperate in identifying their luggage, which was currently being removed from the badly damaged plane.

  In no time, the airport was swarming with police and technical service personnel.

  A fearful suspicion began to rise in Carla. She looked at the black hole behind the cockpit and thought about the fact that Martha had been sitting in row four.

She sent a message to Charly and to Commissioner Cortez and almost immediately received their replies.

  In Cortez's response, she read that he would personally inform his colleagues in the Murcia detective department if he received confirmation that it was not a lightning strike.

Charly only briefly and concisely reported that he was already on his way to her.

  Carla wiped the sweat from her forehead and looked around the departure hall. How she would have loved to jump into a pool or stand under a cold shower now. Her sleeveless T-shirt clung to her body, and she had to resist the urge to buy a new one at the shop across from the coffee corner.

  The humidity was quite high at eighty percent, and the first aid helpers were busy with passengers experiencing breathing or heart problems. This weather was simply wearing everyone down, and people waited impatiently for the rain that was supposed to bring relief.

  Slowly, the overcrowded hall began to empty, and shortly thereafter, a procession of buses departed for Alicante.

  Carla took off her cap in admiration of the airport organization, which had managed to arrange transport for the stranded passengers in such a short time.

  Two plainclothes detectives came to their table, showed their police badges, and asked them to identify themselves. Carla showed not only her passport but also her detective badge from Rotterdam.

  The older of the two detectives smiled and said something quickly in Spanish that Carla did not understand. Martha replied in a halting Spanish. The detective nodded and returned Carla her passes.

  Carla understood that Commissioner Cortez had contacted his colleague in Murcia. He had given the order to ensure Martha’s safety. She could use a small office at the back of the airport hall, and security had been arranged.

Martha resisted and asked if it was really necessary, but the detective made it clear that his orders were best followed.

  Carla watched Martha
and
the two detectives until they disappeared at the back of the hall.
Suddenly she had the strange feeling that

someone was watching her. She glanced around the hall unobtrusively.

  By the newspaper kiosk stood a small corpulent man in a safari suit, holding a magazine he was slowly leafing through. Occasionally, the stout man wiped sweat from his face with a large handkerchief and then looked around again with a detached expression…
casually flipping through his magazine.

  Her phone rang. Charly answered with a cheerful voice and joked about the bad weather. He became serious immediately when she explained the situation. Max Ballisto was also in his car.

  “Max
asked Cortez about it
…
the order for Martha’s protection did not come from him. Carla warned to be especially careful. We’ll be with you in twenty minutes.”

  Carla assured them she would be careful but felt her insecurity growing.

She looked around searchingly and saw the two detectives, who had taken Martha to the office at the back of the hall, standing by the information desk.

  She walked over to them, and when she asked if she could keep Martha company, they responded very positively. They took her to the office where she had seen Martha go in.

  One of the two officers opened the door and Carla stepped inside. The room was empty. Suddenly, she felt a sharp pain in her right shoulder and knew she had walked into a trap.

  16 Friday late afternoon

  Since the disappearance of Boris Kaminski, the board of the ‘Florida Hills Company’ had been in turmoil.

  Not only had Boris vanished. Along with him, the Company’s assets had also become untraceable. Somewhere funneled away through sly detours that were no longer or barely possible to trace.

  Two teams of investigators were feverishly hired by the board, but the search had so far yielded no results.

  On the contrary, the name Boris Kaminski was nowhere to be found, and the employers listed on his CV denied knowing him or ever having employed him.

  Now Alexi Novak and his two fellow partners Marko Dimitrov and Vasil Radko sat helplessly waiting to see if any results would come from the investigation at all.

  They had good connections with their embassy, and from there a request for investigation was issued and sent internally to their embassies in Europe.

  Alexi Novak was the most businesslike of the three partners. He was a handsome man of forty-eight who lived with the Bulgarian singer Sylvana Byala. In his home country, rumors circulated that he was involved in illegal arms trading, but no official charges were ever filed against him. In Spain, he fulfilled Sylvana’s wish and bought her a nightclub on the busy coastal road, which became a great success. There he also met Marko Dimitrov and Vasil Radko.

  Marko had played professional football for a major Spanish club and now lived with Francisco Battalon, a Spaniard who had inherited a small vineyard from his father and knew how to produce exquisite wines. His wines were especially popular in the US and England.

  Vasil knew Alexi well through their mutual connections in the arms trade. After his discharge from the army, Vasil had started working as an advisor and arms supplier in various African countries. He had been divorced three times and sought his ever-changing contacts with women in Sylvana's club.

  Although the three men were so completely different, they clicked very well when it came to the business side.

  Everything went as they had imagined. Previously, three small-scale construction projects had been very successful, and ‘Eagles Forrest’ also seemed likely to be completed without problems.

  Until recently, complaints suddenly arose. The board of the 'Florida Hills Company' gave the order to find out the causes and learned from the investigation report that fraud in building materials had been committed in half of all the houses built. There was no doubt that the fraud had been committed by the three contractors who were supposed to carry out the assignment. It had recently become known that all three contractors had disappeared.

  At first, they tried to cover up the problems. Then came the first attempt at extortion, and Martha Weaver was ordered to pay the extortionist.

  The first deaths occurred, and they found themselves in a situation that could not have been worse.

  Suspicion immediately fell on Vasil and his helpers. But they denied everything. Especially Otto von Schwarzkopf was the great troublemaker, and it was conceivable to all three board members that he was involved.

  It was known that Martha Weaver had had contact with Otto von Schwarzkopf and that she was now on her way to England after the violent death of her friend, the journalist Edna Baker-Jones.

  Berry Winters had called Novak to tell him that he no longer wished to work for a company associated with violence and crime. Then he too disappeared, and the keys to the office building and the apartment were found the next day in the mailbox at the post agency where the company rented a mailbox, along with his resignation letter.

  Novak sighed and looked at his partners questioningly. “Any news?” he asked. The other two shook their heads.

  There was a knock on the door, and Novak’s secretary entered the room and announced that Celia Markstone had arrived.

  Celia stood in the doorway and looked contemptuously at the men. “Can someone explain to me what has gone wrong now?” She sat down uninvited in one of the comfortable leather armchairs and looked at the men challengingly.

  Novak stood silently and went to the large sideboard that served as a drinks and coffee bar. He poured a glass of fresh orange juice for her and added three ice cubes. He handed her the glass and then said slowly, “We don’t know either, Celia.” She thanked him for the drink and drank the glass in one gulp.

  Vasil Radko looked at Celia with a false smile and then said in his wooden-sounding English, “But maybe you’re glad to be rid of Steven now!”

  Celia stiffened and looked at him with wide, frightened eyes. “What do you mean by that? Do you have something to do with it?” she asked in a whisper. She jumped up and came threateningly toward Radko.

  Alexi Novak stepped between them. “Calm down, Celia. He hasn’t done anything.” He turned halfway around and looked angrily at Radko.

  Novak explained to Celia that they were now deeply in trouble because of the murders and attacks that had occurred and that everything pointed in their direction.

  The Spanish police and Europol had begun the manhunt for the killers. Especially after another body was found in the villa of a Bulgarian diplomat.

  His security staff had heard stories about a group of Russians who had recently become active in this region.
 Nothing else was known about 
 them
 except that they were supposed to be well-trained people who were excellently organized.

  He was silent for a moment and then looked almost pleadingly at Celia.
 “Really,
 Celia, we have nothing to do with it!
 
 Just look at ‘Playa Azul’… how many Russians 
 there 
 suddenly
 
 have a business,
 but 
 you already know that of course because you bought a house there.
 ”

  Celia stared at Vasil Radko.
 “Which
 house are you talking about?
 ”
 Radko looked pleadingly at the other two.

  Marko Dimitrov answered in his place:
 “He
 means the house that is exactly opposite Steven Johnson’s house and that you just bought
 ”,
 he said calmly.
 
 Celia stared blankly at everyone. It took a moment before she could answer again.

  ”I
 never bought a house there!
 ”
 she said softly. ‘Never’
 she repeated emphatically once more.

  There was a moment of silence in the room. Then Novak spoke again.
 “If
 Celia says she didn’t do it, then we must now find out who used her name.
 ”

  The phone on Alexi Novak’s desk gave a soft beep. He walked over to it. In recent days he had often recorded conversations and almost automatically switched on the recorder.
 
 He identified himself with his name and listened without saying a word.

  Finally he said:
 “I
 understand… we are waiting here for
 you
 .
 ”
 He switched off the phone and rewound the tape of the recorder.

  As he walked to the sideboard to pour himself a double cognac, the other three heard the voice of the caller.

  “Mr
 Novak…
 you
 are speaking with Charles van Dalen from Europol. We have spoken before. I have the impression that 
 you 
 urgently need my help now. I will be with
 you
 in half an hour. I’d rather prepare 
 you 
 now that three bodies with slit throats have been found in one of the mountain caves of Rojales near the construction trailers of 
 your
 building project. It is suspected that these are the contractors who worked for 
 you
 and who were missing. Until then.
 ”

  The silence in the room was almost palpable.

  17 Friday late afternoon

  Carla woke up and could barely open her eyes. When she managed, she saw only deep darkness around her. The air smelled a little musty but was pleasantly cool.

  She forced herself not to panic, but to wait calmly until her eyes adjusted to the darkness. But even then nothing was recognizable. The darkness was complete.

  She tried to get up and to her horror noticed that she was bound hand and foot.
 
 After the initial panic had subsided, Carla began to carefully examine her surroundings. Apparently, she was sitting on some kind of canvas and leaning against a wall.

  She felt sharp protrusions on the wall and that gave her the idea to try whether she could loosen the handcuffs by rubbing them against the protrusions. To her surprise, it worked immediately without much effort.

  It felt like packing tape and was fortunately of a less strong quality.

  She now realized that the tape was also stuck over her mouth. Carefully, she searched for a starting point to peel it off. Then she suddenly tore it off and screamed out in pain. She felt over her burning face and took a deep breath.

  For a brief moment, she thought she heard a muffled sound.
 
 Could there still be someone nearby? She felt her 
 heart 
 pounding and then softly called out “hello”.

  Again she heard a vague sound and now she was sure she was not alone. While she was busy with the painful procedure of tearing the tape off her legs, she cursed loudly in her own language at the one who had bound her and put her in this situation.

  She massaged her legs carefully to get her blood circulation going again.

Then she sank down onto her knees and felt around her surroundings. Her whole body ached.

  Her hand suddenly bumped against something soft. Startled, she recoiled. Carefully, she felt further. Her hand touched the soft object again and now she tried with both hands to find out what it was.

  She could hardly believe it and her heart beat faster with joy when she concluded that it was her own cotton shoulder bag she was holding in her hands. She opened the clasp and felt inside with one hand. After a few seconds she knew everything was still inside
…
also her phone. Her hands trembled a little as she tried to turn on the device and her disappointment was great when it did not work.

She had hoped that through her smartphone she could bring a little light into the darkness.

Suddenly it occurred to her that the keychain holding her aunt’s car keys could emit a powerful beam of light.

  Again she heard a sound and spontaneously pressed the button on the small keychain. In the beam of light she saw a figure sitting against the rock wall about two meters away. She could not immediately recognize who it was, but from the movements she deduced that the person was just as bound as she had been recently.

  She crawled closer and saw in the twilight that her suspicion was correct. It was Martha who looked at her with wide eyes.

  Carla first freed her hands by poking holes in the tape with the car keys. Then she gave Martha the light in her hands and carefully pulled the tape off her face.

Martha did not make a sound, or it must have been quite painful for her.

  Carla shone the light around the space but it was too weak to recognize much.

According to her, they must be in some kind of cave.

  Carla’s attention was suddenly drawn to something white on the rocks and Martha saw it too. Carla stumbled towards it. Now close by in the light the dimensions of a wide steel door could be recognized and next to the door was a white panel with various switches.

  Carla held her breath as she touched the largest switch and suddenly the whole room was bathed in light from various neon tubes mounted on the wall next to the door.

She breathed a sigh of relief and a faint smile appeared on Martha’s face.

  The door was locked as Carla had expected. She told Martha that it was best to wait here while she continued searching to see if there was another exit somewhere.
“I understand you, Carla. After all, we do not know how much time we have left!”

  She took the keychain light with her just in case and walked to the other room. There she also immediately found the switch and when the light came on she gave a scream of surprise.

  Eventually the two of them stood with their mouths open, looking at the space before them.

It was a large cave about three or four meters high. Wooden crates, barrels, and boxes were stacked everywhere, filled with explosives, rifles, and grenades.

  “What is this?” whispered Clara. She took a few steps toward the crates and looked at the markings on them.
“I think someone from the resistance or from Franco’s army hid weapons here that later fell into oblivion,” she said hesitantly.

  Suddenly Martha grabbed Carla’s arm and said urgently to her:
“Do you know who told me something about this? Old Marco! He said munitions were hidden in the caves. But I didn’t believe him because he had already had quite a drink. He always exaggerated a bit.”

  Surprised, Carla said,
“You knew Marco? Marco the fisherman?!”
Martha looked at her questioningly.
“Has something happened to him, Carla?” she asked softly.

  Carla nodded and put her arm around her. 
 “Sorry
 … no good news. He died in the same
 way as Otto von Schwarzkopf. Found in a villa of a Bulgarian in Quesada… opposite your hideout.
 ”

  Martha needed a moment to process this.
 
 She understood that Carla was insisting on finding a way out here as soon as possible before their kidnappers returned.

  Behind the large room with the explosives was a wide stone staircase leading to another floor. This one was also packed with war gear.

  From there, a kind of small spiral staircase led back down, ending on a sort of platform with another iron door. This door was considerably narrower but also locked.

  From the platform, in the dim light, one could see a narrow path continuing deeper down.
 
 Carla sighed and prepared to explore further.

  Suddenly, they both heard the sound of a large key being inserted into the keyhole. Startled, they ducked behind a pile of crates and held their breath as the door creaked open.

  18 Friday late afternoon

  Commissioner Cortez rubbed his tired face and put down his phone. He looked at the notes he had just made and could hardly believe what he had written down.

  He had just spoken with his colleague in Murcia, who was desperate
 about
 the events at the small airport in San Javier. Never before had such
 serious
 incidents occurred, like the explosion of a plane, let alone the kidnapping of two people.
 
 The airport had been thoroughly
 searched
 and no
 
 trace of the missing persons was found. The perpetrators must have known the area well.

  On the surveillance footage, a van had been seen leaving around the relevant time.
 
 The license plate of the van turned out to be fake, and on the footage, the driver was disguised with a large mustache and a golf club cap from the area.

  In one of the back offices in the airport building, two officers from the
 
 Murcia police team were found unconscious. Their badges and weapons were missing.

  Meanwhile, a terrible thunderstorm had broken out across the entire region around the Mar Menor, slowly moving towards Torrevieja.

  Cortez had also heard from his assistant Max Ballisto that apparently two
 
 explosives
 were found on the plane to London, which fortunately had not detonated.

  The airport staff had been questioned. No one had noticed anything unusual.
 
 Only the lady who cleaned the toilets
 
 said she had looked for her cart with cleaning supplies and found it in a very different place. She only missed a roll of tape
 that
 she used to close the large garbage bags.

  Murcia airport bordered directly on the Mar Menor and had formerly been used exclusively for military purposes.
 
 Nearby, beautiful golf resorts had been built, and the lovely beaches and rugged coasts attracted an increasing flow of tourists, especially in the summer months. Most flights went to or came from England and Ireland.

  The building frenzy had also left its mark in this region, and large housing developments had arisen near the picturesque villages, which gave a ghostly impression during the winter months.

  Cortez sighed and drank his last sip of lukewarm coffee. He had an appointment with Berry Winters shortly. Berry was the only one he could ask to help with a phantom sketch of Boris Kaminski.

  Cortez had two of his detectives investigate everything known about Kaminski.
 
 They had concluded that Boris Kaminski was only known by this name at the ‘Florida Hills Company
 ’
 . None of his references seemed to know him, and almost all the companies were fictitious.

  Perhaps, Cortez thought, Berry Winters could add something to the story. After all, he had worked with him and might have noticed something.

  Cortez could not believe that someone hired by a company because he was an excellent computer expert had left no traces anywhere else.

  From the personnel files of the ‘Florida Hills Company’, the dossier with Boris’s photo had disappeared.

  Berry Winters was therefore at this moment the only person nearby who could help Cortez. Cortez had also asked several embassies for their cooperation but had received no response so far.

  There was a knock on the door and Marie-José, one of his receptionists, came in with Berry Winters.

  It was clear from Berry Winters’s appearance that he did not feel entirely at ease. Cortez explained to him the problem he was facing and that he greatly appreciated Berry’s response to his request.

  He asked Winters a few light questions and let him talk about his work for the ‘Florida Hills Company’ and the collaboration with Martha Weaver and Boris Kaminski.

  The disappointment over the abrupt end of his employment was clearly visible on Winters’s face.

  Martha often expressed to him her concern about Boris’s closed-off nature. After all, they shared a room and therefore had the most contact with each other.

  Berry Winters’s face took on a sorrowful expression as he remarked that his life was now completely turned upside down.

  He did not know whether he would return to England or accept Charlotte Schablinski’s offer to manage the administrative side of the real estate agency. The challenge was great and he was about to accept Charlotte’s offer.

  “You see,” he said to Cortez, “it is very tempting because Charlotte and I get along so well. And… I have found a wonderful place to live in the villa in Doña Pepa thanks to Charly.”

  He placed a piece of paper on the table. “You wanted to know what these numbers and letters found in Otto von Schwarzkopf’s papers meant? They are bank account numbers in Barbados and the Republic of Trinidad and Tobago. However, these countries are mostly used only for short-term money transactions. If you want, I can ask Martha to find out through her connections what happened to them.”

  Cortez thanked Winters for the information. “First, we still have another job to do and you are the only one who can help me with it at this moment.”

  He explained to Berry Winters that his team was now dealing with an unknown corpse. Martha had only been able to say that it was not Boris.

  Berry agreed, although he would have preferred to run away as fast as possible.

  Outside, the air was thick enough to cut. The approaching thunderstorm with its intensely black sky looked very threatening.

  Even the short walk to the mortuary was a great effort in this sultry air. The cold inside the building stood in stark contrast to the outside air and made the men shiver.

  Cortez could find his way here without difficulty. The bright neon light made the long corridor feel very cold and unwelcoming. That changed when they entered the workspace of Dr. Cornelis Santander.

  He led them to the large table on which the corpse lay under a white sheet. Winters looked with a stern face at the person Santander showed him. He took a deep breath and then said in a decisive tone:
 “This
 is really not Boris Kaminski. This person does resemble him somewhat and he does indeed have a
 tattoo emblem on his shoulder
 , but
 Boris’s were letters. Russian or something.
 ”

  Winters felt a wave of nausea rising within him and turned his head away.
 
 Suddenly Santander had a small shot glass in his hand.
 “You
 should drink
 this, Mr. Winters, it always helps.
 ”

  Without hesitation Winters took the glass and downed it in one gulp. Then his face twisted and he gasped for air.
 “What
 on earth is this?
 ”
 he asked with difficulty.

  Santander laughed broadly across his entire face.
 “This
 is an herbal brew from my grandmother. An old family recipe…
 to live to a hundred, she says, and she is already ninety-six.
 ”
 And he laughed again while Winters’s face contorted into a weak grin.

  “So…
 this is not the man you
 knew under the name ‘Boris Kaminski’?
 ”
 asked Cortez.

  “I
 am very sure of that
 ,”
 said Winters firmly. He looked once more at the corpse.
 “
 Oh… and one more thing. May I see his right hand? He had a broken pinky that had healed crooked.
 ”

  The three of them looked at the right hand of
 the
 murdered person. But his pinky showed no defects.

  19 Friday late afternoon

  Elise was lounging in the shade on a deck chair by the pool and found life delightful. She had borrowed a small pair of binoculars from Charlotte and was keeping an eye on the activities at Celia’s house.
 
 Celia had left the house in the late afternoon and shortly after a car pulled up.

  She saw a young man step out of his expensive convertible. He was dressed in tennis attire and wore a straw hat with a wide brim on his head. For a moment he took off the hat and wiped his sweaty face with a handkerchief.

  Apparently he was already expected by Celia’s Spanish servant. They stood together arguing fiercely on the driveway until the maid went inside and returned with something in her hand.

  A little later it became clear that it must be a key. Then they each carried a moving box from the man’s car to the rock wall in the backyard.
 
 The man opened a door deeply hidden in the rock face. Elise could not understand what was being said but she saw the man enter the rock and a few minutes later come back out.

  The key was returned to the Spanish girl who quickly walked back to the bungalow. The man watched her go, tried to say something, and then drove away at excessive speed.

  “H
 ow come I
 hadn’t noticed that door in the rocks at all
 ”,
 Elise thought aloud.
 
 Clearly something was going on there in the cave. A storage place for drugs?

  Elise never did anything impulsively in her work. Aside from the uncertainty of what she would find behind the door in the rock, the maid remained an uncertain factor. Elise abhorred violence. Now she had to improvise.

  Elise tried to reach Charly and he answered immediately. She briefly explained the situation and asked him what he thought.
 
 There was a brief silence. Then he told Elise what had happened at the otherwise so quiet Murcia airport. He himself was on his way back to Torrevieja and had to drive very slowly because of the terrible storm.

  ”It
 may very well be that Celia is behind the kidnapping of Carla and Martha and has had them locked up in a cave in the mountain behind her house. You have to find out, Elise. And if you don’t dare, then ask Cortez for backup. Do you have your weapon with you? Otherwise put Celia’s maid under pressure and threaten with…
 ”
 His last words were unintelligible due to the rumbling thunder and suddenly the connection was cut.

  Elise sighed. She looked at the pitch-black clouds and the fierce lightning in the distance. Instinctively she knew the situation had now completely changed. She quickly typed a message to Cortez about what she had now decided to do.

  She put a small canister of pepper spray, which looked like a perfume atomizer, together with her small handgun into the colorful linen shoulder bag. She had recently bought this at a weekly market, just like the bright summer dress she wore over her swimwear. With mixed feelings, she walked to Celia’s house.

  Elise rang the doorbell and there was no response. She pressed the bell again and heard an irritated voice on the other side speaking Spanish say, “Sí?”

  Elise held up her badge, which identified her as an Europol officer, to the intercom camera and then said in English, “My name is Elise van Dongen and I would like to speak with you.” Again there was silence, then the voice replied in English that her boss was not present.

  “I know that,” Elise said calmly, “but I would like to speak with you before my colleagues from the Spanish police arrive.” Again there was a moment of silence, then the gate buzzer sounded and the front door of the house opened. Elise walked slowly to the door where the girl was waiting for her.

  “Can you tell me what I have to do with the police?” she said sharply and wanted to see Elise’s badge once more.

  Elise calmly explained why she had come to her and that she was suspected of being involved in a crime. She asked the girl for her name and received an answer with clear reluctance.

  Her name was Conchi, which was a shortened form of “Conchita.” Conchi denied having anything to do with the accusations. She said her boyfriend used the storage in the mountain and that she had no idea what for.

  At Elise’s explicit request, Conchi took the key to the door in the mountain and walked ahead through the garden.

  It had become second nature for Elise to report everything she was doing. This time as well, small messages were sent to Cortez and Charly. She was not sure whether Celia’s maid had noticed this.

  Elise could not afford to be caught off guard in her profession, and this time she was particularly vigilant. She had thoroughly searched the girl for weapons and found nothing.

  But Conchi's fluid movements and muscular body suggested that she practiced some kind of strength sport. Elise decided to be very alert and walked almost two meters behind Conchi.

  It happened in a flash. Conchi spun around and then charged at Elise. She stopped abruptly when she saw the weapon in Elise's hand. "Lie on your stomach!" Elise snapped at her. "What is happening to me now?" Conchi asked bitterly from her uncomfortable position. Elise's phone rang, and Cortez was on the line.

  "Are you managing, Elise?" he asked without further questions. Elise briefly explained what had happened, and Cortez laughed. "That was exactly why I wanted to speak to you," he said. "But it seems my warning came too late. That young lady Conchita Fernandez is nationally known as a kickboxing champion and notorious for her impulsiveness."

  "What do I do with her now?" Elise asked. "That depends a bit on what you find in the cave. Of course, I can't have Conchi arrested for attacking you, but I can if you discover something illegal in the cave!"

  "Ok," said Elise and hung up. Conchi was handcuffed with her linen bag. One could read the anger on her face.

  Elise walked to the door in the mountain and turned the key. She opened the door agonizingly slowly and looked into the dimly lit room. Her eyes were not yet accustomed to the darkness. She pushed Conchi ahead of her and then took a step inside herself.

  The room was full of crates and barrels. She stumbled over something in her way and cursed softly in Flemish.

  Then she saw a movement among the crates and a vague shadow.
"I
am Elise van Dongen and I work for Europol. Can I
help you?"
 she called out loudly in English.

  It was almost as if she could feel the relief because suddenly a figure rose up and came walking toward the door.

  Surprised, Elise looked into the dim light at the face of the young woman standing before her.

  “You must be Elise,” said Carla. “Charly and Cortez were just as surprised as you are now. Apparently, we look quite a lot alike.”

  “Carla,” whispered Elise. “I am glad to see you safe and sound again.” Carla briefly told what had happened at the airport and said that Martha urgently needed rest. She pointed to the spot behind the crates where Martha was still sitting.

  “The house where I live is nearby, Carla… there she can rest.”

  Suddenly, the young man stood at the entrance, the one they had seen drive away in his convertible just half an hour ago.

  He had two burly men standing behind him who looked threatening. “So, so… you are Elise van Dongen, and I thought we had already caught you in Murcia. You two really do look alike.” He laughed, and his mouth twisted into an ironic grimace.

  “Now you have time to chat with each other.” He gave one of his men a signal, and that man disappeared down the corridor that led further down. A moment later, he came back up and nodded his head.

  Elise could have hit herself on the head… that she hadn’t thought of it. She should have known that Conchi would mobilize her mates.

  She acted lightning fast. With two karate blows, the two helpers lay stunned on the ground, and the young man looked surprised into the barrel of her pistol.

  In the doorway suddenly stood Conchi with an automatic weapon in her hand and fired a volley into the air. Then she barked an order toward the young man and his helpers and aimed her weapon at Elise and Carla.

  20 Friday late afternoon

  “You two should stay here a while longer, but we have prepared a spectacular end for you!” The door was slammed shut and locked.

  Martha Weaver groaned as she got up. No one from the other group had seen her because she was hidden behind the crates.

  “Do you know who that young man was?” She made a long, meaningful pause as if she still couldn’t believe it herself. Then she said with a deep sigh, “That was the presumed-dead Boris Kaminski.”

  Cortez was very worried. He paced through his room and did not want to wait until Elise sent another message.

  In a brief conversation with the head of the municipal police in Rojales, he asked if his colleagues could immediately take a look at the location of ‘Eagles Forrest’ near Celia Markstone’s house.

  Cortez sighed and looked out the window of his office. He saw the pitch-black clouds drawing closer to his city. In about an hour, the thunderstorm could break loose.

  Cortez sighed again and looked at his watch. Only a few minutes had passed since the phone call with Elise.

  He gave his name. On the other end of the line was Charly. He immediately asked if Elise had reported in yet. He blamed himself heavily for having encouraged Elise to go to Celia's house. He said that he now had an appointment with Max and the management of the 'Florida Hills Company' and that Cortez had to call him immediately as soon as he heard anything.

  The phone rang again. It was Charlotte.

  "I know you're busy, Cortez," she said rather curtly, "but we found something in Otto's safe that might be very important for your investigation. Berry managed to open the safe." She didn't even wait to see if he would agree to come. That already indicated it was important.

  For Cortez, it was almost a torment to get into the warm car. He turned the air conditioning to full blast and took a deep breath when the cool airflow hit his face.

  He was lucky and found a parking spot around the corner from the real estate office in the overcrowded Guardamar. Hans Schablinsky saw him coming and already had a cup of coffee ready for him. Groaning, Cortez sat down at the table with Charlotte and Berry and thanked Hans for the coffee.

  Charlotte gave him a concerned look and then asked sympathetically if everything was alright with him. She began to smile and then said proudly, "Our friend Berry here is a little genius. He opened Otto's large safe in no time. Apparently, there are advantages to working at a bank. What we wanted to show you is this stack of papers." She slid a large pile of deeds toward him and then sat back expectantly.

  It took a moment before Cortez understood what was being presented to him. They were the original purchase deeds of houses in 'Playa Azul', drawn up in Spanish, describing that the houses were sold fully furnished and including the land to the new owner. All deeds were signed by both the seller and the buyer. Apparently, the buyer had been made to sign multiple copies of the purchase deed, and then the original was replaced by the fraudulent copy in which the purchase of the land was not mentioned.

  Cortez looked at Charlotte thoughtfully. "Do you have any idea from whom Otto received these papers?"

  "On the paper everything was wrapped in, there was only one name: 'Lucinda'. I know he called his deceased wife Lucy. She had a Spanish mother and a Belgian father," said Charlotte.

  "Oh... and here is something else that might interest you, Cortez." She opened a large envelope lying on the table and spread its contents out before him. "Marco apparently entrusted this to Otto."

  She unfolded a paper that looked like a large military map. There were notes written in the margins, and at first glance, Cortez thought it was an area on the edge of Rojales. The village was known for having many caves in the hills, and one of the hills on the map was marked by a red circle and several warning triangles.

  "I'll take the map and show it to an expert. Maybe they know what this is about," said Cortez as he carefully folded the map back up.

  "This was also included," Charlotte showed him a list with strange names and numbers.

  "Wow," said Cortez, "as far as I know, these are abbreviations or names of explosives as used by the military. It's quite possible that something is still stored in one of the many caves."

  "And then we also found these three keys in an envelope. Two have a label indicating what they are for. Only this one here has 'Lighthouse one' on its label." Charlotte looked at Cortez questioningly.

  "I only mention it because Elise asked me if I had found a folder with the name 'Lighthouse'."

  Charlotte sighed deeply. "I hope you can make something of this, Cortez. For me, everything here has become a big puzzle, and I'm glad Berry is helping me."

  "But that's not all, Cortez. An hour ago, a young man came in here asking for information about a villa that was for sale."

  She 
 gestured to Berry to let him 
 tell the 
 story.

  Berry said that at that moment he wanted to step out of the bathroom. He heard the voice and stayed in the doorway. He beckoned to Hans and he 
 walked over to him.

  Berry made a hand gesture and then said that he did not 
 want to be seen. He asked Hans to discreetly take a photo of the visitor with his phone and that 
 succeeded. Not particularly beautiful but 
 good 
 enough to be sure. 
 “I 
 was not mistaken, commissioner. Our visitor was without a doubt that man I know as Boris Kaminski!”

  21 Friday late afternoon

  The dismay of the three women was great at first. Carla was the first to spring into action again and told Elise that they had to try to find another exit from this mountain.

  Martha was very brave and encouraged 
 her 
 to go searching. She did her best not to let her pessimism show.

  Conchita and her henchmen had not bothered to tie up the three women again.

  “Fortunately 
 they have 
 turned off the power but we must take that into account,” 
 said Carla. 
 “But 
 yes… 
 power is my least concern,” 
 she 
 added softly. 
 Elise immediately understood what she meant and nodded. Somewhere here in the room below a bomb 
 had been placed. That had by now become clear.

  “I 
 estimate that we still have about an hour. At least if they want the explosion to happen during the thunderstorm.

  Carla was the first to go to the lower room and looked around hopelessly. Where 
 was she supposed to search 
 among all the crates and barrels that were there? 
 Elise followed her. She looked around. 
 “What 
 do you think, Carla… They can only detonate the explosives via some kind 
 of 
 radio signal, right?”

  “I 
 don’t know, Elise, 
 but 
 I’m going down this staircase now to find out what is down there and if we have any chance of finding another exit.”

  She carefully descended the narrow stair 
 case. The steps were irregular in height and she found support to hold on to a thick cable running down alongside the stairs. The light from above was very dim. 
 
 The stairs led to a smaller open space with a low ceiling. In the middle stood a worn wooden table with two wooden chairs. 
 Nothing 
 else.

  Carla could not believe her eyes but on the table stood a table lamp with a plastic shade. She pulled the lamp’s chain and the whole room was illuminated by an old-fashioned energy-saving bulb.

  Three niches had been chiseled out of the walls. In one niche stood a wooden candle holder with three candles.

  Next to it lay a pack of matches. In another niche were several plastic cups.

  From this room another staircase went further down. Carla had the impression that this staircase was wider.

  Elise saw the light come on and came down to look. She had given up the search for 
 the bomb. It was a hopeless task to search among hundreds of crates.

  “What 
 do you think, Carla, could we walk all the way down through the mountain? Would we then have a chance to survive? What do you think?” 
 Elise’s words had an almost pleading tone.

  “I 
 think it’s the only chance we still have, 
 but 
 don’t tell Martha yet. We have to help her come down.” 
 Carla tried to say this convincingly.

  She looked at Elise and saw that she was struggling.
 “We
 will make it, Elise! I don’t want these scoundrels to get away!
” There was
 anger in her voice
.

  They agreed that Martha would be helped down by Elise
 and Carla would go ahead to scout the area.

  She had borrowed the shoulder bag from Elise, and Carla put the candles and the matchbox inside. The box said ‘Golondrina’ and showed a flying swallow.

  “Take
 some cups too… you never know.
”
 Elise placed a hand on Carla’s shoulder and then said seriously:
 “We
 will make it… good luck, Carla.
”

  Carla smiled and nodded. Then she abruptly turned around and began to descend. Indeed, the first part of the stairs was much wider. After that, the steps became narrower again because there were rock formations on both sides. The cable that had supported her on the first part of the stairs then ran straight down somewhere.

  After twenty-five steps there was a wide spot to stand and look around.

 She lit a candle. As far as she could see, the space inside the mountain narrowed upwards and became considerably wider down below. The candlelight cast ghostly shadows on the walls of the cave.

  Carla shivered briefly. At the next stair she stopped and peeked down. To her great joy

 she saw that there were only a few steps left and that the path then turned into a wide footpath.

  Above, she heard Elise call that they had descended the first part and that everything had gone perfectly.

  Very carefully they began the second part. Elise led the way and let Martha lean on her shoulder. Martha was in better condition than they had expected and still made jokes in her dry English humor.

  Along the
 winding footpath they walked about fifty meters down. Carla walked ahead with her candle held high. She suddenly stopped and looked to the side. In the rock was a large niche carved out, and in it was mounted a fairly large switchboard.

  She looked at Elise questioningly.

  Elise carefully tried to pull open the door of the cabinet and to her surprise it was not locked. She asked Carla to come closer with the candle.

  “This
 is not old junk… this is newly installed
,”
 she exclaimed and
 impulsively tried a number of switches
.

  The three of them stood with their mouths open, watching all those neon tubes suddenly light up and illuminate the space below and partly along the path.

  “Wow,”
 said Elise.

  For the first time they saw how large this cave was and that they still had quite a way to go down.

  Martha found it a bit harder. She had to stop occasionally to catch her breath. Elise helped her as best she could and encouraged her.

  Carla went ahead and came around a sharp bend. She stopped when she saw something glistening on one of the jagged rocks. There was no doubt. It was a tiny trickle of water seeping along the rock but too far away to reach.

 She hoped
 fervently
 that they would come across the trickle again as they went further down.

  This prospect of water gave each member of the group renewed hope. Elise believed she had seen the outlines of various vehicles far below. But the light was too weak to clearly recognize everything.

  The dreaded moment came like a hammer blow. The power went out and Martha lost her balance in that moment of shock. She had a nasty fall and hit her head against the rocks. Because of her fall
 
 she also threw Elise off balance, causing her to crash hard to the ground.

  Carla stood still at that moment to look at the rocks and she heard the screams of Martha and Elise. Then there was total silence. 
 Carla 
 called out that they had to stay where they were and that she would come to them with her light.

  She heard a confirming groan and was relieved. With trembling hands she searched in the shoulder bag for the candle and the matches. After three attempts the candle finally lit.

  Carefully she walked back a bit and saw in the scarce light the body of Martha lying there and Elise trying to crawl towards her.

  Carla gave the candle to Elise and then grabbed Martha’s wrist. Relieved, she took a deep breath. 
 “Luckily,”
 she said to Elise. 
 “And
 how are you?
 ”
 She looked at her bloodied left leg and asked her if she could try to stand.

  Elise groaned as she got up and took a few steps with Carla’s help. 
 “
 Luckily nothing broken, Elise. But I fear there won’t be a marathon for you this year.
 ” 
 Despite her pain, Carla’s joke still brought a smile to Elise’s face.

  Together they placed Martha in a somewhat more comfortable position. She was still unconscious and bleeding from a head wound. Carla tore off a piece from the bottom of her
 
 T-shirt and dabbed the wound with it.

  “I
 fear I must go down alone now to look for help.
 ”

  She emptied the contents of the shoulder bag on the ground and then slid the bag under Martha’s head. She took another candle and lit 
 it 
 up.

  Then she walked away without saying anything more. 
 “Call
 if you need help
 ”, 
 Elise called after her…

  Carla raised her hand and walked briskly on.

  22 Friday late afternoon

  The large courtroom in Torrevieja was filled to the last seat.

  Even
 
 in the corridors it swarmed with onlookers who absolutely did not want to miss the judge’s verdict.

  In three cases a judgment would be pronounced today and that was perhaps a guideline for all other owners in ‘Playa Azul’ as to what they could expect in their cases yet to come.

  This time a team of journalists had been admitted to report.
 
 That usually only happened when something important was expected.

  The number of guards in the courtroom had tripled and outside
 
 police vehicles had blocked all entrances to the building.

  It had never happened before that such a large contingent of police was deployed at the courthouse. It indicated that they absolutely wanted to avoid the risk of riots and violence.

  The intense tension was visible on the faces of the people involved. Everything was at stake for them.

  Some people in the neighbourhood even organised bets on how the outcome would be.

  Valentina Andrejevna and her sister Jelena sat with their lawyer Antonio Perez on the right in the front row.

  The sisters looked pale and tired. After Natalia Petrova, their presumed dead intern, had returned safe and sound, the sympathy of the people in ‘Playa Azul’ had also disappeared and the old resentment flared up again.

  The sisters tried to ignore all the hateful remarks and angry looks.

  On the left, three English couples with their lawyer sat at the front, and the tension was also great among them, visible in their tense faces. For them, it was all or nothing.

  For months they had fought to keep their property and could not imagine the verdict going against them.

  Outside the courthouse, there was also an English TV crew who had not been granted permission to film inside the courtroom. They had conducted emotional interviews in front of the courthouse.

  In England, this verdict was awaited with great interest, especially because it was said to be connected to the violent death of the journalist Edna Baker-Stone.

  It was sweltering in the courtroom and the air conditioners hanging here and there barely provided any relief.

  The thunderstorm had meanwhile reached the city’s outskirts and everyone was waiting for the downpour to begin.

  Right on time, Judge Lombarte and his staff entered the room and began to handle the formalities.

  Suddenly, a small commotion arose when one of the court officers hurriedly entered and approached the judge. He whispered something and laid a sheet of paper before the judge. The judge looked very surprised, then nodded, and the clerk hurried away again.

  The judge struck his gavel and called for silence. The murmuring ceased and the judge beckoned the lawyers of the opposing parties to him.

  Whispers resumed and the lawyers looked at the judge in disbelief. They then returned to their seats and the judge announced to the entire courtroom that Commissioner Cortez would now be called, who had urgently requested to be heard as a witness in this case.

  Cortez was called and entered the room. The murmuring of the people in the courtroom ceased and the tension rose again. After the formalities for the record, Cortez began his testimony.

  He handed the judge a cardboard box, explained how he had come by it and what the contents of the box were. He added, however, that perhaps several people had been murdered because of the contents of this box.

  23 Friday late afternoon

  On top, he had placed the purchase contracts of the three English owners who were being sued today. Judge Lombarte had difficulty maintaining his composure for a brief moment.

  Max Ballisto and he had ignored all warnings and had driven straight through the thunderstorm front with its masses of water, fierce lightning, and deafening thunderclaps.

  When they had left 
 the airport of Murcia the power had gone out and there was 
 also no communication possible.
 
 Charly was especially worried about Elise. He knew her well and knew that whenever she was working on an assignment she would always make some contact.
 
 Something must have happened to her and all possible scenarios raced through his mind.
 
 He had already worked with several partners
 
 on various crimes but Elise was the most flexible and the happiest.

  Max saw how worried Charly was about his partner and tried to distract him by going over the file of the three murdered contractors with him once more.

  The three dead had been found by a man who was walking his dog. In that wooded area most owners let their dogs roam free. It was assumed that the dog had chased rabbits and thus ended up in the cave.
 There he had then found the dead.

  The dog's owner had called the police and had not yet recovered from the great shock. He had been taken to the
 
 medical aid post for observation.

  The construction site of the ‘Florida Hills Company’ was only a hundred and fifty meters from
 the cave 
 and construction workers had heard the man shouting.

  Charly had found out through his Europol contacts that the three dead contractors had previously come under suspicion at two other construction projects in Europe.

  The team of detectives from Cortez had worked thoroughly and, like Charly, had come to the conclusion that the directors of the ‘Florida Hills Company’ had systematically become the victims of a conspiracy in which the three contractors played only a minor role.

  Someone killed his victims in a ruthless manner and then linked it to the management of the ‘Florida Hills Company’. The journalist Edna Baker
 -S
 tone had also been killed in the same way before her body was burned in Steven Johnson’s car.

  Otto, 
 Marco
 , the three contractors, and the unknown dead man with the papers of Boris Kaminski… they had all been tortured and found with their throats cut.

  Only the murders of Steven Johnson and Carolina Wassendonk did not fit the pattern, and the attack on Charlotte Schablinski also seemed not to have been carried out by the same perpetrator.

  Charly was so lost in thought that he almost drove past the office building of the ‘Florida Hills Company’.

  It was a modern building consisting of three parts. All three were connected by playful canopies. In front of the management building stood a row of flagpoles with flags from all over Europe.
 
 Charly parked in the area reserved for visitors.

  In front of the entrance was a sign with the text ‘reserved for directors and staff’. Only expensive cars were parked here.

  Inside the reception hall it was pleasantly cool. What stood out were the large paintings on the white walls with landscape scenes from the region. The exuberant colors were an eye-catcher in the otherwise rather monotonous space.

  The name of the young lady at reception was, according to her nameplate, ‘Amanda’. She walked ahead of them to the boardroom and, after a brief knock, opened the door.

  Charly and Max were welcomed by Alexi Novak. He introduced his partners to them and lastly Lady Celia Markstone.
 
 Celia was still upset about 
 the story of the 
 purchase of the house opposite Steven’s.

  Max took the time to listen to her story and made notes of everything. He 
 asked her
 how long Conchita had been working for her and whether she had access everywhere in the house.

  Charly meanwhile informed the three men about the death of the contractors. He wanted to know from Alexi who had recommended these three and whether they had already worked with them on previous projects.

  The pattern did not differ much from other fraud cases that Charly knew.

  What especially piqued his burning interest was who had given them the idea to hire Martha Weaver, Berry Winters, and Boris Kaminski and then house them separately from the headquarters.

  It was Marko Dimitrov who received most of the tips through his former manager at a major Spanish football club and then had them developed.

  Marko’s trust in his manager was boundless. And that while his partner Francisco had repeatedly asked him to be more cautious because this manager was known as a ‘Homohater’. Marco said he had never spoken to his coach about his sexuality.

  Charly wanted to know if Marko still maintained close contacts with his manager and what his name was. Then he sent an email to his department at Interpol via his iPad and within ten minutes had an extensive report on Marko’s coach.

  His name was Antonio Carracedo-Fernandez and he had an excellent reputation. Several major clubs had made use of his services. Recently he was linked to a match-fixing case but was not convicted. He was married and had two daughters.

  Charly let Max read the email he had just received and Max looked at him in surprise.

  “We have found a link,” he said to everyone. He looked at Marko. “According to this message, Conchita, who works for Lady Celia, as well as Amanda who sits here at the reception, are both daughters of your ex-coach.” He paused meaningfully and then asked: “How was it again with your last game where there was later talk of match-fixing?”

  Outside it had grown increasingly threatening and darker. It began to blow very hard and the streetlights went on throughout the neighborhood.

  24 Friday late afternoon

  All sorts of thoughts raced through Carla's mind as she walked down the path in the half-darkness.

  She thought of her aunt, with whom she had spent wonderful holidays as a little girl, and that she might not even be able to arrange her funeral.

There had been no time to mourn.

Now she had to find a way to survive herself and save the lives of Martha and Elise.

  Suddenly she noticed tears running down her cheeks and she quickened her pace. She had to find a way out of here.

  Occasionally she stopped and raised her candle

up

to look around. She thought she still saw water flowing from the rocks but she was not sure. It could also have been a reflection of something else.

  She

shivered

because the darkness around her was very frightening. Speaking aloud, she tried to encourage herself.
“Just
 a little further, Carla… come on.”
The air now smelled different too… more stuffy.

  She came to a large platform

that

was made of low concrete. More than a hundred large wooden crates were stacked against the rocks.

The wide road that ran down from the platform was also made of concrete, which showed many holes and cracks due to the dampness down here.

  Carefully, Carla continued downwards. Occasionally she held her candle up to look a little further into the cave. Elise might be right, she thought, because she too thought she saw
c
ontours of vehicles.

  The last part of the road ran around a jagged rock wall. She hoped she had now reached the bottom of the cave and walked around the corner full of expectation.

Before her lay a body of water, with several vehicles protruding from it.

Apparently this part of the cave could become flooded and they had not been able to get the machines to safety in time.

The disappointment that this road did not lead to an exit was great
.

  Then suddenly she realized that she was thirsty, and now that the water was within reach, the question was whether it was drinkable.

Carla walked to the edge of the water surface and dipped her hand in. She scooped up a little water, smelled it, and tried it very cautiously. It was surprisingly good, with a slight salty taste.

In her candlelight, it was not easy to see how deep the water was.

  There had to be more light. Her candle was already half used up, and the thought of having to continue in the dark made her shiver.

The
crates
… she thought. She had to try to set the
crates
on fire. So she walked back to the platform where the
crates
stood.

  All the while she was grumbling to herself that she hadn’t thought of it earlier when she had passed the crates.

Carefully she approached the first stack. Everything was piled quite high. She also couldn’t tell whether the crates were empty or full.

There were more than she had estimated, and a passageway had been left in the middle.

  By the passageway lay a stack of crates loose on the ground. They were all empty, and some were
broken
.

Carla could hardly believe her eyes. Under the damaged crates was the outline of a small forklift. There was a bright green plastic
cover
over the control panel and the driver’s seat.

  She stepped a little closer. There was no doubt. Hope welled up inside her, but the question was whether that thing still worked and if she could use it.

She gathered some wood chips
and lit them with her candle.

To her relief, the little pile began crackling and burning, giving her the light she needed.

  The fallen crates lying on the ground were all empty and were pushed aside by her to clear the way for moving the forklift.

Carla pulled the cover off the machine, and to her surprise, the key was still
in
.

  She held her breath as she
turned the key
but nothing happened. Only a dull click. She tried again and again but without success.

She had hoped she could use it to transport Martha if she couldn’t walk.

  Carla found some sturdy
pieces
of wood and set one on fire to use as a torch. She placed the other slats in the bright green cover and clamped it under her arm.

  It was time to go back to Elise and Martha.

  25 Friday late afternoon

  After Judge Joseph Lombarte had delivered his verdict in the case of the Andrejevna sisters against three English homeowners, a loud cheer
broke out
in the
courtroom
. People embraced each other, some cried. Others shouted loudly and raised their hands in the victory sign.

  The Andrejevna sisters sat dazed, listening to their lawyer’s explanation. They looked completely dismayed.

Their foundation in this lawsuit had been swept away by the evidence presented and accepted by the judge.

  The judge had left no doubt in his ruling that this could also apply to all other cases yet to be heard.

  Judge Lombarte gave the people in the room a moment to express their emotions. Then he struck the table energetically with his gavel and called for silence.

  As he left the room, people began clapping and shouting ‘Bravo.’ A journalist had
the
exclusive opportunity to take a photo of the judge, who smiled kindly.

  Outside, the English TV team was interviewing the lucky owners who had lived in constant fear of losing their property.

  Commissioner Cortez had gone out the back of the courthouse. A fresh wind blew in from the sea, and the first drops of rain fell.

The thunderstorm crept agonizingly slowly toward the city.

  26 Friday late afternoon

  In his office, Cortez was met by Filip Midèras. He knew Midèras from one of his clubs and knew that he was well acquainted with the area. Filip
had
held a high position in the army in the past and had often helped Cortez with his expertise.

  Midèras got straight
to the point
.
“This
is a highly ‘explosive’ card you’ve shown me, Cortez. How on earth did you get hold of this?
”
He

looked at Cortez inquisitively.
“I
have

no time, Filip, and I’ll tell you the rest later. Where is this?
”
Cortez asked him.

  Filip explained in a roundabout way that this map was from the thirties and provided information about a storage of explosives. At that time, weapon arsenals were often established by all the warring parties in the civil war, and preferably caves in mountains were used, the access to which was only well known to a few locals.

  He told Cortez that this cave had two entrances and that he was one hundred percent sure that this mountain was located on the edge of the village of Rojales.
“I
brought you a contemporary map for comparison. This is the mountain.
”

  Cortez recoiled.
“Fi
lip…
think carefully! Are
you absolutely sure?!
”
Cortez’s voice sounded hoarse and intense.

Filip only nodded and then said resolutely,
“It
is the same mountain, Cortez.
”

  Cortez swore loudly and made a helpless gesture.
“Do
you know what that means, Filip? On the other side of this mountain lies the new development of the ‘Eagles Forrest’ district.
”
He had to pause for a moment and drink a glass of water.

  Filip understood immediately.
“Heaven,
Cortez. If there are still explosives in the mountain, then everyone is in danger. Especially if I look at this weapons list and assume that everything is still present

then I dare not

think about the condition all
that weaponry is still in.
”
Filip looked at Cortez with a worried expression.

  “I
think you should pass this information directly to all relevant authorities, Cortez. I will call my contacts in the army.
”

  Within a few minutes, the main authorities were informed about the situation, and Cortez and Midèras were in the car on their way to ‘Eagles Forrest’.

  Filip heard the story about the kidnapped women and the disappearance of a Europol agent.

Cortez barely had time to think, but one thought would not leave him. If all this was planned, then the timing was very well chosen with the approaching thunderstorm.
“Suppose,”
he said hesitantly to Filip,
“Suppose they want to destroy the weapons and the new district all at once—who would benefit from that?
”

  “M
aybe it’s about erasing traces from the past that someone left
or
someone doesn’t want the family’s good name to be tarnished.
”

  Filip paused for a moment.
“If
I hear your report correctly, then I really think the murderer has a personal motive.
”
He shrugged.
“But
of course, I could be wrong.
”

  Cortez arrived immediately with Charly’s car at Celia’s house.

Celia came along right away and knew nothing about a key or access to a cave. Cortez asked her how Conchita had come to work for her.

  Celia looked at him surprised.
“It
was on Martha’s recommendation. The young man who worked at her office knew someone who spoke good English and wanted to do domestic work. I was very satisfied at first… only lately Conchita often failed to show up.
”

  They were interrupted by one of the local police officers. They had found the cave’s door, but it was secured with explosives, and now they were waiting for an expert.

  Cortez turned to Filip Midèras and asked if he still remembered where the other entrance to the mountain was.

Together with Charly and Max, the men drove to the other side of the mountain area.

  They also advised Celia to leave immediately. In all haste, she packed some personal belongings and drove after Cortez toward the village.

  In the ‘Eagles Forrest’ district, municipal police officers were busy explaining to frightened people

why they had to leave their homes in a hurry.

  27 Friday late afternoon

  When Carla returned to Elise, there was still no change in Martha’s condition. Carla had tied the tarp from the forklift like a backpack to carry wood from the crates, and in her hand, she carried two cups filled with water. She kept stopping to light the way by setting some planks on fire, making the return journey easier.

  Elise was happy to see Carla back and wanted to know everything she had encountered. She was very grateful to Carla for thinking of the water and drank the cup empty in one
gulp.

  With the other cup of water, she cleaned the wound on Martha’s head and wiped the blood off with strips of cloth she had torn from her summer dress.

  Carla told about the small forklift she had seen and that she had the idea to maybe transport Martha with it.

  They used the tarp to carefully lay Martha in it and then dragged her down the road as best as they could. Carla’s headlights worked perfectly. Occasionally Martha groaned as they dragged her over a bump, but she did not wake up.

  At the sight of the water, Elise was uncontrollable. She took off her slippers and walked into the water. “It can’t be very deep,” she called to Carla, who had stayed with Martha. “But it is pretty cold!”

  Elise was right… the water barely reached her waist. She climbed back up and grabbed one of Carla’s torches. Then she walked back into the water to explore the area.

  A little later, she sat shivering by the fire Carla had made. “There are two tunnels we can take from here. The first one to the left is narrow and I haven’t examined it well yet. However, to get to the tunnel on the right, we have to pass the machines still standing in the water. Then we come out in a wide tunnel, and I think that one was used most often when there were still activities here.”

  Carla nodded. “But first you have to see if the forklift is usable to transport Martha. If necessary, we can push it through the water.”

  Elise had grown up on a farm and was used to handling various machines. It took a few minutes, then the machine started and Elise drove with a triumphant smile to the spot where Carla was with Martha.

  She got off and let the engine run. “I don’t dare turn it off anymore… shall we just keep going before it stops again?” Carefully, Martha was lifted and laid on the loading platform. Not very comfortable, but she did not wake up.

  “There’s a chance we won’t make it to the tunnel because maybe the engine will stall in the water,” said Elise. “Then we’ll push that thing!” was Carla’s firm reply, and they both burst out laughing. “You’re right, Carla… we’ve come this far now and the rest will be peanuts!”

  The first part went fine, and then they indeed had to push the truck the last five meters out of the water before they were in the tunnel.

  They had to use all their strength to get the vehicle up on the bumpy road. The tunnel was a passage with large strong beams on both sides to reinforce the whole. It opened into a large cavern that was enormously high. They looked around in amazement.

  “Wow,” said Elise, “you could really throw a party here without getting in each other’s way.”

  On the right side was a wide tall door, and from the tire tracks, you could see there must have been a lot of work traffic here.

  Outside, there was apparently a heavy thunderstorm because the rumbling of the thunderclaps was very audible.

  28 Friday late afternoon

  With long strides, Cortez walked in the direction Filip Midèras had pointed out to him on the map. Cortez had, as a precaution, not parked the car directly in front of the cave entrance. The road leading to it was about thirty meters further. The overgrowth of plants showed it was no longer used.

  Charly and Max had also arrived by then, and Charly parked his car next to Cortez’s and looked around searchingly. The entrance gate was hidden in a small recess, and here too the plants formed excellent camouflage.

  Cortez took a crumpled envelope from his pocket, then turned around and walked to the door.

  Now it came down to whether Cortez had been right. He trembled slightly with his hands as he inserted the key, which Charlotte had given him, into the rusty keyhole. The key got stuck halfway. On the label of the key were the elegant letters ‘Lighthouse’.

  Disappointment was written all over Cortez's face.

  Charly took a small plastic bottle of oil from his car and rubbed a few drops on the key, then easily turned the key. The door opened with a terribly annoying squeak.

  Max came with a large flashlight and shone a powerful beam of light into the dark space. It was a tunnel. It was fairly wide but not very high, and the deep tire tracks showed that a lot of driving must have taken place here in the past. The air was pleasantly cool and smelled a bit musty.

  Max offered to walk further into the tunnel with Charly to investigate where it led, but Cortez also wanted to take a look himself. He took two more flashlights from his car and then followed them with Filip Midèras.

  It was only a short walk through the tunnel. They emerged into an open space with a body of water below in the shape of a kind of canal. The road sloped down slightly and the water below did not seem very deep. A little further on, some work vehicles stood in the water.

  Max walked down and scooped some water with his hands. He cautiously smelled it and tasted it. The water was crystal clear and had a salty aftertaste. He discovered something else and called the others. Then they all saw it. Near the rocks by the waterline, remnants of wood were smoldering.

  “They must have been here,” said Charly, and he began shouting loudly. There was no response to be heard.

  They shone their flashlights around and could only guess in the dim light how far this cave still extended upwards. In the twilight, they could also see stacks of crates standing a little higher on a plateau.

  Max pointed to tire tracks that looked fairly new, and they decided to follow the tracks. A little further on, another tunnel was visible with a fairly wide entrance. Apparently, two exits had been built then.

  A deep growling sound startled the men, and suddenly they all felt the earth begin to tremble beneath their feet. “Earthquake,” shouted Charly, and they all fled back into the tunnel they had come from and ran toward the exit.

  The thunderstorm had now reached the village and broke out with full force. It rained very hard, and one could no longer see a hand in front of their eyes. They all felt it very clearly… under their feet, the ground was shaking. The vibrations grew stronger and stronger, and they could barely keep their footing.

  It seemed as if it would never end. The growling sound came from deep within the earth and was still audible despite the enormous thunderclaps.

  At any moment, Cortez expected to hear an explosion. Every minute it lasted also gave hope. Long ago, Cortez had quit smoking, but at this moment he longed for a cigarette more than ever. He would have preferred to step out into the rain right then.

  He looked at the display of his smartphone and saw that the temperature had dropped seven degrees in the last minute.

  The shocks became weaker. As a precaution, they all stayed near the tunnel exit because two powerful aftershocks were still coming. Here and there, small pieces of the tunnel walls fell, and the men were on alert to sprint outside immediately in case of emergency.

  They were all startled by Filip Midéras’s phone. It was his colleague from the army who had helped evacuate ‘Eagles Forest’ so quickly with his men. He had forwarded a message.

  He informed Filip that nearly the entire ‘Eagles Forest’ neighborhood had been wiped out by a landslide during the earthquake. From his observation post, he could not yet say what had caused this shift or whether there might have been foul play involved. The mudslide of earth and rocks had pushed kilometers into the nature reserve, and he still knew nothing about casualties. He asked if Filip needed any help with his rescue operation. Otherwise, he would send some of his men to him.

  The rain had considerably lessened in intensity and the thunderstorm was moving very slowly towards the sea.
 
 Everyone was still quite stunned by the news Filip had read aloud.

  Charly suddenly became very restless and suggested that they should go back inside to continue their search for Elise, Carla, and Martha.

  If the women were in the other tunnel, then perhaps they had taken shelter there when they were called because they did not know who was calling them.

  He immediately walked back and the others followed him. The water level in the storage room had suddenly risen significantly.
 
 Water was streaming down the rock walls, rapidly raising the water level.

  Before anyone could stop him, Charly had already taken off his sandals and T-shirt and jumped into the water. He swam to the other tunnel and climbed out of the water there.
 
 The women must have been here too, as the remains of wooden planks were still smoldering in the ashes.

  There were still some loose plank pieces nearby. Charly broke a plank into pieces and with the loose splinters he managed to rekindle the fire.
 One plank he used as a torch and then walked into the tunnel. Everything was still dry here. He came 
 to a bend 
 to the right.

  His heart sank when he saw the devastation. The tunnel had collapsed due to the earthquake and the rubble and earth blocked further passage.

  Again he shouted the names Elise, Carla, and Martha. This time it was as if he heard a muffled sound.

  He walked even closer to the rubble and examined the blockade in the light of the torch. Only at the top in the right corner did it seem as if there was a small opening.

  Again he loudly called all the names and this time he was sure he heard something. He stood even closer to the rubble and even tried to climb a bit towards the opening above.

  Suddenly Max appeared behind him, also holding a torch.
 “I thought I’d come help you. Cozy with a little fire going,”
 he said with a cheerful ironic tone.

  Then he stared with his mouth open at the mess and walked over to Charly to help him.
 Climbing the mound of earth was hopeless. Time and again Charly slid back down through the crumbling rubble.

  At the opening above, a faint light was now visible. Charly suspected that Carla or Elise were also trying to climb up and had no success either.

  It was clear they could go no further here. They had no choice 
 but
 to go back and try to find the other entrance door on the other side of the mountain.

  Impatiently, Cortez stood waiting for Charly and Max and was relieved when he saw them come out of the other tunnel.
 
 The water in the cave had kept rising and had now reached the entrance of their tunnel.

  Charly explained what had happened in the other tunnel and that there was only 
 one
 way left to free the three women. It was clear from his face that he was terribly worried. He hurried ahead of the others outside.

  It was only raining lightly now but the landscape had been transformed into a muddy swamp by the masses of water, and small 
 pools
 had formed everywhere. The air smelled of earth and it was pleasantly cool.

  Cortez wondered if they shouldn’t call on the help of Filip’s army friends after all. He was afraid that they wouldn’t get very far with their vehicles.

  His greatest fear was that the landslide had buried the entrance door on the other side.

Together with Filip Midéras, he watched Charly's car slipping and swerving down the road.

  Of course, Cortez

could very well understand that the two young men did not want to waste time getting to the place Filip had pointed out to them on the map.
Filip gave up after a few minutes trying to connect with his friends. The connections were broken.

  29 Friday late afternoon

  It seemed as if the sounds of the thunderstorm were amplified by the hollow space of the mountain. Outside, it must have been raging terribly. But then there was something else
… something none of them had experienced before. The earth began to tremble violently.

  For a moment, it seemed as if their fire would go out too, but it recovered again.

  Carla and Elise had just pushed Martha, who had now woken up and was still sitting on the forklift, through the tunnel

into the large cave. Chunks of debris fell from above
onto
the ground where they shattered like soap bubbles.

  Quickly, they helped Martha off the truck and dragged her toward the outer door, hoping
that it would be a safe place.

  After the second powerful tremor, even more stones and earth fell into the open space, and they heard a loud noise coming from the tunnel.

  Carla jumped up and walked to the tunnel to see what had happened. She already feared it. The tunnel was blocked with earth and stones. It was no longer possible for them to go back. Elise had followed her, and together they stood looking at the wreckage.

  Carla walked to the truck, which had just barely not been hit by the mass of earth.
“We
must try to use it as a battering ram to get the door open,”
she said, looking at Elise questioningly.

  It was as if Elise was far away with her thoughts. She was staring at the landslide, and Carla got the impression that she could burst into tears at any moment.
“Come on, Elise,”
she called in a tone a little too firm.
“Come on.”
She shook her by the shoulders and then comfortingly put her arm around her.

  “Come on. I know it’s not easy, but we have to get out of here.”
Her voice sounded pleading.

It took a moment, and then the ‘old’ Elise said:
“You’re
completely right. We just have to try.”

  Together they cleared some stones out of the way and then pushed the small truck laboriously toward the door.

  Suddenly Elise stopped again and asked if Carla had heard the sound too. Then it was heard again. Very faintly, a sound was audible, muffled and far away.

  It could only be that someone on the other side of the pile of earth was shouting something. Together they screamed as loudly as they could, hoping it would be heard.

High up in the pile of earth was a small opening, and
it
seemed as if there was light to be seen.

  Carla took a run-up to climb up there,
but
earth and stones kept slipping away under her feet.

Again she shouted as loud as she could and was sure someone behind her had heard her calling.

  Then she suddenly realized that she had naturally assumed the caller on the other side was someone who knew her and not part of the gang of thieves.

She said nothing to Elise as a precaution, so as not to make things worse.

  While they tried to get the small truck in front of the large door, a few small weakened aftershocks came.

  Martha had sat quietly in her place all this time, and it was clear she was very scared. Moreover, she must have been in considerable pain in her leg after they had roughly dragged her toward the door in such a hurry.

  “Are you okay, Martha?” asked Carla worriedly, and Elise came to sit beside her, looking at Martha’s injuries.

  They explained to her what they were planning now and moved her a little further away from the gate.

  Then they took a run-up and pushed the machine as hard as they could against the door. After the sixth time, they managed to dislodge the left part of the door at the top of its suspension. From the gap that appeared, to their dismay, only earth and stones came inside.

  They looked at each other in despair. “I think there has been a landslide outside that is blocking our door,” said Carla softly.

  It was barely audible when she almost incredulously said, “Do you know what this means?” She paused as if she had to reconsider her words.

  “It means that we are trapped and... have no other supply of air...” She looked helplessly at Elise and Martha.

  Elise sat down despondently with her hands over her face on the ground next to Martha.

  Carla walked back into the tunnel. This time she had brought some planks from the crates. “Come, Elise. You have to give me light. There is still a glimmer of hope that we can enlarge the opening above.”

  30 Friday early evening

  Elise sprang into action again and helped Carla hammer the planks into the earth wall as a kind of steps and support.

  Above, Carla struggled to make the hole a little bigger. She pushed the earth away from her with her plank to the other side and thus created a somewhat larger opening. She heard a strange sound every time a pile of earth fell to the other side.

  She asked Elise to give her a torch. The hole was now quite large, and she wanted to see how wide the earth wall in the tunnel was. She looked through the hole and gave a muffled scream.

  In the light of the torch, she saw that the tunnel was flooded up to about a meter below the ceiling.

  Carefully, she climbed back. Elise caught her below and knew that Carla had bad news.

  The rain had stopped, and from the thunderstorm, only occasional lightning was visible in the distance.

  Charly and Max had not exchanged a word during the ride.

  They had to take a considerable detour to get to the other side of the mountain. The road was a mud pool, and it was far from easy to drive the route.

  Charly tried to concentrate fully on the road and, weaving around the large puddles, drove toward the main road. There, too, chaos reigned due to fallen trees, branches, and debris.

  There was no other traffic on the street.

  Mantego pointed in the direction and indicated the spot. A broad grin appeared on his face as he added:
 “But
 I already have permission from the ‘Florida Hills Company’ to use their large excavators. They had no choice. Either cooperate or have everything seized. Necessity breaks the law… doesn’t it?
”
 And again he smiled widely.

  “You
 don’t need to be afraid… my men are very skilled at operating these machines. By the way, who do 
 you 
 want to save?
”

  Max explained who it concerned and that it was really urgent. He also told that Charly and he had been in the tunnel that was now blocked by a collapse and filling with water.

  ”That
 means they can’t get out now and their air will become tight. We don’t know how much longer it can last.
”
 Max’s face was serious and he looked at Mantego questioningly.

  “We
 will do our best
”,
 said Mantego and there was a slight doubt in his voice.

  “I
 have sent my men the other way because there is no way through here over the rubble. By the way…
 I
 already had contact with Filip Midéras and 
 your 
 commissioner. They stayed at the other entrance. I think the machines will be at their destination in half an hour. I’ll go take a look and see you there later.
”

  He jumped back into his jeep and drove off. Charly and Max also went back the same way. They were amazed at how quickly the large puddles they had passed on the way there had mostly disappeared.

 It was still heavily overcast but a strong wind blew from the mountains, bringing a pleasant coolness.

  “I
 heard you met Captain Mantego
”,
 Filip Midéras said to them when they were back with them.
 “C
apable man. If anyone can do it, it’s him
”, he added with full conviction.

 He pointed to Cortez.
 “I think he has received disappointing news.
”

  Cortez was still on the phone and pacing around the area. His gestures clearly showed he was trying to calm the caller. Then he sighed deeply and ended the call.

  He looked at Charly and Max.
 “And
 what shocking news do you have?
”
 His tone was just a little too cheerful and Cortez suddenly realized it himself.

  Just as Captain Mantego had predicted, the excavators arrived half an hour later. At the spot where they had to be, two traces of a landslide were visible.

  With their binoculars they scanned the mountain looking for anything that could indicate a door or entrance.

 Eventually, they started digging at the front of the first piles of earth, hoping for the best.

  It all went very slowly because large boulders and soaked earth with remnants of vegetation had to be pushed aside.

  After an hour, digging at that spot was stopped and they began on the second option. It went much

 faster now because the men had gained more routine in handling the excavators.
 However,
 the second landslide was also much more compact than the first.

 Filip Midéras kept calculating where the entrance could be and gave his instructions.

  Captain Mantego came to take a look. Apparently, he was a practical-minded soldier who knew his men needed breaks now and then. He had brought a basket with fresh rolls and several thermos flasks of coffee from the restaurant, which everyone gratefully used.

  Then he suddenly left again, heading to another bottleneck. He had received a wish list from Charly and Max. They feared there was little time left for a successful rescue from outside and planned to try to reach the women from the other side through the flooded tunnel.

  Mantego appreciated their effort. Even before he left, he was busy making calls for the equipment they had requested.
 “It’ll
 be fine
”,
 he said with his familiar broad smile before speeding away in his jeep.

  31 Friday early evening

  At the office of the ‘Florida Hills Co
m
pany’ there was complete chaos. The phones were ringing off the hook and employees from various departments were running around like startled chickens.

  Construction workers, who had still been busy finishing the last houses, had barely managed to save themselves from the landslide and

were now standing dismayed, discussing
 the total destruction of their work.

  Celia Markstone was the first of the board members
 to
 arrive. After a brief explanation, she sent everyone home and closed the doors.

  Charlotte Schablinski had called her
 before she came here. She urgently wanted to speak with her and all the other board members in the presence of Commissioner Cortez and his staff.

She would also bring Berry Winters and warned Celia not to let strangers in, neither in her house nor at the office.

  It was especially these last words that made Celia very uneasy. She told
 about
 the disaster that had just occurred nearby.
Celia
 still knew nothing and asked in disbelief three times if she had heard correctly,
then
 Charlotte said:

“We
 are coming to you immediately
”
and broke the connection.

  Celia found it strange that none of the other board members had arrived yet. She

paced through the boardroom located on the first floor and thought about Charlotte’s words. She wondered if she was really in danger. Being alone in the building gave her chills.

  She was startled when she suddenly heard her name called. In the open door stood Amanda, the young woman who worked at the reception.
“I
 thought I had sent everyone home
”,
said Celia almost unfriendly.

  Amanda mumbled an apology. She explained that she had checked the annex building and when she returned, the door was already locked.

  “Ah
 yes
”,
said Celia casually. She walked to the sideboard to pour herself a glass of fresh orange juice from the fridge.

  Then
 she turned to Amanda and asked if
 she wanted something to drink

as well. Amanda shook her head and then said
“No... 
 thank 
 you
. Can I do anything else for 
 you
?” “Yes”,
said Celia in a spiteful tone.
“You
 can explain to me why 
 you 
 are not telling me the truth?
”

  She placed the poured glass untouched on the large table and walked to the
window because she thought a car had arrived. Charlotte’s car had just pulled up, and at the same time, a jeep with two soldiers in uniform.

  Celia turned back to Amanda and asked again:
“Why
 this lie
… 
as a receptionist you 
 do 
 have a key yourself!
” “S
orry… I had lost it
”,
said Amanda almost shyly.

  In the hallway outside

the meeting room there was
suddenly quite a commotion.

Charlotte stood in the doorway and came in with Berry. She had heard Amanda’s last words and said mockingly to her
“We
 found your key and the young man to whom you had lent it.
”

  Then
 she greeted Celia warmly.
“I
 brought some help right away, Celia. This is Captain Mantego with one of his men. They are checking the whole neighborhood here. And your spare key was in the spot in the flowerpot as you said… good idea.
”

  Captain Mantego made a slight bow in Celia’s direction. He pushed a young man into the room who had apparently been waiting in the hall upstairs by the stairs.

  The man was fairly tall, around twenty years old, and looked trained. Mantego had him sit on a chair placed first at the table and asked his sergeant to guard him.
“What
 his role is we do not yet know
, but
 he will surely tell us soon… right, kid?
”
He smiled broadly and gave the boy a punch
in
 his back. The boy jumped up indignantly
and
 was pushed back onto the chair by the sergeant.

  “And
 who is this?
”
asked Charlotte of Celia, pointing to Amanda who looked away shyly.

  “This
 is Amanda Carracedo
…
she worked here at the reception and her sister Conchi kept my house in order. I still don’t know why these two sisters did these jobs because their father must be filthy rich
…”

  Celia did not finish her sentence. She found it difficult for a moment that these two girls could so easily come into her private and business circles without her knowing anything about their background.

  It was Charly who had pointed out to everyone on the board at the last meeting that they were the daughters of the football coach whom board member Marko Dimitrov had trained for years.

  “C
arracedo?”
asked Captain Mantego.
“Th
e football coach of…”
He didn’t get a chance to finish his sentence because everyone was already nodding.
“
Goodness,”
he said, surprised,
and then smiled again in his irresistible way.

  He informed his sergeant, who apparently was not a football fan and had heard neither of Marko Dimitrov nor of his coach Antonio Carracedo-Fernandez.

  The sergeant had meanwhile searched the young man for weapons and papers and found nothing.

  Mantego looked at the young man and asked for his name. He remained silent and looked in another direction. Almost overly friendly, Mantego asked Amanda who this young man was. She too gave no answer to his question.

  Mantego looked at his sergeant and nodded his head. Within seconds, the sergeant had taken photos of the unknown man with his phone and immediately sent them to Commissioner Cortez's office with an explanatory email.

  Charlotte and Celia had meanwhile sat down at the large table by the boy.

  "I don't quite understand why the Bulgarians aren't showing up," Celia said to Charlotte.

  Then Celia looked in Amanda's direction and asked if she had carried out the task she had been given to call everyone. Again, Amanda gave no answer and looked away.

  The glass of orange juice that Celia had poured for herself before everyone arrived was still on the table, and Celia saw that the young man was looking at it longingly. She slid it in his direction, and he gave her a grateful smile.

  Before he could take a sip from the glass, they heard an icy scream. Amanda sprinted towards him and knocked the glass out of his hands. It shattered into a thousand pieces on the marble floor.

Everyone in the room froze in shock and looked at Amanda in disbelief.

  The first to understand what this scene meant was Celia. She sprang up and grabbed Amanda by the arm.

  “What
was in
that glass?
”
She shook Amanda by the shoulders and repeated this sentence like a mantra over and over again.

  Berry Winters pulled her away from Amanda and took her to the leather seating area in a corner. He understood that she must be deeply shaken if the suspicion was correct and her drink had been poisoned.

  Charlotte had already called the Cortez police station and asked for Detective Perez. She explained the situation to him and secured his promise to send a team.

  Then Charlotte looked at everyone in the room and said decisively,
“We must conclude from Amanda’s behavior that this juice is poisoned.

No one drinks or eats anything from the fridge.”

  She paused briefly, looked at Celia, and then said very softly,
“We have recently lost friends who were poisoned in a cowardly manner.”

  Before Amanda and her friend could protest, they were handcuffed together with a pair of handcuffs that the sergeant had quickly snapped on them.

  Celia and Berry tried in the meantime to reach the other board members, but all three gave no response. After they had tried every possible number, Celia looked at Berry in despair. He put his arm around her comfortingly and said that there was surely a simple explanation for this.

  They both looked outside. Where the beautiful white villas had stood, there was now a bare plain bathed in an enchanting light by the setting sun.

  32 Friday early evening

  "Quiet," said Carla, and again she listened intently. There it was again... the sound she thought she had heard before. Now Elise and Martha heard it too. It was the sound of a machine. Sounds that, in the silence of the cave, echoed like distant hammer blows.

  “Great,”
 shouted Elise, 
 “t
 hey are looking for us! 
 A
 t least they know where we are!
 ”

  They were all three in an euphoric mood and already saw the rescuers coming through the opening.

  Carla put some more wood from the crates onto the fire. For the time being, they still had some wood to burn. In the light of the fire, she suddenly saw something glimmer. She stood up to find out what it was. Then she stared, mesmerized, at the little stream of water entering their section.

  She took one of the burning slats as a torch and walked to the sealed entrance of the tunnel.

The water on the other side of the tunnel had apparently reached its peak and was flowing at a high pace through the opening.

  Carla knew it was only a matter of time before the water had soaked the earth so much that a stream of water and mud would enter their section.

  She walked back to Elise and Martha. Elise put her finger over her mouth and pointed to Martha, who was leaning against her and had fallen asleep.

  Whispering, Carla told what she had seen. She said she wanted to take a look around the back part of the room. Maybe there was a place to sit dry if this area flooded.

  She took a torch and some loose planks and walked into the dark section. Carefully, she examined the walls of the cave and nearly stumbled over a protruding piece of rock. Her torch fell from her hand and in a flash of light she saw that she had bumped into a step.

  Surprised, she looked at the stone staircase with easy steps running parallel to the rock wall upwards.

On the side was an iron railing, and Carla climbed the ten steps that led to a small platform by a wide wooden door.

  Symbols were drawn on the door that she did not recognize. There were no locks on the door and cautiously she gave it a push.

  With a loud creak, the door swung partly open.

She had to set her torch aside and push hard with both hands to open it fully. Apparently, this door had not been opened for a long time.

  A strangely stuffy air came out of the room towards her and Carla stepped back for a moment. Then her curiosity won and she shone her torch into the room.

  Her mouth fell open and she stared in astonishment at the scene before her. The cave was spacious but had a fairly low ceiling. There were about thirty coffins made from rough wooden planks arranged in five rows side by side. Some were covered with a flag.

Carla pushed the door fully open and stepped inside cautiously.

  On each coffin, a plank was nailed at the foot end,

and on it, in black paint, the name, birth date, and country of origin of the deceased were recorded. The date of death was added in large numbers in white wall paint.

  Carla tried to read the name on the first coffin at the front. She thought it was a Frenchman when she saw the flag.

  Then her breath caught and she looked once more closely at the nameplate. 'Cornelis Hubertus van Wassendonk' was written there in elegant letters.

  She had to swallow for a moment. Sometimes she had heard from her grandfather the story that his eldest brother had gone missing in the Spanish Civil War, where, as a young student of just twenty-three, he fought to help prevent a fascist movement from seizing power.

  Now she had apparently found his final resting place. Although the Dutch flag had been placed upside down, the wooden plaque neatly read 'Paises Bajos' as the homeland. His personal belongings had been gathered in a jute bag and laid down by the plaque.

  She hesitated for a moment and then looked into the bag. The passport was written in old Dutch letters and the photo showed a serious-looking young man. There were also some papers in Spanish and letters from home with family photos. Everything smelled strongly of the tobacco that, wrapped in a kind of parchment paper, lay together with an elegant wooden pipe in the bag.

  She thought she heard Elise calling outside and walked out of the tomb towards the stairs.

  At the last step downstairs she was already standing in water and saw that Elise was helping Martha to stumble through the water towards the stairs.

  "We were completely taken by surprise and didn’t notice at first. The water rises very quickly," said Elise. They had taken the dry planks and clutched them under their arms. Carla took the wood and laid it on a dry spot. Then she helped Elise bring Martha up the stairs.

  It was clear from Martha’s appearance that she must be in considerable pain but she didn’t utter a sound. They settled her as best they could on the small platform at the top of the stairs.

  Carla told what she had found up there and took Elise into the tomb. At the entrance Elise discovered a large switch and tried it out. For a brief moment the cave and the tomb were illuminated by several light bulbs that came on and then one by one went out again. Only three remained, giving a dim light in the tomb, and Elise and Carla used that to look at the names on the coffins.

  Only four coffins bore a Spanish name. On all the others were foreign names and various nationalities.

  When Carla and Elise emerged from the tomb again, their excited loudness had vanished, and Martha instinctively knew they had discovered something.

  “What
 is it
 ”,
 she asked softly. The young women crouched beside her, and Elise
 said
 in a calm tone that they had discovered the coffin of one ‘Charles Jonathan Weaver’ in the tomb and asked if this man was perhaps related to her.

  Martha looked at them both in disbelief and then almost whispered,
 “Born
 on April 30, 1908…
 ”
 Elise nodded her head.

  Martha sighed deeply.
 “He
 was the eldest brother of my grandfather on my father’s side. I had heard he was an enormously successful businessman. Maybe I have a bit of his talent in me.
 ”
 She sighed again.

  “But
 on the other hand, he was also an idealist and a sincere democrat. My grandfather searched for him for a long time after the war ended and Charles was missing. Charles never knew that his girlfriend was pregnant and that he became the father of a son
 .”
 She paused briefly and discreetly wiped away a tear.

  ”My
 grandfather took good care of those two, and Charles’s son and his mother simply belonged to our family.
 ”

  Martha looked surprised at the linen pouch Carla handed her.
 “This
 was on his coffin, Martha. Do you think you can bear to look at it?
 ”

  With a deep sigh, Martha opened the closure. She carefully took out the contents and spread everything on her lap.
 
 Carla illuminated her with a torch because the light coming out of the tomb was too weak.

  Just like in the linen bag of Carla’s relative, there were also letters, photos, and some Spanish papers here.

  Martha was very moved when she saw the old family photos. She showed a photo of a young blonde woman in a beautiful evening gown and explained that she had been Charles’s girlfriend.

  “We still have something unusual to tell you, Martha,” said Elise. “We have established that besides your relative and Carla’s, there are also other names we recognize.” She paused meaningfully and looked to Carla for help.

  “We don’t yet know what it means, Martha… but this cannot be a coincidence.” Carla rubbed her eyes wearily. “We also came across the names Johnson, van Dalen, von Schwarzkopf, Markstone, and Schablinski. The deceased all served together in the same brigade during the terrible conflict. But what is so disturbing is that now their descendants are being murdered or threatened.” The confusion in Martha was great.

  She agreed with Elise and Carla that it was better to keep their discovery secret for the time being.

  Carla took a deep breath and stood up again. She walked to the stairs and saw that the water had now reached the fourth step. “I don’t think it will rise much higher than this,” she said to reassure everyone.

  The sound of the machines outside the gate suddenly grew louder. Just the thought that their liberation was so close gave them courage again.

  “When all this is over,” said Elise optimistically, “I will invite you to the finest Belgian restaurant I know on the coast. I often went there with Otto…” She did not finish her sentence, as if only now realizing that he was no longer there.

  Martha comfortingly put her arm around her. “He was a very special man. I’m glad I knew him.” She told a funny story about the first time she met him. “He knew everything… no Google needed.” They all three smiled. Carla said that although they had no food, they did have water. She turned to Elise and asked for the cups from her bag. Then she went down the steps to get some water.

  The water looked clear. She tasted it cautiously at first before eagerly drinking the rest from the cup. With two full cups, she returned to Martha and Elise.

  Just as Carla was back upstairs, the dam in the tunnel broke with a loud crash, and a flood of earth, stones, and water rushed into the space, coming to a halt at the sixth step.

  33 Friday early evening

  Occasionally, Commissioner Cortez wished he could simply disappear to a quiet island in the Pacific. This was one of those moments. His phone was red-hot. His presence at the office was urgently requested by his chief, who was once again being pursued by the press and the investigating judge.

  It seemed as if miracles were expected of him, but it would already be a small miracle if Elise, Carla, and Martha came out of this mountain safe and sound.

  Filip Midéra’s calculations had been correct, and the machines had indeed struck a large iron gate. Now only the last mounds of earth had to be cleared away, and the path was free to enter.

  One side of the gate hung a little crooked in its hinges, leaving a small opening at the top. Charly first wanted to climb along the mound to the top to see if contact was possible through this opening.

  But that proved too dangerous because the earth was not stable enough and could suddenly shift again. The men on the excavators had worked very carefully and had taken no risks. There was always the danger that the soaked earth could move again.

  Now they stood before the closed gate and had to try to force an opening. The difficulty was that they did not know what the space behind looked like or how much room there was for the women to move safely aside if the door fell inward.

  They decided to take the risk
 to apply even more pressure on the
 crooked part of the door.

The first attempt failed. Something was blocking the door from the inside. The excavator operator gave a little more power and now the door sprang open
. From the opening that appeared
 water
 flowed
.

  The fear was written on their faces. Everyone looked at each other in shock but no one said a word.

Again the operator pushed and this time that part of the door swung wide open.

  Charly and Max had climbed onto the machine and shone their flashlights into the space from which the water
 flowed
.

  A deafening scream and cheering came towards them and in the light of the excavator’s headlights they saw two figures shouting and waving their arms somewhere above the waterline at the back of the cave. A third person sat on the ground, moving only their arms back and forth.

  “They
 are all alive
,”
 Max shouted to the men waiting outside.
 “We
 are going in.
”

  Now that the water had found an exit outside, the water level dropped very
 quickly
. The second excavator had pushed open the other part of the door and also brought Cortez and Midéras inside.

  “Did

you
 order a taxi, madam
?”
 Charly joked to Elise who came towards him on the stairs and threw her arms around his neck.

  The joy
 of the
 reunion
 was great. Tears flowed and even Cortez showed his emotion. It quickly became clear that especially Martha soon needed help.

  One
 phone call from Filip Midéras to Captain Mantego and a few minutes later a jeep was at the door

to take Martha to the aid station.

  When Martha left she told Cortez that his work here was not yet done and that Elise and Carla would explain everything to him. Then her face tightened and she put her hand over her mouth as if she had just realized she had revealed a secret. She looked at Elise who had almost imperceptibly shaken her head.

  Cortez saw that Carla and Elise were struggling. He wanted to know what Martha had meant by her remark. Moreover, he felt that all those present had contributed to their rescue and that everyone should also hear what was going on.

  Carla took a deep breath. In short sentences Carla explained that Elise and she were not happy with Martha’s remark.

  “We
 were not planning to keep it from you. But we also don’t want it to be broadcast to the world and for all possible disaster tourists to come here. Tell me later if you wouldn’t have done the same!
”

  She walked up the stairs and opened the door to the tomb. It was dark because in the meantime the last three light bulbs had also gone out.

Carla lit some of the wooden planks in the still smoldering hearth to have light in the tomb
. The shadows on the walls were large and eerie.

  “What
 a good idea of yours to use the coffins as firewood and torches
,”
 said Charly and gave Elise a pat on the shoulder.

  The men’s chatter immediately fell silent when they entered through the tomb door.

Everyone was silent and looked in awe at the coffins

standing before them. Carla took Cortez aside and pointed out the names he now knew so well.

  Then she took him to the four Spanish coffins and asked if the names seemed familiar to him.

He looked at the names in surprise and then softly muttered,
 “h
eavens… Delgado-Espinoza is the family name of
 Marco
, the old fisherman. And I think we will discover that Alvarez, Riveros, and Martinez are the family names of the three murdered contractors.
”

  Max came to stand with them and tried to make notes of all the names.

They looked towards Charly who was standing with Elise in front of the gravestone of a young man who died prematurely. An old-fashioned Flemish flag lay over his gravestone. Charly looked moved at the
 old family photos from the linen bag.

Frederik Anton van Dalen had been twenty-four years old when he fell.

  Cortez asked Carla to also collect the bags that lay on the graves of William Andrew Johnson, Johannes Arthur von Schwarzkopf, Alexander Winston Markstone, and Eduard Mathias Maria Schablinki.

  “We must find out what the connection between these people was. I am collecting the items from the Spaniards. I wonder who brought all these people here and paid so much attention to their graves.”

  When they all went outside again and Cortez closed the doors of the tomb, he took a deep breath and then said seriously: “I will make sure their rest is not disturbed and I ask everyone to keep silent about this. A team of specialists must conduct research here and bring clarity. It is still very sensitive in society and we must proceed with utmost discretion.”

  Everyone nodded understandingly. Carla asked him if she could keep the linen bag with the personal belongings of her relative and if it might be useful for Cortez to tell her what was in the Spanish papers.

  The mood brightened when Elise loudly declared that she was terribly hungry and urgently wanted to take a shower.

  One of the soldiers who had driven the bulldozer gave her a peanut bar for the worst hunger, which she neatly shared with Carla. Cortez understood that the women wanted to leave here as soon as possible.

  Outside the sun was setting and a light wind came from the sea. There was no longer any sign of the suffocating heat of the day.

  Carla and Elise looked at the masses of earth that had been pushed aside to reach the door. Only slowly did it dawn on them what kind of disaster had taken place outside here. The buildings on the hill had disappeared and made way for a barren plain that left a desolate impression in the light of the setting sun.

  34 Friday evening

  A detective from the investigation team entered the staff canteen of the ‘Florida Hills Company’. Celia, Charlotte, and Berry Winters were waiting here because his colleagues were busy in the company’s meeting room. Celia looked pale and tired. The shock was clearly visible on her.

  The detective said they had now finished their investigation. All bottles of alcohol in the meeting room of the ‘Florida Hills Company’ that were in the fridge or on the sideboard had been tested for poison.

  At first glance, only the fresh orange juice and fresh lemon juice from the fridge contained a high dose of a fast-acting poison. The receptionist and the unknown young man had been taken to the police station for questioning and were temporarily under arrest.

  Celia, Charlotte, and Berry were kindly requested by the detective to appear at the police station tomorrow to give their statements.

  While they stood by the window watching the departing police cars, Charlotte’s phone rang. “Yes,” she said curtly and listened. The tension on her face disappeared. “We’ll wait,” she said relieved and ended the call. She beamed all over her face and danced through the room with raised fists.

  “It was Cortez,” and her voice sounded cheerful and excited. “They have found Carla, Elise, and Martha and they are coming to us. Martha was injured and is still being treated at the aid post, and our friend Captain Estevan is bringing her personally.”

  Celia paced restlessly through the room. Again she was trying to reach one of the three companions by phone… without success. She had never thought highly of her three companions but now she was seriously worried after everything that had happened.

  In her eyes, Alexi Novak was the most businesslike of the three. He was also the one who had brought her in as a shareholder in the ‘Florida Hills Company’. She was overseeing the advertising campaign launched in the UK in connection with the sale of the luxury villas. The name of Sir Charles Markstone, her deceased husband, opened many doors for her.

  “Coffee, Celia?” She was startled and looked up. Berry Winters was standing in front of her with a cup of hot coffee from the machine.

  He invited her to sit with them.
“I
understand perfectly that you are worried about your business partners
, but
maybe everything can be simply explained and nothing has happened
”,
Charlotte tried to comfort her.

  Celia looked at Berry and asked
“How
did you end up in this ‘club’?
”
Berry smiled at her direct way of asking.
“Oh
, that was very simple. From
one
day to the next, I lost my job due to a reorganization at the bank where I worked. My wife didn’t want to wait for better times and left me shortly
afterwards
. And then came the saving angel Martha who asked me to use my talent as a ‘creative’ accountant at this company.

Too good to be true, Celia…
or should I say…
”

  “No”,
she blushed almost a little.
“I
would like it if you keep calling me Celia.
”
She smiled at him.

Then she looked at Charlotte and said she was curious about the story of Elise, Carla, and Martha.

  Charlotte looked at her inquisitively.
“C
elia…
would you mind telling me what was true about the story going around about Steven Johnson and you?
”

  Celia took a deep breath.
“The truth is that Steven Johnson used to be the lawyer of my deceased husband. Later we met here in Spain when our partners had passed away.
” She
paused for a moment and sighed deeply.

  “Heaven… Charlotte… I

always found him a very attractive man but I was also realistic enough to see that he only had friendly feelings for me. It took a long time before I realized that people were gossiping about me and that lies were being told about me and Johnson. I spoke to Steven about it and said none of it was true but I didn’t think he believed me anymore. And above all, I wanted to find out who had spread these lies.
”

  She sighed again and looked intently at Charlotte and Berry.
“I
was invited by my friends on a cruise. They had the idea to free me from my ‘obsession’ with Steven
, but
I only heard that afterwards. The worst part was that Vasil Radko, that rat, told me yesterday that I had bought a house opposite Steven’s house.
” She
paused for a moment and looked intently at Charlotte and Berry.

  “So…
someone is systematically trying to misuse my name and my information and also trying to kill me tonight. The question, of course, is why.
”
She sighed deeply again and made a helpless gesture with her hand.

  “J
eez… Celia… this is quite intense
”,
said Charlotte emotionally.
“D
oes Cortez know about this?
”

  Celia nodded.
“H
e actually advised me to play along because he had received a tip about a woman who might be behind this.
”

  Outside, noise was heard from car doors slamming and shortly after the whole group entered the building.

Martha’s leg was in a cast and she walked inside on crutches.

  Charlotte hurried over to Elise, Carla, and Martha to greet them very warmly. Berry took care of the coffee from the machine and when everyone had found a seat at Cortez’s loud request, he asked for silence and attention.

  Then Cortez began introducing his friend and ex-military Filip Midéras, Captain Estevan Mantego, coordinator in the affected area, and the two soldiers who had operated the excavators to free Martha, Elise, and Carla.

He explained that the last few hours had been intense for everyone and that lack of time forced him to keep this conversation brief.

  He reminded everyone once again to maintain confidentiality about what they had discovered today. He said this in Spanish and English to avoid any misunderstanding.

  For Celia, Charlotte, and Berry, he very briefly summarized what Carla had discovered first. Then he asked Charlotte and Celia if they knew whether anyone from the in-laws had ever fought in one of the brigades formed by foreigners during the Spanish Civil War.

Max placed an old linen

bag in front of Charlotte and Celia and asked if they wanted to look at the contents.

  Celia opened the bag. She let out a cry when she saw the old family photos.

  “
 Who was Alexander Winston Francis Markstone
 …
 Celia?” Cortez asked softly. Celia looked back at the photo and then at Cortez.
 “He
 was a godfather of my husband Charles. See here… this is h
 im 
 at Charles’s baptism. How did you get this, Cortez?
 ”

  “It
 was on his coffin, Celia. Someone lovingly buried all the dead foreign brigadiers and chose a special grave
 ”, 
 Cortez replied to her question.

  They looked at Charlotte, who still sat motionless with the linen pouch in her hand. 
 “I
 can’t open it, Cortez.
 ”
 
 She
 looked a bit helpless. 
 “I
 think Hans should do that
 , but 
 as far as I kno
 w… 
 Eduard Mathias Maria Schablinski was the eldest brother of Hans’s grandfather.
 ”
 She looked again at the pouch and then placed it untouched on the ta
 ble.

  “I
 understand
 .” 
 He nodded encouragingly at Charlotte.
 
 Then he continued
 
 with his explanation. 
 “What
 we have discovered in this short time is that in all the pouches there is a legal proof of ownership that identifies the person as co-owner of a piece of land in this area.

  We don’t yet know exactly where, but it shouldn’t be too difficult to trace that at the land registry.
 ”

  Cortez paused briefly. Then he continued in a serious tone
 :
 
 “
 What worries me most 
 is the fact that someone else knows about the deal back then and is now trying to erase all traces by silencing the heirs. As a consolation
 …
 it’s not a professional assassin because he makes quite a few mistakes. 
 However
 he should not be underestimated either, because tonight Celia was almost his next victim.
 ”

  He had to pause because a huge murmur had arisen.
 
 Suddenly Charlotte sprang up from her chair and covered her face with her hands. 
 “C
 ortez
 ”, 
 she said barely audibly. 
 “
 Cortez… I missed something. Stupid of me! Sorry!
 ” She sat down again and shook her head.

  “
 Did you find a ring with this symbol on Otto’s body?
 ” 
 She pointed to the pouch lying before her, on which the emblem of the International Brigades from the civil war was
 
 depicted. The symbol had the shape of a kind of ‘Mercedes star’.

  Cortez and Max looked at each other and both shook their heads. 
 “
 No Charlotte
 … w
 e don’t know anything about that here.
 ”

  Charly confirmed Charlotte’s story. 
 “
 Otto cherished and always wore this ring. He would get nervous if he left the ring in the bathroom. I once asked him if he had received that ring as a gift when buying his first Mercedes. He laughed then and said this ring was priceless.
 ”

  Max took
 
 notes. He called the medical examiner and the head of the investigation team to ask if a ring had been found on Otto von Schwarzkopf’s body. No ring had been found or seen anywhere.

  “
 And do you know who else wears such a ring?
 ” 
 said Celia with a bitter undertone. 
 “
 Vasil Radko
 !” Then
 she looked at Cortez and added: 
 “B
 y the way, all three partners are unreachable. I’m starting to worry.
 ”

  Charly came to stand beside her and said that Celia could not go to her house this evening because the access road 
 was 
 blocked. He offered to accompany her to the house in Doña Pepa together with Martha, Elise, and Carla. There was plenty of room and she would be safe there.

  Celia thanked him and said she gladly accepted the offer. She was glad she would not be alone this evening.

  When everyone had left, Cortez locked the building. He knew it would be a long night for him and his team.

  35 Friday evening

  Charly was happy there was life again in the villa in Doña Pepa. He heard Elise and Carla singing loudly in the shower and smiled. The 
 last
 hours had been exhausting for him.

  While Martha gave Celia a tour, he got into the car to pick up a small meal for everyone at a Thai restaurant.

  On the way back he passed the inviting neon sign of Sylvana Byala’s nightclub. After the birth of their son with Alexi Novak, she had been given the club as a gift. It had always been her greatest wish to sing in her own nightclub.

  Charly decided to go inside for a moment and ask Sylvana where her husband was. There were no guests' cars on the grounds yet.

  He asked the cloakroom attendant about Sylvana. Charly hesitated. Was she really the cloakroom lady? She was dressed in a striking cocktail dress and looked more like a guest than staff. She looked at him as if she hadn’t understood the question, muttered a brief excuse, and hurried away.

  A moment later she returned with a man whose figure clearly showed that bodybuilding was one of his favorite activities.

  “
 Good evening, sir. My name is Frank. Can I do something for 
 you 
?”
 he asked in a polite tone in English. He was strikingly elegantly dressed in a chic suit with a purple shirt and a white bow tie.

  Charly repeated his question to Sylvana.
 
 Frank hesitated with his answer and it seemed better to Charly to identify himself and then repeat his question once more.

  Apparently, the Europol badge did make an impression on Frank, who was now willing to talk to him.

  He apologized for his reserve and then told him that Sylvana was no longer the owner of this club. Since yesterday, the club had been under new management and had new owners.

  He pulled a business card from his jacket with two names on it.

  The first was Yerik Igorevits, whom Charly knew as the owner of the gym in the ‘Playa Azul’ neighborhood. The other two names on the card were also well known to Charly: Valentina and Jelena Andrejevna.

  Frank answered the question of where Sylvana was now by saying that he had heard she urgently needed to sell her nightclub due to personal circumstances, but that he did not know where she was at the moment. He referred to the phone numbers on the card and asked if there was anything else he could do for Charly.

  "No... thank you very much, Frank," said Charly lightly. "Thanks for the information." Then he turned around and walked slowly towards the vestibule.

  As he passed the cloakroom attendant, he discreetly dropped his business card at her feet. She immediately responded by stepping on it and wishing him a good evening. He merely waved and walked outside.

  In a first impulse, he wanted to drive straight to Cortez's office, but then he thought of the hungry ladies at home.

  Minutes later, he was sitting at the table with everyone, telling his story. No one believed that Sylvana Byala would just sell her thriving club overnight.

  Celia said she had heard Sylvana talk more about her club than about her little son. "I'm curious if you hear anything from the cloakroom lady. I think she knows more."

  "I completely agree," said Charly. "There was just something strange about that lady. She was dressed too elegantly for an employee and a bit too old." There was a lively discussion about what might have happened to Sylvana and Alexi.

  Elise suddenly pointed to Martha, who was sitting in her chair, softly snoring and asleep. They woke her up, and Celia took her to her room.

  "This house is immensely large down here, and I haven't even looked upstairs yet," said Celia admiringly. There were three large bedrooms on the ground floor. All three had their own sitting and sleeping areas, a pantry, and a super-luxurious bathroom with a jacuzzi. Moreover, each room had access to the balcony that ran around the house.

  ”
 Whose 
 house 
 is 
 this?
 ” 
 she asked Martha curiously.
 
 Martha told her that this house had belonged to Otto von Schwarzkopf.

  “
 I didn’t know you could make so much money from selling little houses.
 ” 
 She added a little teasingly,
 : “I
 think I’ll just go work for Charlotte too.
 ” 
 They both had to burst out laughing. Celia told Martha to just call if she needed her. She would leave her own bedroom door open. All the lights in the house could be turned on and off by clapping hands, but 
 Martha was already asleep before Celia had turned off the last lamp in her room.

  When she returned, Elise and Carla were just about to go upstairs.
 
 They were also dead tired after this day that had been so impactful and threatening.

  Charly was still sitting by the window in the living room in one of the armchairs.
 From there, one had a fairy-tale view of the large pool with its changing light effects.

  “C
 ome join me, Celia
 ”,
 said Charly, and she could hear in his tone that he needed to talk.
 
 Celia poured herself 
 another 
 glass of the delicious red wine and swirled it in her glass.

  She sank down into the chair next to Charly.
 “
 Ok…
 ” 
 she said,
 “w
 hat do you want to know
 ?”

  Charly looked up. Her direct approach confused him.

  “
 Sorry
 
 Celia.
 ”
 He sighed and took a sip from his glass.
 “I
 know you haven’t had it
 
 easy lately. I was thinking about who keeps trying to trick you and why. Was it Angelique van den Bottenaar’s idea to take the cruise and did she also pass on a reference 
 for Conchi
 
 to you?
 ”

  Celia looked at him surprised and nodded.
 “
 You’re right, Charly. I should have been much more careful and checked better who I was bringing into the house,
 but 
 it was
 made 
 so easy. Conchi spoke good English and seemed so perfect. In hindsight… you know. But how do you come up with Angelique?
 ”

  Charly grinned and then said lightly
 : “Y
 ou know… I’m a cop.
 ” They both had to laugh.

  “
 No seriously, Celia. Your friend Angelique goes to the same gym where Conchi also trains.
 ” “O
 f course, Charly
 ”, Celia said surprised,
 
 “
 I know that.
 ”

  Charly looked at her inquisitively
 : “B
 ut do you also know that your friend Angelique is now divorced and living together with the owner of the gym, Yerik Igorevits?
 ”

  “D
 ivorced?
 ” 
 Celia looked at him with her mouth open and repeated again ‘Divorced?’
 
 Charly nodded.

  Celia needed a moment to process this. Then she shook her head
 and 
 took a big sip from her wine glass.
 “You 
 think you know someone pretty well and then you find out that’s an illusion.
 ” 
 She made a helpless gesture with her hands.

  Charly had to smile at the way she said it.

  He asked her how well she had known Edna Baker-Stone 
 and 
 if she could tell him anything about her.

  Celia hesitated for a moment and a sorrowful expression came over her face. Stammering, she told about their long-lasting close friendship that had survived all setbacks. She clearly struggled to tell her story and it was as if she only now realized what Edna’s death meant to her.

  Charly took her hand and said she should stop if it was too painful for her.
 “
 I should never have asked you about
 
 Edna, Celia. But I thought you knew her well
 and I have little information about her.’

  Celia nodded her head and continued with her story. She described Edna as a journalist who conducted her investigations very meticulously and was very persistent when she had discovered something that could be interesting. For all her actions, she always first asked for the permission and approval of her editor-in-chief Jane Clarence. She worked for Jane’s crime programme that garnered high viewing figures in England and also in the rest of Europe.

  She had spoken with Edna about her doubts concerning her business partners. Edna’s investigation into the three Bulgarians brought their dubious reputation to light, which she passed on not only to her but also to Martha.

  Through Martha, Edna came into contact with Otto von Schwarzkopf, who was extremely charmed by Edna and the work she did. Edna was to have a frank conversation with Radko on the morning of her death about the rumours he was spreading about Celia’s relationship with Steven Johnson.

  Her story was interrupted by the ringing of Charly’s phone. He answered, listened, and then said, “Ok, I’ll be there.” Then he ended the call.

  “The cloakroom lady from the nightclub,” he explained. “The club closes at six o’clock and then we have an appointment. She sounded very... resolute.”

  “Are you going alone?” Celia asked anxiously.

  Charly shook his head and then said lightly, “I’m taking my mate Elise with me.” And he pointed upwards with his hand.

  36 Friday evening

  Above the sea, the flashes of lightning from the thunderstorm that had recently passed were still visible, bringing the coolness everyone had been waiting for.

  Charlotte and Berry were on their way to the real estate office in Guardamar. Charlotte had forgotten to bring a deed. She needed it tomorrow morning at the notary for the transfer of a house.

  In the street where the office was located, the terraces of the pubs and eateries were still packed. During the summer months, some streets were closed to traffic in the evenings so that the small restaurants had more space to set up their tables outside. The hospitality industry relied on this period.

  There was always a very cosy atmosphere. Children of all ages ran around playing happily. Young and old fled the heat that still lingered in their houses and apartments.

  Berry found a parking spot just a five-minute walk from the office. They turned the corner and then both saw it at the same time… the real estate office was lit and someone was walking around, and it seemed as if there were more people.

  Cautiously, Berry moved a little closer and then told Charlotte that at least five people were in the office space. Apparently, they felt very confident because all the lights were on. Charlotte called her husband to find out if he was in the office, but Hans was already home and waiting for her. “Please Charlotte… don’t go inside. Call the police and wait until they arrive. Or shall I do it?” Charlotte promised to wait for him. The two police cars arrived without lights or sirens, followed by the arrest van.

  Arthuro Perez was the team leader and came walking towards Charlotte and Berry. “Charlotte… they don’t even give you a bit of peace.” Then he smiled broadly and gave his people instructions to storm inside.

  The arrest team was so well trained that all actions flowed seamlessly into each other. The surprise was so great for the five burglars that there was no resistance. Within minutes they were handcuffed and arrested. All five carried handguns and two wore hand grenades on their belts and were dressed in a kind of military uniform.

  These five had apparently started an extensive search for something and had caused an indescribable mess. Everything had been taken out of the filing cabinets and systematically examined. They had even started to demolish the kitchen and the panels. Several crates were ready to take away administration.

  None of the men wanted to give a statement and all stared straight ahead.

  Perez went inside with Charlotte and Berry and asked them if they knew who these men were. Charlotte and Berry shook their heads.

  Perez pointed to three men: 
 “
 These are Bulgarian ex-military men who have already helped Vasil Radko with
 
 his arms trade in various African states. Now he has them working as ‘guards’ at ‘Florida Hills Company’. Handy, huh.
 ”

  There was some noise at the entrance.
 
 Hans Schablinski was stopped because he wanted to go inside to fetch his wife, who had sat down trembling on a chair. This was really too much for Charlotte and there was only 
 one thing
 she wanted. Away from this mess! 
 Yesterday her office was already shattered and now again.

  Berry promised to find the deed she needed tomorrow and to stay until everything here was safely locked up.

  He stood with Perez watching Charlotte and Hans leave. 
 “I 
 can understand that it’s too much for her
 ”,
 he said to Perez and told him the whole story 
 about the events of yesterday and today. “Wow,”
 said Perez, 
 “h
 eavy.
 ”

  He looked at Berry and then said hesitantly: 
 “
 Would you perhaps be able to wait here until the locksmith has been? The place has been quite forced open. It might take an hour or so.
 ”

  Berry said that was no problem and that he had to clean up anyway if he wanted to work here tomorrow.

  After a while everyone had left and Berry went to the back to make a cup of coffee.
 
 On the counter lay a
 smartphone 
 he didn’t recognize. He didn’t know who 
 it
 belonged to
 . Maybe someone had forgotten it. On a r
 eflex 
 he put the device in his trouser pocket.

  He 
 picked up the papers scattered on the floor and then tried to arrange them 
 alphabetically. 
 A
 ll had apparently been pulled out of the cabinets aimlessly by the burglars.

  Then he saw that deeds with the letters B and L had been placed separately in the crates. Why exactly these letters, he wondered. First another cup of coffee, he thought, and walked to the back.

  Someone knocked on the window. Outside stood a man who looked like a craftsman with his toolbox.

  Without hesitation Berry slid his makeshift lock aside and opened the door. Glad the locksmith had arrived so quickly. In front of him stood a sturdy blond man with a beard and a beautifully twisted English moustache.

  A moment later Berry knew this was a trap. He covered his burning eyes with his hands, was roughly pushed inside and fell to his knees. Then he felt a blow to his head and lost consciousness.

  It was as if he heard someone calling. 
 Over and over again. 
 “Berry”
 , 
 “Berry
 .
 ” 
 Slowly 
 he came back to… 
 His head throbbed 
 with pain and his eyes hurt terribly.

  “Berry”,
 said the voice
 , “it’s me
 , 
 Hans.
 ”

  “Hans”,
 Berry echoed back. He felt Hans place a wet towel on his head and dab his eyes with water and a wet cloth.
 
 It took a moment before he could 
 open
 his eyes. Slowly the burning pain subsided. He vaguely saw the outline of Hans sitting in front of him. 
 “How
 did you get here? You had already left.
 ”

  Hans smiled and then said with an ironic undertone: 
 “You’d better ask Charlotte, Berry. We had just got home. Then she thought it would be better not to leave you alone. Premonition? Who can say. But she sent me back.
 ”

  He helped Berry up
 , 
 put him in a comfortable office chair and fetched a glass of water for him. 
 “I
 looked at your head wound… there must be a few staples. The doctor is coming soon… for him too!
 ” 
 He pointed behind over his shoulder.

  Surprised Berry looked at his attacker who lay on the ground in a twisted posture and handcuffed, his face painfully contorted.
 “What 
 happened?
 ” 
 Berry asked.

  Hans was not a man of many words but this time it seemed as if he wanted to tell his story with great pleasure.
 
 He said he was a few meters away from the office when he saw the man knocking on the door. He saw the attack on Berry and sprinted to the door.
 “You know, Berry,” he said with a satisfied smile, “some things you never forget. I used to practice martial arts and now I know I can still do some things.”

  He was beaming from it.
 “You see, it worked despite my rheumatism. Maybe I didn’t have to break his arm but he pulled a gun from his jacket… so I had no choice.”

  Just before the entrance of the office, a neutral car stopped with two detectives who belonged to Arthuro Perez’s team. Two motorcycle officers came right behind them and got off their bikes.
 “You can keep us pretty busy too,” said one of the officers with a smile.

  They looked at the robber who, besides the broken arm, also had severe bruises on his legs and shoulders and refused to say anything.

  Near the office was the apartment of a doctor who was friends with Hans. He was willing to come and look at the injured. Meanwhile, crowds of curious onlookers had gathered in front of the house and the doctor had difficulty making his way through the people. One of the motorcycle officers helped him inside.

  Berry’s wound was stitched up within a few minutes and the robber’s arm was splinted.
 “He will have difficulty walking for a few days due to the bruises on his legs,” the doctor said to the detectives, pointing to the robber.

  Then he turned to Hans and said teasingly with a twinkle in his eyes:
 “This young man should count himself lucky he didn’t suffer more fractures. And that from a man who says he has rheumatism!”

  Hans looked a bit shyly at the detectives.
 “This guy pulled a gun. I only defended myself and protected Berry,” he said indignantly. He pointed to the spot where the weapon had fallen.

  “Does anyone need me here?” called a small sturdy man standing at the entrance. He had a toolbox in his hand and was wearing a green overall. His cap bore the logo of some company.

  “Ah… José,” said one of the detectives, “come in. You surely know what to do.” José nodded and began inspecting the forced front door and the shutter.

  Hans brought José a cup of coffee, briefly explained what had happened, and said they did not know who the robber was.

  “But I know that guy,” said José. “His name is Markstone and he lives in ‘Playa Azul’. He just bought the house there from the old fisherman Marco and wanted all the locks replaced.”

  37 Friday late evening

  After the phone call with Charly, Cortez acted immediately. He sent teams to the houses of the directors of the ‘Florida Hills Company’.

  All three houses were empty and the detectives found only signs of a hasty departure. They tried to question the neighbors but, as in most villa districts, the neighbors were either not present or only lived there for a short vacation period. No one had seen or noticed anything.

  Then came the phone call from the detective who was handling the robbery in Charlotte’s office.
 
 He and his colleague had pressured the robber in a brief interrogation and now believed they had indications that a hostage situation was taking place in a house in ‘Playa Azul’.
 
 They asked for Cortez’s permission and the support of the arrest team.

  Cortez immediately understood from their description that it was the house of the old fisherman Marco. He thought it better that they first kept watch from Steven Johnson’s house and waited there for their colleagues.

  He explained to them how they could enter the garden and that from the solarium on the roof they had an excellent view of the building opposite.

  The two detectives reported shortly afterwards that the suspicion was correct. Indeed, two smoking men were visible on the terrace of the house in question. In the streetlight, it was very clear that both were carrying handguns.

  The terrace door was wide open and inside at least two more people could be identified.

  Cortez and his team entered Steven’s garden from the rear.

  The snipers sought their best positions and Cortez gave everyone instructions.

  Cortez himself played the drunkard who came looking for his mate Marco and stood noisily in front of the gate.

  As he had hoped, the two men who were smoking came to the gate and asked him to leave. Before they knew it, they groaned and covered their eyes. In no time, they were disarmed and handcuffed.

  “Nasty stuff… that pepper spray… but effective,” Cortez muttered almost contemptuously to the detective who had handed him the canister.

  Everything remained quiet inside the house. The action team crept to the back of the house. As Cortez had expected, that door was wide open.

  Voices could be heard inside, along with something that sounded like television noise. Cortez sent one of his men forward. He came back crawling and held up three fingers. That meant there were three armed men in the room.

  Cortez decided to launch a raid even though they did not know where or if the hostages were inside the house.

  Everyone was extremely alert and tense, and swift action was necessary.

  Cortez gave a signal to the two detectives outside. Their shouting distracted the three men inside, who walked to the open terrace door to see where the noise was coming from. They were defenseless when the team stormed in from two sides…

  The rooms were searched for other people. The living room was a huge mess. Empty beer cans and pizza boxes and other food packaging were scattered all over the floor.

  The two bedrooms on this floor were empty. The beds were strewn with clothes. The bathroom showed the same scene.

  Two commandos cautiously descended the small stairs to the basement, which led to a narrow corridor that split into two sections at the end, with five doors. All doors were wide open but no lights were on.

  They passed a bathroom and heard muffled sounds from the adjacent room.

  One of the commandos found three switches in the corridor and pressed all three. Suddenly, several lights came on, illuminating the corridor and two other rooms.

  In one room, Sylvana Byala and Alexi Novak sat bound on the floor. Their arms and legs were tied with a kind of nylon cord that cut deeply into their skin. Ordinary packing tape was plastered over their mouths.

  He pointed upwards and then said very ironically: 
 “
 Maybe his executioners know where he is now
 ?”
 He burst into a hysterical laugh and then into tears.

  Sylvana looked worriedly at her child who was still sound asleep. 
 “C
 ortez
 ”,
 she said softly. 
 “I
 think Vasil has drugged my child with something
 …
 
 I
 haven’t heard him all this time.
 ”
 She cried softly.

  Cortez ensured that the ambulance with Sylvana and the child could rush to the hospital under the escort of two motorcycle officers.

  Meanwhile, across Europe, the wanted notice 
 f
 or Vasil Radko was being broadcast by
 
 Europol and the Spanish national police via the national TV stations and radio
 stations
 .

  38 Friday night

  At Cortez’s office, it seemed like a madhouse. The phones were ringing off the hook, the fax machines were constantly rattling, and the data from the 
 computer 
 couldn’t be processed as fast as it came in.
 
 It felt like a bombardment of information they were receiving about their detainees.

  A confirmation came in from the Polish embassy that the fingerprints urgently sent to them did indeed match. The dead young man, who was thought to be Boris Kaminski, was actually of Polish origin and named
 Mark Dombrovski. He was wanted in three European countries for fraud and forgery.

  It was also announced that Mark Dombrovski had a twin brother named Michael who worked as a computer specialist for a branch of the Russian mafia. He was last seen in Mila
 n
 at a trade fair.

  The five men arrested at Charlotte’s office turned out to be Bulgarians from the group 
 of 
 Vasil Radko. He knew them from his time in the Bulgarian army and later they had assisted him in his arms trade in African countries. Now he had given them well-paid jobs as guards at the ‘Florida Hills Company’.

  Apart from the break-in at Charlotte’s office, no criminal offense could be charged against them in Spain.

  But
 
 shortly 
 after
 a request arrived from the international court in The Hague for their immediate extradition due to arms trafficking and participation in lynchings and murders in two different African countries.

  Various ministries suddenly wanted information about everything related to this and nervous calls came from high-ranking police officials.

  On the list of wanted persons were also the names of the five men found in 
 Marco’s
 house and the name of the robber of Berry in Charlotte’s office.
 
 This latter group were not Bulgarians but came from 
 Ukraine
 .

  Cortez and his team were under tremendous stress. He was dealing with several murder cases and did not know if he would ever get the chance to find out whether one or more men from this group were involved in these murders.
 N
 ow it was up to the judges of his country to decide whether he would ever get that chance.

  Cortez had launched a manhunt for Vasil and his detectives tried to gather as much information as possible about Vasil through his helpers by putting extra pressure on them.

  At four o’clock 
 a
 m
 , Cortez had fresh sandwiches and soup brought in from the canteen and saw that this short break was more than welcome by the team. The coffee machine 
 was
 red-hot and everyone resumed work with full energy after this pause.

  Charly had arrived around two o’clock at Cortez’s request. He knew how to navigate the cumbersome bureaucratic system of Europol to extract information without much 
 time loss
 and Cortez was extremely grateful for this.

  The two who did not fit at all into this pattern of
 
 criminals and offenders
 
 were
 
 the receptionist Amanda Carracedo-Fernandez and her boyfriend. His
 
 name was Marc Villena and he had absolutely nothing to do with the whole case of the poisoned drink.

  Amanda stated that that
 
 evening she had seen her sister Conchi come out of the boardroom. She asked what she was doing here. Conchi had come threateningly towards her and said that she had never been here and Amanda had never seen her.

  In her hand Conchi held a plastic bottle from the supermarket Mercadona. At the supermarket, one could press fresh orange juice themselves and take it ready-made in such a plastic bottle.

There was only one member of the management who drank this fresh orange juice, and that was Celia.

  Later Amanda wanted to take the bottle out of the fridge because she didn’t trust it after all,
 but
 by then Celia was already present.

  The bottle in the fridge was examined for fingerprints, and those of Amanda and Marc were missing, as were those of Conchi. The bottle had been wiped before it was placed in the fridge.

  Cortez saw no reason to hold Amanda and her boyfriend any longer. Before they left, Cortez asked Amanda if she knew who Conchi’s boyfriend was.

  Amanda had only seen him once. According to her, he came from Poland, worked in Torrevieja, and drove an open sports car. She believed she had heard Conchi call him Mike.

  She was already out the door when she turned back and came back to Cortez.
“Are you also investigating the murder of the journalist from England?”
 she asked Cortez.

  Cortez looked up surprised and then said hesitantly:
“Yes.

But how do you know a journalist was murdered? Do you know something?”

  “I
 h
 ave
 seen that Conchi’s boyfriend gave her a lift to the

city.

She came to our office building yesterday morning around ten o’clock and wanted to have a conversation with Vasil Radko. She gave me her card and I had to register her with Radko. He had left just before she arrived. And then suddenly a tire of her rental car was flat, and she accepted the offer of a lift.”

  “What happened to the rental car then? Is the car still there?”
 asked Cortez.
“Sorry, I didn’t pay any more attention to that.

I’m sure it wasn’t there yesterday afternoon.”

  “Thank you, Amanda,”
 said Cortez kindly.
“Could you please put this on record… it’s very important for our file.”

  Amanda nodded and then left.

  39 Saturday six o'clock

  In the parking lot of the old ‘Venta,’ Charly waited in his car for the cloakroom attendant of the nightclub. The first truck drivers had already stopped for their fresh sandwich and their steaming strong coffee.

  Charly loved the atmosphere that surrounded a venta. Most Spanish ventas were as old as the road itself, and without much effort, one could transport oneself back to the time when smugglers, prostitutes, robbers, and coachmen were part of the daily clientele.

  On the back seat of the car, Elise lay curled up like a kitten asleep. Charly would only wake her when the time came, and he himself struggled to stay alert after this short night.

  He saw a passenger car drive onto the venta’s yard. A woman got out, looked around searchingly, and then walked to the entrance. Charly stayed seated a little longer to see if anyone was following her. Shortly after, a large Volvo station wagon turned onto the parking lot

and parked in such a way that it could keep an eye on the entrance. No one left the car.

  Gently he woke Elise

and

explained to her what the situation was and what she had to do.

Somewhere, Charly still struggled with his partner’s dark-dyed hair and her sporty outfit. He wished for his old familiar Elise back.

  In this case, Elise had to make contact with the lady from the cloakroom. She got out of the car and stretched extensively with some gym exercises to be sure

that the attention of the occupants in the Volvo was fixed on her.

  Then she strolled slowly to the restaurant’s entrance door. At the bar, five truck drivers were drinking their coffee, and all heads turned her way as she came in. She greeted them with a radiant smile and ordered a cup of tea from the young woman behind the bar, who, with a still sleepy face, automatically did her work.

  Elise walked with her mug of tea to one of the empty tables and passed the table where the lady from the nightclub was stirring her coffee despondently. Discreetly, Elise dropped a small scrap of paper in front of the woman's cup as she passed and saw the startled look on her face. Elise smiled kindly and continued to the next table.

  Then the lady understood. She picked up the paper and a little later walked towards the ladies' restroom. When she returned, she nodded briefly in Elise's direction, paid the barmaid, and left the venta.

  Charly saw her come outside, get into her car, and drive away. The large Volvo followed her again.

  A little later, Elise plopped down beside him again and read aloud the note from the cloakroom attendant that she had found on the shelf above the ladies' washbasin.

  "We shall soon see who is following her," said Charly. "I have given Cortez the Volvo's number. Now you just have to find out where this address is that the lady wrote down."

  Elise was googling on her iPad and suddenly burst out laughing. "It's a posh retirement home, Charly. This woman thought it through cleverly because they have two entrances there, each with a parking lot."

  They followed the cars at a great distance. They saw that the lady took the first parking lot by the main entrance and that the Volvo stayed outside the lot, parking so that it could keep an eye on the entrance.

  Charly followed Elise's directions and they parked near the back exit of the retirement complex. The lady was already waiting for them at the door. "Sorry," she said a little shyly, "I had no idea at all that I was being followed."

  Charly introduced her to Elise as his colleague.

  “My name is Maria Delgado-Espinoza and it is especially my mother who would like to have a conversation with you. She lives here. Shall we go find her?”

  “Delgado,” Charly asked hesitantly. “Are you perhaps family of Marco the fisherman?”

  Maria nodded and looked sad. “He was my mother’s youngest brother. She adored him and is now in deep mourning over his terrible death.”

  They walked down the corridor to the lobby where the elevators were… past the empty dining room with a separate atmospheric bar and various rooms that served as day rooms, a cinema, and a library. Through the large windows at the front entrance one could see the lush garden and the complex with several swimming pools.

  Elise had been right. This resort exuded a certain luxury and it was clear that no expense had been spared in furnishing this house.

  Maria Delgado’s mother lived on the third floor and looked out over the rolling grounds with many trees and playful ponds.

  If one had expected an old frail woman, one would be mistaken. Lucianda Delgado was still a beautiful woman for her age, with a perfectly straight posture and her long dark brown hair pinned up in a traditional bun.

  She smiled kindly at Elise and Charly. Apparently, she was used to people being impressed by her appearance. When mother and daughter stood together, it was clear how much these two women resembled each other.

  They sat down in the comfortable sofas placed in front of the large window. Lucianda immediately began to speak of Marco and how deeply she regretted his death. They had a close bond, and she was not only his sister but also someone with whom he shared his worries.

  Every now and then she had to take a short break to sip her tea, which then gave her the opportunity to dab her eyes with a small embroidered handkerchief.

  Otto von Schwarzkopf, she said, had been the great surprise in her life. Within two months they were married to the great sorrow of her refined family and also separated again within half a year. But Otto regularly reappeared in her life and shared his secrets with her.

  When she married Ronaldo, the father of her daughter, Otto was present as a witness. Otto was simply crazy about everything Spanish and attributed that to his father. As a young man, he had left his family to help as a brigadier in the terrible Spanish war.

  His story fascinated Otto and he wanted to know everything about his father. Also where he was buried. Especially that. And until recently he thought he had unraveled the secret.

  Lucianda took another small pause and took a sip of tea before continuing her story.

  Marco had come to Otto with papers and had asked him for advice. On a document, the ownership of a piece of land with a mountain in Rojales was described. There was also an old uninhabited farmhouse of the Delgado family that was severely dilapidated.

  Marco had discovered the ownership papers of this land in a long-forgotten bank safe of the family.

  Strangely enough, not only members of our family but also dozens of foreign names were listed as heirs. Marco wanted to know what that meant and first came to her. Together they thought that maybe Otto knew what to do with this.

  Otto was crazy with joy when he saw the papers. For weeks he was on the road again to solve this mystery completely.

  Again Lucianda took a small pause and looked at Charly in amazement.

  Charly had leaned forward and listened to her intently. His mouth was slightly open and his whole face expressed astonishment.

  Elise saw Lucianda’s look and then said very simply: “We now know where Otto's father is buried… we ourselves have discovered the tomb where everyone listed on the deed lies in their coffin.”

  Lucianda and Maria gave a cry of fright and covered their mouths with their hands. “Tell,” said Lucianda simply.

  The two women listened attentively to Elise’s adventurous story. “A family member of his is there too,” she said, pointing to Charly.

  Lucianda raised her hand and then looked at her daughter with a deep sigh. “I think that is the work of my mother and my aunt Antonia. I have often heard them talk about it. My mother was called ‘the lighthouse’ because she had beautiful red hair. ‘El faro’ was also her code name in the group. She had great admiration for the young men who left their country and came here to help.”

  Again Lucianda dabbed her eyes and put her arm comfortingly around her daughter. “We would like to visit that place if possible,” said Maria.

  Charly sighed deeply: “We will discuss this with Cortez, but I promise you that you will see the tomb where our family members lie.”

  Lucianda sprang forward and raised her hands in protest. “No, no no Charly. You are mistaken. Nobody’s body lies there… they are all buried in the regular cemeteries, but few people are aware of this.”

  Charly and Elise looked at Lucianda questioningly.
“
What does that mean? And what is in the chests then? Empty?
”
asked Charly, extremely confused.

  Lucianda’s gaze wandered outside.
“I
 don’t know if you know anything about this terrible

time. In the coffins, the art treasures from the churches, monasteries, town halls, private houses, and museums of this region were brought to safety.

At least
…
until recently, I had hoped they were still there.
”

  She paused again and looked thoughtfully out the window.
“
People thought they would be safe there.

As far as I know from my mother,
this group of brigadiers formed a kind of commune, and after their deaths, my mother collected all their personal belongings and placed them on the chests in memoriam. I believe there was also some kind of weapons depot in that mountain,
but
I’m not sure.
”

  There was a brief silence after the old lady’s story. Elise felt that Lucianda was somewhat relieved to be able to share her story with them.

  Charly would discuss the matter with Cortez and, if possible, would also show her the place that was so important to her mother.

  Then he looked in Maria’s direction.
“I
would like to know something else from
you.
How did
you
get this job at the nightclub?
”

  Maria smiled.
“
Otto bribed the woman who normally does the job a week ago. She had to say she had the flu and recommend me as her replacement. Sylvana had no problem with it, and Otto thus had a spy in the nightclub. I had to take notes on certain people. Otto was especially interested in Vasil Radko’s interactions with other visitors. My job ended this morning. Luckily… because I’m not used to staying awake all night.
”

  Charly nodded understandingly and asked if he could look at her notes. He thanked Maria and Lucianda warmly for the open conversation. He urged Maria to call immediately if there was anything she didn’t trust.

  Cortez had meanwhile been informed and also sent a patrol

from the municipal police to check the black Volvo. The Volvo was
registered in the name of Vasil Radko. But Charly preferred not to tell Maria that.

  40 Saturday morning

  Carla had slept poorly that night. She had been half awake a few times and then fallen back into a restless sleep. Everything churned through her mind, and when she slept, she wandered in her dream through the mountain on a road that seemed endless.

  She got up quietly and looked into Elise’s bedroom. Her bed was empty, and there was a note on the nightstand saying that she was on her way with Charly to meet the cloakroom attendant from the nightclub.

Carla sighed deeply and crept down the wide stairs. She entered the living room and opened the garden doors. The large grandfather clock had just struck six.

  Outside it was still wonderfully cool, and it was just beginning to get light. The pool pump started running softly, circulating the water.

On impulse, Carla took off her shirt and just dove into the water. It felt wonderful, and she let herself float for a while.

  On the terrace stood a rack with many large soft towels that the pool man had replaced the day before.

  Carla lay down in one of the comfortable chairs around the pool. This was wonderful, she thought, and simply fell asleep.

  She woke up when she heard a click. Celia had seen her sitting there. And because the sun was already quite
bright,
she had opened the large sunshade to give her some shadow.

  Carla stretched and asked Celia what time it was.
It was almost half past eight. Carla sat up.

  “T
ime for breakfast
”,
called Martha from the terrace door.
“Y
ou hear that, Carla, we’re invited
”,
said Celia cheerfully.

  The table was festively set, and Martha had boiled eggs and toasted bread. She was happy to have something to do, even though it was much harder with her crutches.

  Even later they were sitting together at the table and Celia asked them how it had been yesterday in the terrible mountain.

Little by little their story came out and the memory of it still made the two women shudder.

  "
We had the feeling that we were running for our lives… but maybe it wasn’t all real.
"

  Carla shivered as she said this. She tried to remember where she had lost her handbag.

Martha laughed because she had thought exactly the same thing when she looked for her mobile phone on the bedside table this morning.

  "
You two were amazing
", 
said Martha quietly to Carla. 
"You took care of me and dragged me through that terrible mountain. Your courage and perseverance 
gave 
me 
strength 
to keep going
.
"

  The phone in the living room rang. Carla ran inside and picked it up.

On the other end was Max Ballisto. From his tired voice it was clear he had worked through the night.

  He asked if everything was okay with them. He had just received a message from Paul Hunter, the funeral director’s assistant. He said the investigating judge had given permission for the cremation of Carla’s aunt and Steven Johnson to take place this afternoon at four o’clock. Hunter had tried to reach Carla and then asked him if he knew where she was.

  Carla was glad he had passed on the message and wanted to know from Max if there would also be family of Steven present but Max had heard nothing about that.

  "
I’m going to sleep for a few hours, Carla
", 
said Max, 
"
but if there’s anything urgent you can always contact our colleagues. And one more thing. We now know more about the ownership rights of the mountain and the land around it.

I’ll tell you later. I will come to the funeral and so will Cortez.
"

  Carla was glad Max said that. She needed all the support she could get. She told Martha and Celia what Max had said and that Cortez and Max, despite all the busyness and fatigue,

took the trouble to come to the cremation.

  Suddenly she started crying terribly. All the frustration, fear and bitterness suddenly came out and could not be stopped. Celia took her in her arms and rocked her like a small child.

  The comforting words calmed Carla. She had not had time to mourn her aunt and this outburst put everything back in place and forced her to accept Carolina’s death.

  Martha called the funeral director’s number for her to ask if there were still things to be arranged by Carla. She was able to reassure her. Paul Hunter knew his job. And in this special

case he had made extra effort to make everything go as smoothly as possible later, just as the deceased had explicitly instructed him.

  Celia took Carla to her aunt’s house in her own car. Martha also did not want to stay home alone and came along.

Celia had an easy car

which Martha 
had no problem getting into.

  During this busy holiday period
Celia avoided the road along the coast. She knew all the shortcuts and detours that saved time.

  In the ‘Playa Azul’ district there was a lively bustle at the shopping centre. In these high temperatures all shopping was preferably done early in the morning.
Later around noon the district would look deserted.

  Celia turned into Avenida Cervantes where the houses of Steven and Carla’s aunt were located. Across from the two houses near Marco’s house stood the police van of the investigation team.

A little further on was a vehicle from a company specialised in cleaning houses after crimes, accidents or deaths.

  Celia parked the car in front of Carla’s aunt’s house. 
"
I don’t have a key
", 
said Carla giggling, 
"but I know where the spare one is
." She clambered over the garden gate with the agility of someone who had done this before.

The door of her aunt’s car was not locked and she found a house key under a pile of CDs in the side pocket.

  When she came back to the gate one of the detectives was talking with Celia and Martha. Apparently he did not trust the case very much and at Martha’s request was calling the office of Cortez.

  Arthuro Perez was on duty at Cortez's office and explained to the detective that he personally vouched for these ladies but thought it very attentive of him to call him.

  In the house it was still surprisingly cool because Carla had lowered all the sunshades when she left yesterday.

  Carla showed Celia and Martha the house from the inside.

  “This would be a house for me now,” said Martha enthusiastically. Celia preferred something a bit more modern. She looked at a terribly sweet painting with a pastoral scene that hung prominently on the living room wall.

  “Have you already opened the safe?” she asked Carla. Carla looked extremely surprised and said she knew of no safe in the house.

  “I think there is one behind this… ‘painting,’” said Celia, pointing to the canvas behind her.

  Carla had never paid attention to this before. No matter how ugly she found the painting, she had never looked for a safe behind it.

  Celia was right. With a click, the painting swung aside and gave access to the door of a small safe.

  “Now you only need the combination,” said Celia with a smile.

  The small safe was packed full of papers. Carla carefully took everything out and laid it on the table. Her aunt had neatly organized and labeled everything in different folders. On the folder on top was a letter stuck with Carla’s name on it. Hesitantly, she opened it.

  “M
y dear Carla, I would have preferred to tell you this in person but there is no time.

  Steven and I have come across a case through Otto von Schwarzkopf that relates to a past now eighty years ago but still very relevant.

Everything you need to know is in this folder.

  All original documents have been deposited in three different bank vaults. Steven and I fear that our opponents will not limit themselves to verbal threats.

If you are reading this, then we have lost the fight. You were also a bit ‘my’ child and I loved you dearly. I embrace you and say goodbye.

Carolina van Wassendonk.
”

  Carla read the letter over and over. Carolina and Steven had known they were in danger and yet they had persisted. Why? What was it that was so important to them?

  Silently, she passed the letter on to Celia and Martha and went into the small kitchen to make coffee.

A little later, they were all sitting on the terrace and Celia said she regretted never having met Carolina. Martha had never met her either.
 “B
ut we really can’t read the letter,”
 said Martha with a faint smile, handing it back to Carla.
 “I
t’s in Dutch,”
 Celia added.

  “I
f you need our help, Carla, we are ready to assist you.
”
Martha said it in an almost solemn tone.

Despite all the misery, or perhaps because of it, a friendly bond had formed between these women.

  They still had a few hours until the cremation would take place. Celia went to the flower shop to have a personal floral tribute made for Martha, Carla, and herself to lay on the coffins later.

  Charlotte called and told Martha that she didn’t trust leaving the houses unattended during the funeral. She had found two burly Russians from the gym willing to watch the houses for a small fee.

  “B
 edankt Charlotte
 ”, 
 zei Martha. 
 “W
 ij hebben hier echt niet aan gedacht.
 ”

  Zij waren ruim op tijd in het crematorium aanwezig. Via de speciale ingang voor familieleden gingen zij de zaal binnen. Charly en Elise hadden het bericht van Max gekregen en zaten al in de zaal.

  Carla had niemand verwacht behalve de mensen die zij kende. Nu zat de hele zaal stampvol met bewoners uit de wijk ‘Playa Azul’ die allen gekomen waren om hun voormalige wijk-president en 
 zij
 n 
 secretaresse 
 de laatste eer te bewijzen.

  Het werd een lange plechtigheid omdat velen uit de wijk nog persoonlijk met een paar woorden afscheid wilden nemen. Men hoorde mensen in diverse talen hun vaarwel uitspreken en het was roerend om te zien hoe mensen elkaar konden troosten. Velen kenden Carolina en Steven al tientallen jaren.

  Na afloop waren de kisten bedolven onder een zee van rozen in alle kleuren.
 D
 e dienst was haast afgelopen toen de deur van de aula geopend werd door een van de medewerkers van het rouwcentrum. Hij kwam binnen met een lange jongeman rond de dertig die een beetje verlegen in de rondte keek.

  Zij liepen naar Carla en de medewerker fluisterde haar iets toe. Carla stond op en omarmde die jonge man. Zij nam zijn hand en liep met hem naar de microfoon.

  “
 Lieve mensen
 ”, 
 zei zij op zachte toon. 
 “I
 k vind het heel bijzonder dat ik 
 u
 een man mag voorstellen die drie dagen op reis is geweest om hier op tijd te komen. Dit is William Johnson uit Christchurch in Nieuw-zeeland. Hij heeft zijn oom nooit gezien en nu is hij hier als enig lid van de familie om hem vaarwel te zeggen.
 ”

  Zij zweeg even en dan barstte een geweldig applaus los voor William.

  41 Saturday afternoon

  William Johnson had een zeer vermoeiende reis achter de rug en dat was hem aan te zien. Iedereen in de aula wilde hem welkom heten en condoleren met de dood van zijn oom. Er waren veel Engelsen in de aula en iedereen had wel ergens in Nieuw-
 Z
 eeland een familielid wonen en was benieuwd of William hen kende.

  Carla had een idee hoe hij zich moest voelen en vroeg Cortez om hem uit de menigte te halen.
 
 Cortez deed het op zijn vriendelijke maar directe manier en zag de dankbare blik van William.

  Het was de gewoonte om na afloop van de plechtigheid nog even wat te drinken en een praatje te maken.
 
 Tegenover het crematorium was een restaurant dat gespecialiseerd was in grote partijen.

  Paul
 
 Hunter, van het uitvaartbedrijf, had de eigenaar van het restaurant al voorbereid op een groot aantal mensen dat straks binnen zou komen. En Paul Hunter had volgens zijn draaiboek alles perfect georganiseerd want dat was zijn vak
 .

  Cortez vroeg aan William Johnson of hij even in het kleine parkje tegenover het restaurant met hem en zijn assistent Max Ballisto wilde gaan praten. Binnen was er teveel lawaai. Cortez had zijn legitimatie getoond en gezegd dat het andere alternatief een gesprek op het politie
 bureau
 zou zijn.

  William had ingestemd en Carla gevraagd om erbij aanwezig te zijn. Zij zei tegen William dat hij moest begrijpen dat Cortez alle reden had om hem 
 aan
 de tand te voelen. En aarzelend vroeg zij aan William: 
 “S
 orry… maar wie heeft jou op de hoogte gebracht van het overlijden van Steven?
 ”

  William keek haar met grote ogen aan en dan zei hij beduusd: 
 “
 Ik wist helemaal niet dat oom Steven overleden was. Dat hoorde ik pas toen ik bij zijn huis kwam en de oppas die jullie hier hadden ge
 o
 rganiseer
 d
 zei dat iedereen naar de begrafenis was.
 ”
 William ging even op een bankje zitten en keek voor zich uit.

  “
 Mijn familie had van oom Steven een uitnodiging gekregen voor een re
 ü
 ni
 e 
 van familieleden van gesneuvelde brigadiers
 
 die in de Spaanse burgeroorlog mee hadden gevochten.
 ”

  William maakte even een kleine pauze en keek iedereen aan. 
 “N
 atuurlijk vond mijn familie dat ik moest gaan.
 ” 
 Steven zei nadrukkelijk dat het heel belangrijk was

  Mijn grootvader kon deze reis niet meer maken vanwege zijn leeftijd. Zijn vader was in die tijd vanuit Engeland naar Spanje gegaan. Naar hem ben ik ook genoem
 … 
 William Andrew.
 ”

  “
 Did your uncle Steven know you were coming?
 ”
 Carla asked William.

  William nodded a little absentmindedly. Then he said he had spoken to him Wednesday afternoon before his flight from New Zealand.

  Steven was supposed to pick him up from Alicante airport. But his plane arrived in Madrid more than an hour late and he had to take a later flight to Alicante. That was why he was not surprised
 d
 that his uncle was not there to pick him up.

  “
 Ok Cortez, now you know what you wanted to know and it’s time for William to get some rest
 ”,
 said Carla. She suggested that he could stay at Steven’s house.

  A little later William was at his uncle’s house, sitting with a large mug of coffee on the terrace listening to the sad story of Carolina and Steven that Carla told him.

  “I
 w
 ill wait a little longer before I inform my family about what happened
 ”, 
 said William. He looked at her thoughtfully.

  Then he said hesitantly: 
 “
 Carla… I have a strong feeling there is more going on than you have told me so far.
 ” “L
 ater
 ”, 
 said Carla curtly. 
 “S
 oon you will be rested and I will tell you everything.
 ”

  After she was alone again she called Cortez and told him about the safe in her aunt’s house that Martha had opened and the stack of papers she had found.

  “Ca
 rla
 ”,
 Cortez said honestly to her. 
 “I
 don’t know anymore what I still have to do. I’m dealing with nine deaths and it seems there is only one man who can solve this mystery and that is Radko or his mates.
 ”

  “
 Cortez I completely understand that. But I have thought about it. I think Radko is not finished with his revenge, especially on Celia. I know the whole area of ‘Eagles Forest’ is closed off. But Celia said the road to her house was badly damaged but still accessible. Suppose he is hiding in that house and from there has access to the entrance of the mountain then he can
 …”

  Cortez interrupted her and said she was amazing. He thanked her for the tip and immediately hung up.

  42 Saturday late afternoon

  Charlotte had invited everyone from their group to come after the cremation to the terrace of Hans’s small bar to chat over a tapa and a glass of wine.

  Small delicious tapas were Hans’s specialty and he could spend hours thinking up and trying them out.
 
 Charlotte had to taste them all first and her judgment was decisive.

  At this time of day it was lovely outside in the shade and a soft sea breeze gave some extra cooling. 
 T
 his terrace would be full until after midnight with cheerful and happy people.

  The group chatted a little about the event of this afternoon. Elise said she had just received a message from Carla. Before she could say that Carla wanted to talk, Charly’s phone gave a signal.
 
 Cortez was on the other end. Charly’s face tightened and he said he had to leave immediately.

  The mood changed because of the phone call and everyone felt the tension rising again.
 
 Charly muttered something about needing to investigate and left in a hurry.

  To Elise he said she had to make sure Martha, Celia and Berry got home safely later. Suddenly there was a threat in the air again. Charly had just left 
 when 
 a small Citroën honked past the terrace. 
 “T
 hat was Carolina’s little car
 ”, said Charlotte surprised. She sighed deeply and then said a little sadly: 
 “I 
 still have to get used to someone else driving this car now.
 ”

  A little later Carla joined the group. 
 “N
 ice car to drive
 ”, 
 she said lightly. 
 “I
 took William Johnson to his uncle’s house and showed him everything. He needed a siesta and now I’m here because I need help with some questions.
 
 Does now suit you or would another time be better?
 ”
 She looked around.

  “
 Vraag maar
 ”, 
 zei Charlotte en keek haar afwachtend aan.

  Carla ging zitten en proefde een tapa die haar door Hans werd aangeboden.

  ”
 Wat mij bezighoudt zijn de volgende dingen
 ”,
 zei zij ernstig. 
 “
 William kwam niet voor de begrafenis van zijn oom maar omdat deze hem had uitgenodigd voor een bijeenkomst van familieleden van de brigadiers. Hebben jullie ook een uitnodiging of iets dergelijks ontvangen?
 ”

  Charlotte, Berry en ook Celia schudden met alle
 n
 met hun hoofd.

  “D
 at dacht ik al. Ik ook niet. Iets klopt hier niet
 ”,
 zei Carla. 
 “I
 k heb sterk het vermoeden dat Steven
 …” 
 zij maakte haar zin niet af maar vroeg direct aan Elise of zij via haar connecties bij Europol iets over de persoon van William Andrew Johnson kon uitvinden.

  “E
 n dan nog iets.
 ”
 Het was Carla aan te zien hoe ongerust zij was. 
 “
 Het is heel goed mogelijk dat Radkov zich in het huis van Celia schuilhoudt. Een handjevol huizen is door de ramp onbeschadigd gebleven waaronder ook het huis van Celia. De toegangsweg is deels erg beschadig
 d
 maar wel toegankelijk. Bovendien heeft Radko de sleutel van Celia’s huis. En niet te vergeten dat hij dan ook toegang tot de berg heeft.
 ”

  “Ik 
 moet er niet aan denken
 ”, 
 hoorde men Celia zeggen en zij walgde van het idee.

  De telefoon van Elise gaf een
 zoemend geluid…
 Zij keek op haar display en zei dat het onderzoek gaande was naar
 
 William Andrew Johnson. Zij had speciaal om discretie gevraagd want het was niet zeker dat er iets aan de hand was. Over een uur verwachtte zij het antwoord.

  “H
 eb je nog meer van die opbeurende vragen
 ?”
 zei Charlotte met een flauw lachje.

  Carla zuchtte en zei
 : “j
 a… helaas Charlotte.
 ”

  Zij keek Martha en Berry aan. 
 “J
 ullie kunnen goed overweg met cijfers en codes. Ik zou graag willen dat jullie straks hier naar kijken. Ik heb de papieren van mijn tante nog eens doorgekeken.
 ” 
 Zij maakte een kleine pauze en haalde diep adem.
 “I
 k vrees dat wij het positieve beeld dat wij hebben van Otto, 
 Marco
 , Steven en ook van Carolina aardig moeten bijstellen.
 ” 
 Zij nam even een slok van haar water voordat zij verder ging.

  “Z
 oals ik het even vluchtig heb bekeken vormde dit viertal een hecht team.
 Marco
 had blijkbaar met een borrel teveel op en zijn mond voorbij gepraat en Steven en Carolina meegenomen naar de berg.
 ” 
 Carla zuchtte weer en streek met haar handen over haar gezicht.
 “C
 arolina was niet voor niets de 
 secretaresse
 van de wijkcommissie.

  Ook privé hield zij een soort dagboek bij over alles. Trouwens… de berg en het land van
 de oude boerderij is nog steeds eigendom van Marco’s familie.

  M
 aar ook deels van het groepje brigadiers. Zoals wij hebben gezien werden er in de ruimtes van de berg wapens en munitie opgeslagen 
 tijdens 
 de burgeroorlog.
 
 Steven had ontdekt dat er geen lichamen in de
 
 zerken waren maar dat ze 
 volgestopt waren met 
 kunstvoorwerpen. Niet alleen de
 zerken maar ook nog de kelder onder de tombe. Het moet een gigantische verzameling zijn geweest.

  Otto heeft men ingeschakeld omdat hij vaak naar het buitenland ging en de mogelijkheid had om op veilingen eerst kleine items te laten veilen. Het geld deponeerde hij in het begin op een Zwitserse rekening. Pas toen de bedragen groter en groter werden is hij op zoek gegaan naar banken buiten Europa.
 ”

  Weer maakte Carla een pauze en nam een slok.
 
 Dan haalde zij een map met een stapeltje papieren uit haar schoudertas en gaf die aan Martha en Berry.

  “Goh…”, 
 zei Charlotte. 
 “W
 at een verhaal, Carla.
 ”

  Elise
 
 reageerde nuchter. 
 “
 Wat mij zorgen maakt is dat
 
 de moordenaar van deze vier personen ook op de hoogte kan zijn van de transacties en de bankrekeningen.
 ”

  “Is 
 er bekend of op de lijst van brigadiers ook Bulgaarse namen stonden?
 ” 
 Celia’s stem klonk hees toen zij dit zei en zij zag er bleek uit.

  ”I
 k weet het niet meer zeker, Celia. Er stonden in elk geval wat Poolse en Russische namen op de zerken
 ”,
 zei Carla toen zij had nagedacht.

  Martha en Berry keken samen de papieren vluchtig door. Dan keek Martha Berry
 
 verba
 asd
 aan en vroeg onzeker of hij tot dezelfde conclusie was gekomen. Hij knikte 
 ‘geen 
 twijfel mogelijk
 ’.

  “
 Wij kunnen nu al zeggen dat het zich hier om grote sommen heeft gehandeld die inmiddels zijn be
 legd
 in aandelen van grote bekende megabedrijven of in onroerend goed op dure locaties.
 ”
 Martha was kennelijk helemaal onder de indruk van
 
 wat zij zo
 net
 hadden uitgevonden.

  “H
 et moet tot nu toe zeker gaan over rond twintig miljoen. Dus
 …
 wie het ook dee
 d 
 heeft het geld super aangelegd
 ”, 
 zei Berry vol bewondering tegen de anderen.

  “
 Twintig
 
 miljoen!
 ” 
 herhaalde Elise verbaasd. 
 “
 Dan moeten de verkochte items ook al heel wat waard zijn geweest!
 ”

  “M
 en heeft geprobeerd om alles in een soort code op te schrijven. Maar zo’n soort code gebruiken wij ook in de bankwereld dus voor ons was het vrij gemakkelijk om hierachter te komen
 ”, 
 legde Martha uit. 
 “
 Maar je hebt gelijk Elise, wat verkocht is heeft toen al een 
 flinke
 prijs opgebracht. Maar ik denk dat er ook veel aan particuliere verzamelaars werd verkocht. En het zal mij niet verbazen als de zerken in de tombe nu leeg zijn.
 
 Maar ik denk niet dat zij het geld voor zichzelf wilden houden. Ik heb er een uitgewerkt concept gevonden over een op te richten stichting.
 ”

  Iedereen zweeg even. Op dat moment kwam Hans met een bord nieuwe tapas naar buiten. Verbaasd keek hij naar de zwijgende groep en vroeg 
 voor de 
 grap of zijn tapas zo slecht waren.

  Charlotte legde het aan hem uit en het gezicht van Hans sprak boekdelen.

  “Jeetje”,
 zei hij. 
 “
 Wie zou dit ooit gedacht hebben van onze ‘oudjes’. Ik zou wel weten wat ik met het geld zou doen.
 ” 
 Zijn vrolijke toon was iets te dik opgelegd maar liet iedereen glimlachen.

  De telefoon van Elise gaf een zoemend geluid. Het resultaat van haar verzoek om de gegevens van William Johnson na te trekken verscheen op haar display. Zij las het vlug door en keek dan naar Carla.

  “H
 elaas had jij het bij het juiste einde, Carla. Ik krijg net een bericht binnen dat bevestigd wordt dat William Andrew Johnson in Europa is. Al sinds dinsdag. En kijk
 
 eens naar de foto… dat is niet de William Johnson die wij vanmiddag hebben gezien.
 ”

  Carla keek haar ongelovig aan en sloeg haar handen voor haar mond. Elises telefoon gaf weer een deuntje. Arthuro Perez was aan de andere lijn.

  “
 O
 h… 
 nog even iets, Elise
 ”,
 zei Perez aarzelend. 
 “
 Heeft iemand van jullie
 
 een auto laten staan op het parkeerterrein van het crematorium… witte Rover met het kenteken GBR 1020?
 ”

  “Ja”, 
 zei Elise onzeker
 , “di
 e is van Celia. Hoezo?”

  Arthuro Perez zuchtte diep. 
 Vervolgens
 zei hij dat een half uur geleden op het lege parkeerterrein kinderen hadden gevoetbald. “Een van de jongens schoot per ongeluk de bal tegen de deur aan de bestuurderskant van die auto en daarna ontplofte de auto en vloog direct in brand. Drie van de kinderen waren gewond geraakt door rondvliegend
 
 glas.
 
 Maar
 
 het jongetje d
 at
 zijn bal weer wilde terughalen was te dicht bij de brandhaard en l
 igt
 nu met ernstige verbrandingen in het ziekenhuis.

  Volgens het voorlopige rapport van de experts zou een bestuurder van deze auto deze aanslag door de enorme kracht van de explosie nooit hebben overleefd.
 ”

  Hij hing erna op maar beloofde haar van alles op de hoogte te houden. Hij stuurde direct twee rechercheurs om William Johnson naar het kantoor te halen voor een verhoor.

  Elise had listened with her mouth open and it took a moment before she could respond and tell the whole story about the car to the group.

  43 Saturday early evening

  Cortez had divided the heavily armed arrest team into two groups. In a brief briefing, he had explained the situation and said that they might expect armed resistance.

  For emergencies, a helicopter was on standby and they could expect help from the local police and the Guardia Civil.

  The first group entered the mountain through the garden of Celia’s house. They had searched the house and found nothing. In the space at the top of the mountain, there was chaos everywhere. Apparently, something had been searched for. Some crates had been broken open and their contents scattered on the floor. Hand grenades, machine guns, and grenade launchers lay mixed together on the bare rocky ground. The policemen carefully stepped over everything and searched for the stairs down.

  In the large space of the cave, no other sound could be heard than the soft footsteps of the team.

  The water below had receded again and was now half a meter high. Still, no sound could be heard.

  Two detectives went into the tunnel that gave access to the small outer door. The floor was littered with debris that had come loose from the walls and ceiling due to the earthquake. The door to the outside was locked and nothing suspicious was found.

  They continued through the water channel to the other tunnel where part of the landslide still lay and had left a muddy mess.

  The second team had meanwhile entered through the other entrance with the large doors and both groups had taken up their positions in the dark space.

  Under the door to the tomb, a thin beam of light was visible. One of the officers slowly opened the door, sneaked inside, and took cover. The rest followed in the same silent manner.

  No movement was visible in the room. On three of the sarcophagi stood a kind of garden lighting that spread a soft twilight. A groan could be heard near one of the sarcophagi.

  One of the team members crawled over and saw the body of a young man with several gunshot wounds lying unconscious on the ground. He briefly shone his flashlight in the face of the wounded man and immediately recognized him from the many wanted notices. It was Michael Dombrovski, lying unconscious on the ground with gunshot wounds in his upper body and his weapon still in his hand. He was very carefully carried outside.

  At the back of the tomb, a trapdoor was open that gave access to a cellar. Apparently, someone was searching for something down there. Shuffling and a voice cursing in a foreign language could be heard.

  A man came up the stairs with a strong step. He wore a miner’s helmet on his head with a lamp that gave a strong beam of light. He was halfway up the stairs when he looked into the barrels of the automatic weapons aimed at him. For a moment, it seemed as if he wanted to flee, but then he climbed further up the steep stairs and raised his hands.

  “Good evening, Mr. Radko,” said Cortez in the background and gave a signal to one of the officers to remove Radko’s firearm from his belt.

  On his back, Radko had a backpack filled with some papers. “Ah… Cortez!” Radko called out. “You have found me after all!”

  “Yes,” answered Cortez. “And your buddy too. He is now on his way to the hospital. Tell me what happened and why you shot him.”

  Radko looked at him in surprise and then shook his head. “No, Cortez,” he said firmly. “I didn’t shoot anyone.” He paused for a moment and shook his head again. “They must have followed us this far…!”

  “Who
 has followed you?
”
 asked Cortez.
“My
 team hasn’t seen anyone except you and Dombrovski.
”

  Radko smiled and then said
“Oh
… you do know them, Cortez. They are the henchmen of the Bulgarian embassy who were already at your office when you found the old
Marco
 in the building of the Bulgarian diplomat.
”

  Cortez reacted immediately. Upstairs by the door that gave access to Celia’s garden, the two men who had stayed behind as guards were warned. Three men from the action team downstairs walked back just as silently as they had come.

  According to the description of the route Carla had given them, there was only
one
 hiding place, and that was the plateau where the crates were stacked.

  A little later there was shouting and also sounds of a firefight. Then there was silence and Cortez received a message on his phone.
“Cleared,”
 it said.

Cortez breathed a sigh of relief and passed the message on to his people.

  The small team returned with three men who were handcuffed and protesting as they walked ahead of them.

  The three Bulgarians looked quite surprised when they saw Cortez, and immediately they invoked their immunity as employees of the Bulgarian embassy again.

  Cortez smiled kindly at them and assured them that he was well aware of their rights but that first an investigation had to determine who was guilty of the attempted murder of Michael Dombrowski.

  Moreover, it was added that shots had been fired at his men
 despite the fact
 that they had identified themselves as police officers.

  One of Cortez’s men came up to him and said that downstairs in the cellar where Radko had been, there was a whole archive of data and he asked if that should also be brought upstairs.

  “We
 will do that another time,
”
 said Cortez wearily.
“First we need to understand what all this means.
”
He gave instructions to
separate
 the three Bulgarians from each other and take them separately to the police station.

  Again the three Bulgarians protested fiercely and started cursing Radko. One of them said:

“You must have him, commissioner. He and his mate shot at us. We only defended ourselves.”

  “That
 will be determined by the forensic investigation,
” said Cortez
 and kept smiling kindly.

He turned to Radko and looked him straight in the eye.
“Tell me, Radko…

what papers are still down in the cellar?”

  Radko was silent at first. Then he asked softly how Michael Dombrowski was doing.

  “He
 has a few nasty gunshot wounds in his body,
”
 said Cortez bitterly.
“I
 had him flown to the hospital by helicopter and he is now undergoing surgery. I don’t know more than that, Radko.
”

  Radko nodded understandingly. Then he said hesitantly that downstairs in the cellar
 there was
 a secret archive
 from the civil war.
All the expertises from that time of

art
works,
the reports from the auction houses, invoices for restorations, connections with banks
…
all of that was neatly recorded.

  Radko looked at Cortez and then said a little helplessly.
“Cortez
… there
 is one thing that has puzzled me terribly. I can’t find anything anywhere about the sale of the loot!
Smart boy, this Otto. But I think he must have had a
smart
 helper. Someone who…”

  He suddenly fell silent, as if he had already told Cortez too much and needed to think about his theory for a moment.

  Cortez scratched behind his ear with his left hand.
 “You
 might actually be right, Radko
,”
 he said slowly.
 “It
 could indeed be that Bulgarian diplomat. I will
 find out
.”
 He saw Radko looking at him in surprise and almost automatically nodded his head.

  Max

 Ballisto came over to him and asked for his

 attention.
 “C
ommissioner, they have now identified the man we

 took for ‘Boris Kaminski
’.
 The police in New Zealand have sent us the data. No doubt that this is William Andrew Johnson. The tattoo on his shoulder dates from his time in the army.
”

  Cortez sighed deeply and looked at Max with a weak smile. Shaking his head, he said he was curious about the story of the likeable young man who had posed as Johnson.
 “Just
 have him taken in for questioning.
”

  “If
 all goes well, he’s already in one of our interrogation rooms shouting for a lawyer
,”
 Max grinned broadly.
 “Well,
 Cortez, I fear this won’t be a quiet evening again. By the way…
 t
he request for personal data about William Andrew Johnson from New Zealand was not made by us but by Elise via Europol. I think Elise and Carla didn’t trust it.
”

  Cortez nodded and said with a broad smile:
 “Yes
…
 t
hey are smart girls!
”

  “And
 one more thing, Cortez. Just now a message came in from our colleague Perez that Celia’s car went up in flames in the crematorium parking lot. Unfortunately, some children
 w
ere injured by the explosion
.”

  Cortez
 heard
 the message and began to curse softly.

  44 Saturday evening

  The city was busy. The thunderstorm had brought temporary relief and
 t
he wind from the mountains was almost fresh. Tomorrow the temperatures would rise sharply again. But
 this
 evening everyone enjoyed the overcrowded terraces.

  Cortez

 had put his detectives to work in the interrogation rooms. He himself was busy with the young man who had posed as ‘William Andrew Johnson’.

  When the arrest team came to pick him up, he was just setting fire to Steven Johnson’s house. Since then he refused to say a word and did not respond to the questions asked.

  Cortez wasted
 no
 time on him. He only told him that the courts in Spain imposed very heavy penalties
 on
 people caught setting fires. Especially in summer,
 t
he time when a true inferno could arise from a simple fire. Moreover, there was the obstruction of an ongoing investigation and the use of a false name.

  As long as it was not established who he was, he remained under arrest.

 Apparently, it made little impression on the young man. He returned to his cell without saying anything.

  For
 identification, an official request had been submitted to New Zealand and also to England. But Europol was also informed by Charly.

  From the Bulgarian embassy in Murcia came the usual protests again regarding the arrest of their staff members.

  This time the examining magistrate had extended the detention of the Bulgarians because he wanted to know who fired the shots at Michael Dombrovski. All three Bulgarians claimed that they had only defended themselves.

  That was contradictory to the statement Radko had made. He had not heard any shots in the basement of the tomb.

  However, the investigation team had found two silencers in one of the coffins and these were at that moment

 being examined by ballistics specialists just like the weapons of the Bulgarians and Michael Dombrovski.

  The hospital had meanwhile reported that the operation on Michael Dombrovski had gone well and that he was now fairly stable and out of danger. Three bullets had been removed from his body.

  Cortez
 hoped that Michael Dombrovski would recover quickly to answer his many outstanding questions. He had been the last person to see Edna Baker-Stone alive, and Cortez also wanted to know who had placed him in the role of ‘Boris Kaminski’.

  It had by now become very clear that he was a member of an organization from Russia that had also been active in Spain for some time. What was still uncertain was the role Radko played in the whole drama.

  Since that evening, the entrances to the cave had also been guarded by the army, which still held coordination in the ‘Eagles Forest’ district.

  A reporting point had been set up in the office building of the ‘Florida Hills Company’ for all victims who had lost their homes due to the earthquake and landslide.

  Celia had arranged this on behalf of the board. She had also ensured that rooms at the ‘Eagles Nest’ hotel,
 
 which belonged to the ‘Company’, were available for these people.

  Cortez had offered Celia extra security, but Celia had refused.
 
 With amazement, Cortez had seen that Celia had acted decisively in this crisis and was able to give excellent leadership
 .
 She had asked Carla to help her, and Carla was more than happy to have something to do.

  For Carla, it had been a crushing blow to hear that the real William Johnson had been murdered and that the very nice young man in Steven Johnson’s house was an impostor.

  All the events today had simply been too much for her, and she had broken down in tears. It was Max Ballisto who managed to comfort her and spoke encouragingly to her.

  Cortez had a strong feeling that there was a great connection between these two young people. He smiled at the thought.

  His phone emitted a buzzing sound. Charly was on the line.

  “
 Cortez
,” 
 he said softly
. “E
lise
 and I went to Yerik Igorevits’s gym in ‘Playa Azul’ for a moment. I wanted to ask him how he and the Andrejevna sisters suddenly became the new owners of Sylvana Byala’s nightclub. Cortez
 … 
 he really didn’t know what I was talking about. I have the impression that Igorevits is under considerable pressure.
”

  Charly sighed deeply and then explained further that Elise had had a conversation with the Andrejevna sisters. They also had no idea who had misused their name and appeared frightened to Elise.
 “Something is going on in that district, Cortez. Several shops and bars were already closed while normally everyone stayed open until midnight. Only the sports club is full of Russians. I asked Igorevits what that meant, and he said something about a reunion. Something is not right here, Cortez.

  Maybe your men can find out what is going on here.
”

  It was clear that Charly was very worried, and Cortez promised to send a patrol out immediately.

  “A
nd one more thing, Cortez.
” 
 Charly paused briefly and took a deep
 breath.
 
 “I
 tried to call Elise. No connection. The phone is simply dead.
 
 With Celia, Martha
 and
 Carla, it’s exactly the same. No answer.
 With all three, Cortez!
” 
 He struggled to
 suppress the despair in his voice.
 “O
n the office of ‘Florida Hills Company’ they have not been seen for more than an hour. However, there was a letter on the counter of the canteen addressed to ‘Commissioner Cortez’
 
. One of Captain Mantego’s men is on his motorcycle coming to you to deliver the letter. I’m afraid we are dealing with a kidnapping again. Keep me informed, Cortez.
”

  Then Charly ended the call.

  45 Saturday evening

  She woke up with the feeling that something terrible had happened. She tried desperately to remember, but it was as if her memory completely failed her. Something unusual had happened,
 and she no longer knew what.
 
 There was a groan, and she didn’t know if it came from her or someone else.

  She tried to look to the side. It was dark, and she could see nothing. Panic welled up inside her.
 
 But she thought she felt the presence of another person.

  She discovered that something had been stuck over her mouth and that her wrists were bound. She also tried to move her feet. That didn’t work either.

  Suddenly a thought came to her and made her groan in despair. ‘Not again,’ she thought and suddenly felt the urge to scream out loud. Only a muffled sound came out.

  She suddenly heard the same muffled sound several times around her. Now she was sure she was not alone.

  Her head throbbed terribly and prevented her from thinking clearly. ‘Yoga.’ That word flashed through her mind, and it was as if she heard her yoga teacher say: “Concentrate, Carla… you can do it…”

  She closed her eyes and relaxed. Her muscles loosened, and the terrible pain in her head became less noticeable.

She rolled onto her side to feel the ground she was lying on. Very carefully, she managed to get onto her knees. The ground was hard but smooth. She groped around and heard a frightened sound.

She had touched someone.

  She crawled closer and cautiously felt around in the direction from which she had heard the sound. Someone was apparently lying stretched out on the ground and was in the same situation as herself.

Bound and helpless.

  She managed to get that person into a sitting position. Her bound hands searched for the tape that was stuck over the mouth. Carefully, she began to pull a little awkwardly at the tape with her bound hands, which must have been very painful… judging by the other’s groaning.

  Eventually, she succeeded, and she heard the familiar voice of Elise say, “Thanks… another treatment at the beautician saved. Now it’s your turn, Carla.”

  Carla gasped for air as the tape was ripped from her mouth and said with a wry smile, “You know, Elise… you here too?” Despite the strange situation, they burst out laughing.

  They both heard sounds again. They were now used to the dark but still could not see a hand in front of their eyes.
“We will look for you soon,” Carla shouted loudly into the room, “but first we have to free ourselves.”

  Before Elise realized it, Carla was carefully removing one of Elise’s earring studs from her ear, and with the pin attached to the earring, she was able to perforate the tape on Elise’s wrists and feet.
“I hope it’s not an heirloom,” she said with a cheerful laugh.

  “No,” Elise replied decisively. “It’s a gift from Sinterklaas. Insured for five thousand euros each!” And again, the two burst into giggles, which made their difficult situation somewhat more bearable.

  In the end, there were seven people in total. Besides Carla, Elise, Martha, and Celia, there were also the sisters Valentina and Jelena Andrejevna and Yerik Igorevits, the gym owner, locked up here.

  All had been drugged in a sneaky way. Jelena still remembered two Russian customers entering their business looking for a house. Then she felt something sharp and simultaneously saw her sister collapse.

  “But the question is why have we been kidnapped? What on earth could be the reason!” said Martha, sounding hopeless.
“Extortion,” Yerik’s voice sounded a bit too loud in the room.

  Valentina burst into sobs and muttered something in Russian that sounded like a prayer.

  “We first need to know where we are locked up and if there is a possibility to escape. We must hold hands and form a chain. Only then can we explore the dimensions of the space.”

  It took a while before this was put into practice. Shuffling and groping, the group moved forward. Now and then someone bumped their toes against something in the way. Usually, they were crates or boxes.

  Then Carla bumped into something that everyone described as a cupboard.

The muffled cry from Celia made everyone freeze.

  “W
hat is it, Celia
?”
whispered Carla. She heard Celia take a deep breath and then say in a decisive tone:
“I
believe I know where we are!
”
She let go of her neighbor’s hand and felt along the cupboard to the right. Then a click was heard and the room was illuminated by several neon tubes fixed to the ceiling.

  “V
oilà
,”
said Celia with a grand gesture, ‘my cellar!’

  “
Wow, Celia… how did you suddenly know that?
”
asked Elise in surprise, and the others looked at her in disbelief.

  Celia pointed to the large wooden knob of the top drawer.
“D
you see
… h
it was badly damaged during the move and every time I hurt myself on it. Countless times I decided to replace it. And then I forgot again. And today was no different.
”
She pointed to her arm
and showed
a small bleeding wound.

  “
Heavens…
”
said Carla
“w
hat luck we have! Cleverly thought out by our kidnappers! No one would look for us here, of course. But how do we proceed from here
?” She looked at the stairs leading up.

  Elise had already rushed upstairs and tried very carefully to open the door but
it
was locked. She pressed her ear against the door and listened. Very clearly she heard music.

  “W
hat is behind this door?
”
she asked Celia.
“You
then enter the utility room and from there the kitchen.
”
It seemed as if Celia only now fully realized she was trapped in her own house. She brushed her hand over her face, which still hurt from pulling off the tape, and pulled off another piece of tape that had remained stuck.

  She explained that down here she only had boxes with books, unnecessary clothes, and shoes.

The cupboard was an old buffet cabinet. Very handy for storing papers and old photo albums.

  Further, the heating boiler stood in a corner and there was a small sauna. The cellar ran underneath the entire house and consisted of one room. Celia pulled open the top drawer with the damaged knob. She kept all the spare keys in there.

  ‘Cellar’ was written on one of the labels, and before anyone could say anything, Elise had already hurried back upstairs with the key.

  Everyone held their breath as she very carefully opened the door. Now they all heard the loud music playing and the shouting and laughter of several men. She cautiously closed the door again and left the key in the lock.

  “Can you get outside from the utility room?” Elise asked. Celia shook her head. “No,” she said. “Only the kitchen has an outside door, but…” she hesitated, “…there is a roller shutter in front of the door, and it can only be opened with a remote control. Everything in this house is secured.” There was a slight note of despair in her voice.

  “Do we still have an alternative?” Carla asked softly, looking at the key she held in her hand. It was the key for access to the storage room.

  “But then we have to go through the garden.” Elise looked hesitantly at Celia and then almost pleaded, “Don’t you know any other possibility?”

  It was quiet for a moment. Then Celia jumped up and walked towards the sauna. Carla and Elise followed her.

  “If there is a possibility, then maybe by the sauna.” The infrared sauna stood a meter from the outer wall, free in the room, and had space for four people. On the left side of the cabin, a small section of the wall was paneled with wooden planks. Large hooks hung sauna accessories, and there was a wide wooden cabinet with glass doors filled with bath towels and hand towels. Next to it was a large walk-in shower completely tiled with mosaic tiles that playfully depicted dancing dolphins.

  Celia stood there. She pointed to the wooden paneling and explained that she had bought this house from a Swedish couple who had had it built to their own design by the contractors of the ‘Florida Hills Company’. They had to sell the house again due to financial difficulties.

  At the spot where the wooden paneling now was, the couple had installed a steel exterior door with a small staircase of six steps leading up to the neighborhood of the pool.

  But Celia found a cellar door unsafe at the time and kept the door closed. She hardly used the sauna and thought the wooden paneling was a neat solution.

  “Well, if you knew everything beforehand,” Elise responded, examining the paneling. The others had come closer and were hearing the story.

  “Someone has to stay by the stairs and listen. We don’t know how much time we have!” Carla looked around and saw that Martha, who still had some difficulty walking, sat down by the stairs.

  “We need some tools to break the boards off the wall. Do you have anything here, Celia?” Yerik Igorevits asked, looking around.

  “Last week a technician came to check the air conditioning. I thought he would come back to finish his job. Maybe he left some tools behind.” Yerik walked over to the installation and returned disappointed. “Nothing,” he said.

  Meanwhile, Elise was busy pulling some hooks off the wooden wall to use as a sort of crowbar. That worked quite well. The first board came loose and could be pushed aside a bit downstairs.

  Celia was meanwhile searching for the key to the relevant door. She had found twelve keys, all with labels written in Swedish.

  Carla picked out five that she thought had names somewhat similar to Dutch and hoped the right one was among them.

  Jelena bravely helped pull the boards loose until she broke one of her beautifully manicured nails and had to be comforted by Valentina.

  Yerik threw himself into the work and pulled one plank after another loose. The anger and rage inside him helped him channel his energy into brute force. Elise watched him with admiration and tried to keep up the same pace.

  A discussion arose between Martha and Elise. Martha refused to set foot again in the terrible pile that Carla and Elise had chosen as an escape route. “Of course, we could also use Elise’s holiday home next door to hide, but then we’d be on a silver platter for our kidnappers,” Carla suggested, who had to agree with Martha about the pile. “Maybe we can also ask for help via the internet.”

  Martha was enormously relieved when it was finally decided to go to the holiday home. They managed to force a passage to the exterior door, and Celia was ready to try the five keys.

  By the third one, it worked. The door stuck a little and opened with a soft creaking sound.

  Warm air flowed in, sharply contrasting with the cool air in the cellar. A grate had been placed over the stairwell that could be easily pushed aside.

  Elise was the first to sneak up the stairs and immediately ducked back down. Three meters ahead of her, two men sat with their backs to her in comfortable lounge chairs by the pool, loudly talking with their glasses of drink in hand.

  Suddenly, Yerik Igorevits stood behind her. Elise pointed to the two men, and he understood immediately. To get out here, the group would always have to pass these two.

  Before Elise realized what he was planning, Yerik had already climbed up, and seconds later the two men were slumped in their chairs. Only the soft clinking of glasses falling on the artificial grass mat was heard.

  Elise urged everyone to walk as quickly as possible in the direction of the holiday home. Yerik carried Martha on his back because otherwise she would hold up the entire group.

  Before Carla closed the door behind her last, she saw the headlights of a car in the distance on the road.

  46 Saturday evening

  Cortez was restless. He paced through his office, waiting for the letter that one of Captain Mantego’s men was supposed to deliver to him. He hoped his suspicion was wrong and that this was not a kidnapping.

  The story he had heard from Max Ballisto and Charly was very disturbing.

  The confirmation came when he had the letter in his hands. Seven people had been kidnapped and a sum of twenty million was demanded.

  He had heard from Max about Otto von Schwarzkopf’s investments. The kidnappers must therefore have been precisely informed about Otto’s transactions to demand this amount. This could no longer be a coincidence. Someone somewhere must have information known only to his people.

  Cortez walked to the large memo board where all the names of the victims and suspects were written down. The total count was now nine dead, and then there were the other incidents involving poison and explosives.

  He had overlooked something somewhere. Something had escaped his attention. When Cortez was deep in thought, he always needed Mozart. He would sit quietly in his comfortable office chair, leaning back and listening to the beautiful music that fascinated him every time anew.

  Everything then seemed less complex, and it gave him the relaxation he so desperately needed.

  In his mind, he went over everything he knew and all the procedures that had been followed.

  When he reviewed which person had identified which body, he suddenly sprang up from his chair and checked if he could have been mistaken. No doubt possible. For the body of Otto von Schwarzkopf, they had relied on the resemblance to the passport, and no one was listed for the identification.

  He immediately called the pathologist Cornelis Santander.

  Only with his help could he get the answer he so urgently needed to proceed with this case.

  He made an appointment with him right away and then called Charlotte.

  When Charlotte heard what was demanded of her, she was completely distraught. She asked if she could bring Hans along. That would make it much easier for her.

  Cortez had no objection and saw the couple shortly afterward in front of the police station entrance. On the short walk to the pathologist, Cortez tried to calm Charlotte.

  She had never had to identify a body before. She was terribly nervous, but Cornelis Santander had a lot of experience with people coming to him for the first time.

  Surprised, Charlotte looked at the cheerful children's drawings Santander had hung on the bare walls of his workplace.

  Cortez
 
 and Santander waited for the usual reaction people showed
 when they drank the brew of Santander's grandmother for the first time.

  At first Charlotte did not react at all. Only a little later did her response come. She shook herself and asked with disgust what on earth she had drunk.

  Santander
 
 laughed and then told her that his grandmother's drink was still made according to a very old family recipe and that she herself claimed to owe her old age to this herbal mixture.

  Hans looked at the bottle and only smelled it.
 “Fine
 stuff
 ”,
 he said with a wry smile.
 
 Charlotte had taken a peppermint from her bag to get rid of the taste of the liquor.

  Cortez thanked Santander for his help and took Charlotte and Hans back outside.

  He looked at Charlotte questioningly and then said hesitantly:
 “You
 had already told me that Otto had no family left except his sister
 , but 
 if this man looks like Otto, could he not still be family? The chance that Otto is still alive is not excluded. Could it be that Otto is involved with all these attacks and murders?
 ”

  Charlotte looked at him indignantly and then turned away just as indignantly. She was almost at the car when she
 took a few steps back
 and asked Cortez if he knew at which German embassy
 
 the passport found with 
 the body 
 had been 
 issued
 .

  “
 Alicante
 ”,
 said Cortez without hesitation.

  “
 You see, Cortez…
 ”
 said Charlotte
 “
 and that cannot be. His passport was stolen in Rome and there he had received a new one a year ago.
 ”

  47 Saturday evening

  Carla closed the door behind her and sank down on the ground, panting. She
 had run through Celia's garden
 towards the cave and had left a false trail by the door of the entrance to the cave. It was a slim chance to mislead the pursuers with a ‘lost handkerchief’ and a box of matches.

  She had opened the cave door and left the key sticking on the inside.
 Then
 she had walked through the shortcut in the garden to the back door as Elise had explained to her. It took all her self-control not to jump into the pool but just keep walking.

  In half an hour they would know if it had worked. Elise stood beside her and said softly
 : “
 Apparently we escaped just in time!
 ”
 She had just handed out some bottles of water
 
 to Martha and the Andrejevna sisters and also gave a bottle to Carla.

  Yerik Igorevits had found and taken an old flashlight in Celia’s basement by the heating boiler. The beam was weak but briefly
 
 showed the way down the stairs
 .

  Especially Martha needed help from Elise and Celia. Valentina’s constant whining sounded like an endless mantra and got on everyone’s nerves. After a bossy remark from Yerik, she stopped and her whining turned into soft sobbing.

  Carla and Elise had suggested waiting downstairs for the time being and especially not to turn on any lights. They were lucky because
 it was almost 
 full moon and they were not completely in the dark.

  Elise no longer knew well what it looked like down here because she had only been upstairs during the short time she had lived in this house. Here she had only looked around briefly.

  This house had been arranged by the owner so that two families could easily fit. Everything was modern and sleekly furnished with many wooden pieces of furniture in the style of IKEA. On the floor lay luxurious wool rugs in various colors and large abstract paintings hung on the walls.

  Yerik was very restless and urged everyone to find a place and above all to stay very quiet.

  Their

escape had apparently been discovered and outside the shouting of men could be heard. They heard someone walking around the house trying to open the doors. Apparently this
c
heck was sufficient and he ran away again because someone was shouting.

  “
Where is the computer?
” Yerik whispered to Elise. She nodded and gave him a sign to follow her upstairs.

  Next to the kitchen was a large room that apparently served not only as a utility room but also housed a large white desk equipped with a

computer unit with everything included.

  Yerik looked out the window and saw lights burning at the entrance of the cave.
“
I really hope Carla's plan has succeeded and that they think we fled into the cave. If that's the case, then they don't know how far we've come. That might be our advantage.
”

  Elise had grabbed a large dark-colored
h
towel that was neatly folded on the dryer and hung
it
over the small kitchen window to dim the bright light from the monitor. Yerik had taken a seat behind the laptop to send the message to Cortez as quickly as possible.

  As soon as Yerik was done, he closed the laptop again and they both sat in the dark waiting to see if anything happened,
but
everything remained quiet. The entrance of the cave was still illuminated but no one else was visible.

  Elise breathed a sigh of relief
now that she knew Cortez was informed.
Now they waited for the answer.

  Yerik was worried
that no one would be at Cortez's office at this late hour and, just to be safe, sent an email to a good friend. He knew this friend worked a lot
at
night. He asked this friend to call Cortez's office.

  Not even
two
minutes later the answer from

his friend came in.
“
I did it.
They are
investigating whether
you
can be picked up by a military truck. Can I do anything else for you?”

  Elise and Yerik went back downstairs where only soft whispering could be heard.

Yerik explained the situation to the rest of the group and what was planned. Valentina started whining again and this time it was her sister who abruptly silenced her.

  The silence outside was suddenly broken by the sound of a military vehicle. They heard the shouting of commands, the sound of heavy boots, and the clicking of rifles being reloaded. All of this was amplified by the

echo from the mountain wall.

  Valentina covered her mouth to suppress a sound. Yerik quickly put his arm around her and seconds later Valentina's limp body leaned against him.

  Elise saw this and nodded to him. She did not know what hold he had used on Valentina but she was glad he had calmed her down. Valentina had been a risk factor for the rest of the group.

  The

voices came closer and stopped in front of their hiding place. They heard their names being called.

  A voice called out in English with a strong foreign accent that they could come outside. They were helped by three men in some kind of camouflage suit. The whole operation lasted barely a minute before the truck left again and carefully drove down the damaged road.

  After ten minutes the truck stopped at the small industrial area of the village in front of a large warehouse. The big door was slid open and the vehicle drove inside.

  One of the men gestured for them to get out. Then something strange happened. Yerik
jumped
out of the truck and greeted the driver in a friendly manner.

  Suddenly a man's voice came through the intercom from the office one floor up. Upon hearing that voice, Elise froze.

  “Ah… 
 Yerik
 …
 you did it. Nice of you to bring me my guests. Radko's gang must have fallen into the trap. Thanks again
 for your email
 ”,
 said the voice, laughing loudly.

  Carla immediately understood from Elise’s reaction that something was wrong. She made a gesture and Elise nodded. 
 “A
 ll down on the ground!
 ”, 
 she whispered to Celia.

  Then she jumped out of the truck and Elise followed her. 
 The two exchanged a few sharp karate blows and shortly after
 the surprised trio of soldiers was writhing on the ground and Carla drove the truck out through the gate that was still open.

  Yerik had grabbed one of the weapons but did not fire a salvo after them. Apparently, they had no car to follow them and Carla drove as if chased by the devil. She stopped in front of the army command post.

  A surprised Captain Mantego looked at the truck a little later and to his astonishment saw Elise and Carla stepping out of the driver’s cabin. Then they helped 
 the other women climb down from the loading area.

  “Who was that voice that scared you so much?” Carla asked Elise. Elise sighed and then said in a tired-sounding voice, “That, Carla, was the voice of Otto von Schwarzkopf whom we all thought was dead.”

  48 Saturday night

  Charly was desperate. He had heard from Cortez what was in the letter and the outrageous amount
 demanded
 by the kidnappers.

  He worried about his partner Elise and also about the other six. The kidnappers must have been very well informed to carry out this kidnapping so quickly. T
 his must be a 
 well-organized group 
 with
 a clever leader. Charly did not want to think there could be a leak 
 in 
 Cortez’s team.

  He was thinking without letting himself be disturbed by the annoying music
 in Yerik’s gym. He had learned to
 
 concentrate
 
 under any circumstances. On a beer coaster, he made some notes only he could understand.

  Then he tried to get Max Ballisto on the line at his office, which to his surprise succeeded. He apologized for calling at such a late hour and explained to Max what he planned.

  He asked how thoroughly the house of the Bulgarian diplomat had been
 
 searched by their detectives at the time and whether anything important had been found. 
 “I
 will look into it for you
 ”,
 said Max and they agreed to meet at the
 relevant house in 
 Doña
 Pepa.

  It was well past midnight by now and the whole neighborhood was deserted. Only on a terrace near the large hotel were small groups of holidaymakers still loudly talking and laughing.

  Max had brought the key to the Bulgarian diplomat’s house and opened the front door. A stuffy smell
 of 
 the lingering heat greeted them in the rooms. Max turned on the light and opened the French doors to the garden.

  “What
 are you looking for?
 ” 
 Max asked Charly. Charly shrugged and looked around. 
 “I
 don’t know exactly yet
 …
 but I thought they only glanced up here briefly. Maybe we’ll find something that helps us further.
 ”

  They looked around the large living room, which was sparsely furnished. In the center stood a television with a gigantic screen against a wall. On the exterior wall was a beautiful 
 fireplace
 with two leather benches to the left and right in front of it. In the middle between the benches lay a knotted Berber rug that seemed a bit frail in the large space.

  Two wide bookcases were filled with
 fake
 books and behind a large painting of a seascape was the safe hidden. The safe’s door was just leaned against and there was nothing inside.

  There was also a gigantic Chinese vase with branches of fake cherry blossoms in front of the windows.

  Charly had stood by the window and looked outside 
 at
 the sparsely planted garden. He 
 accidentally kicked
 the vase with his foot and heard a hollow sound. It sounded just as if he had hit something made of metal.

  Amazed, he looked at Max and called him. Moments later he was lying flat on the floor to examine the bottom of the vase. The base of the vase was indeed made of metal, which was not visible from the outside.

  Charly discovered a kind of door that popped open when pressing the side. He cautiously reached inside and felt around. The only object he found was a leather case with various keys. He took the case out and handed it to Max.

  Max examined the keys. The three keys were all different. One looked like a car key and the other two resembled more the keys of a suitcase or beauty case.

  "Strange place to hide this bunch of keys," said Max, and Charly nodded in agreement.

  Max looked at the report from the four detectives who had carried out the raid on this house and the arrest of the employees of the Bulgarian embassy. It was described that a new Mercedes was parked in the garage of this house. So the key must belong to another car.

  Charly thought it over. There was no other car parked on the driveway at the front of the villa, and there were no strange cars on the street either. He decided to try the street at the back.

  It was not a key to a modern car that he held here. The entire street at the back of the house was deserted and nowhere was a car parked.

  Charly turned the corner to the next street where six cars were parked. He walked along the row. Four houses had cars with foreign license plates. Two others were Spanish.

  Charly noticed that one of the Spanish cars looked quite neglected. It was one of the older models of a Citroen Picasso that was still frequently seen on the road. On the dusty window, someone had written 'dirty' with a finger.

  Charly looked around and then tried the key he held. 'Bingo,' he thought when the door opened.

  He slipped in on the driver's side, closed the door behind him, and opened the glove compartment. Apart from a pack of paper tissues and an instruction manual about this car, there was nothing to be found. In the drawer under the passenger seat were only some road maps of this region.

  After examining the inside of the car, he got out and opened the trunk. Again, there was nothing out of place.

  Charly walked back inside disappointed and reported to Max, who had meanwhile conducted a thorough inspection of the kitchen.

  "I had one of those cars years ago," said Max, adding with a big smile, "but most people don't know that in the floor of the passenger compartment there are two small separate compartments where you can easily hide something!"

  He had barely finished speaking when Charly had already rushed outside and returned shortly after with a large and a small plastic bag, the contents of which he spread out on the kitchen table.

  The larger bag was completely filled with paper money. Bundles of American dollars, British pounds, Swiss francs, and Euros. Charly estimated the amount to be certainly more than fifty thousand Euros.

  The second bag was filled with USB sticks. They were all labeled in a language unfamiliar to Charly and Max.

  "I fear we need help from a computer expert," said Charly. "Just around the corner lives a Dutchman: Tom van den Berg. He has his company in the city but lives out here and has helped me out of trouble many times."

  They were lucky. Tom was still awake and working in the basement of his house, which housed a veritable museum collection of computers.

  He waited for Charly and Max at the entrance of his villa and led them through the garden and the beautiful pool to the entrance of his workspace.

  “How can I help you?” he asked in fluent Spanish, for he had grown up in this region.

  Charly emptied the contents of the bag with USB sticks onto Tom’s desk. “I don’t know what’s on these, Tom, nor whether they’re encrypted, but we would really like to know if this is important for our case. Seven people have been kidnapped and time is running out.”

  Tom nodded and began his work. Some USB sticks contained information about auction houses and the various proceeds. Some buyers were even named or identified by their initials.

  Three sticks bore the names of around seventy-five banks and also when and how much had been deposited into the various bank accounts.

  Two other sticks were better protected, and it took Tom a while to break the code. To Charly and Max’s surprise, the sticks contained precise recent data about the families of brigadiers whom they thought they had found in the mountain.

  All family names also appeared on the deed of ownership of the old farm. Sometimes very personal details were mentioned, such as sexual orientation, hobbies, debts. And that must have taken quite some detective work to find all the family members of the relevant brigadier who qualified as heirs.

  Most investigations had been carried out throughout Europe. Two in the USA, four in Australia, and one in New Zealand. In total, there were accounts from fourteen detective agencies that had checked one hundred and thirteen people. One thing was certain: all assignments had been signed and paid for by Otto von Schwarzkopf.

  Charly and Max discovered through the personal notes in a kind of diary of Doctor Boris Vanescu that he was being blackmailed by Otto and therefore cooperated in transporting the artworks in his diplomat’s car or in his plane luggage. Apparently, Vanescu had a penchant for very young girls, and Otto had enough material to pressure him with this.

  Vanescu also kept meticulous records of all illegal transactions and the transfer of artworks and was moreover named as the owner of a total of six large villas in this neighborhood.

  But apparently, Vanescu himself had also conducted some personal investigations into Otto and had contacted Steven Johnson. In a letter sent to Otto by Marco Delgado, the fisherman, Steven Johnson, and Carolina van Wassendonk, these three outright accused him of stealing all the artworks and embezzling the auction proceeds.

  They referred to an agreement that provided to make the old farm and also the space in the mountain a meeting place for family members of brigadiers and to place everything in a foundation.

  Furthermore, the letter stated that Otto had not kept any of the agreements. Steven lashed out quite fiercely at Otto and threatened to pass all the information on to the journalist Edna Baker-Stone, who worked for the English TV crime program of Jane Clarence. Her reports were watched en masse across Europe.

  Steven Johnson had conducted very thorough investigations. He and Carolina also did not trust the abrupt changes in their neighborhood. Thus, they discovered that Otto was the financier and real owner of all the shops. The same applied to the project ‘Eagles forest’ of the ‘Florida Hills Company.’

  It was clear that Otto had to have control of the location to be able to cover up what was really hidden in the mountain. Steven knew about the explosives and outright accused Otto of planning to destroy everything that could incriminate him.

  Edna had, through her thorough research, discovered something else. Otto had been married for the second time to an English woman. She was a genius in the field of foreign exchange markets due to her knowledge of the international banking world. Despite the exorbitant price she charged, her workshops were eagerly attended by young bank managers.

  When they read her name, Charly and Max looked at each other in surprise. Then Max took his phone and called Cortez out of bed.

  Tom van den Berg sensed that they had discovered something important and began printing it out even before they had asked for it.

  "The rest you’ll have tomorrow morning," he said, stretching.

  49 Saturday night

  Cortez woke up startled by a persistent buzzing sound. Very slowly he opened his eyes and groped for his phone. He grumbled something as he turned it on and heard Max repeatedly calling his name on the other end.

  It took Cortez a moment to realize where he was. Above him, a fan was spinning around, providing a pleasant coolness. Cortez stiffly got up from the end of the sofa in his office.

  "Go ahead, Max," he mumbled into the phone. His posture changed abruptly as he listened to Max's story. Suddenly, he was wide awake.

  "And there is no doubt about that," he asked in amazement. "It seems better to me that you come to my office as soon as possible for the meeting."

  He hung up the phone and rubbed his head. The large digital clock hanging on the wall of his office showed three o'clock.

Cortez sighed. He had just slept for an hour. Slowly, he stood up and walked to his desk. There was a soft knock on his door, which was then cautiously opened.

  Arthuro Perez came in hesitantly.
“I
didn’t know if
you
were still asleep, chief,
but
I just received a message from army captain Mantego. He had left a few of his men at the cave. They

were attacked by a group of armed men who suddenly appeared from inside. Mantego’s men managed to neutralize them with tear gas, and now he’s asking us where he should take them.”

  Before Cortez could answer, he raised his hand and said with a broad grin on his face
…

“And
one more important thing, Cortez…

our kidnapped group has returned safe and sound.”

  Cortez looked at him with wide eyes and then plopped down with a deep sigh into his office chair.

  “Where
were they found?
”
asked Cortez.

  “Long
story, chief. They actually escaped from Celia’s house. Elise also passed on a message through Mantego to you. She’s asking if it’s possible that Otto von Schwarzkopf is still alive. She says she clearly heard his voice in the warehouse and that the only person who should have recognized his voice pretended not to have heard anything.”

  “Oh…
she obviously meant Martha,”
said Cortez lightly.

  “How do
you
know that, Cortez?”
asked Perez, slightly surprised.

  “Sorry,
Perez,”
Cortez smiled and as he said it, he raised his hands apologetically.
“For
me it’s new too
…
just heard it from Max before you came in. He and Charly have re-examined the villa of the

Bulgarian diplomat, and what they found you’ll hear shortly in the meeting we have with
them.”

  Perez nodded.
“Should
I order some more pizzas for everyone?”

  “
 Grandiose idea
”,
 said Cortez with a smile, watching Perez leave the room before Cortez could add anything to the pizza order.

  Cortez leaned back in his comfortable office chair. He had absolutely hit the jackpot with his team. Of course, he was immensely relieved now that the kidnapped group had been found safe and sound. It must have been dreadful for Carla and Elise to be in misery for the second time.

  He blamed himself for not having all personal data checked more thoroughly, but even from Europol's side, there had been no known connection between Martha Weaver and Otto von Schwarzkopf.

  There was also a fax from the English colleagues at Scotland Yard on his desk about the young man who claimed to be a nephew of Steven Johnson. Nothing negative was known about him in England or New Zealand.

  It was now clear to Cortez that Otto von Schwarzkopf was still alive. This man was clever and cunning, and Cortez was curious about the meeting he would have with Otto.

  If Otto had indeed planned and carried out all those attacks and murders, Cortez still could not understand why this man had not better assessed the risk of being arrested now. Unless he was certain that nothing could be held against him.

  His phone sounded again. Occasionally, Cortez longed for the time when communication was much slower and he was not reachable at every moment.

  It was Captain Mantego who wanted to speak to him in the middle of the night. After his friendly greeting, he immediately got to the point about the incident that had taken place in the mountain, in which two of his men had been injured. His responsibility for the welfare of his men truly mattered to him, and he made that clear to Cortez.

  “Cortez…

 they were criminals heavily armed against whom my men fought, while their assignment was only to keep unwanted visitors away from this place and guard the cave!”

  “Sorry, Mantego… my apologies, but I really knew nothing about this group. Your men reacted brilliantly. And I am glad it ended so well.”
 Cortez’s voice sounded weary.

  Captain Mantego growled something unintelligible. “I sent that arrested group to you.

 We have identified three of the captured men. You wouldn’t be surprised, Cortez, if I told you they came from Russia. We don’t know about the other two; you’ll have to find that out yourself.
 And then Carla and Elise.
 Smart girls…
 Do you happen to know if Elise has a boyfriend?”

  Cortez had to smile. Mantego still owed him something, and he promised to inquire discreetly. At this moment, he could not disappoint him and withheld what he knew from Mantego.

  When Max and Charly entered, Cortez still had a broad grin on his face.

 They looked at him surprised and asked what was so funny at three o’clock in the morning.

  “Mantego wanted to know if Elise has a boyfriend.”

  “Geez,” said Charly, looking at Max. Their roaring laughter was an outburst, and for a brief moment, the tension vanished from their tired bodies.

  Elise had never made a secret of the fact that she was in a lesbian relationship with the Dutch tour guide Miriam and was madly in love with her.

 The two even had serious plans to marry and wanted children.

 Mantego would not be the first man to be disappointed.

  Three minutes later, Cortez sat in the meeting room opposite about ten men who looked gray from fatigue but listened intently to his story and that of Max and Charly. Questions were asked, and conclusions drawn.

  In a lightning operation, Otto von Schwarzkopf, Yerik, and four other men were arrested. The two detectives who led the initial brief interrogation of Otto von Schwarzkopf and his men said that von Schwarzkopf had loudly shouted for a lawyer for himself and his men. Furthermore, he refused to answer questions.

  The first information about the three Russians with a passport had come in via Europol. France had requested their extradition for an incident with three deaths a year ago, and Austria had also submitted a similar request due to involvement in two robberies with fatal outcomes.

  The Public Prosecutor came in just before a short briefing. Her sleepy face gave a rather sloppy impression, and it was the first time Cortez had seen her in casual clothes at the office instead of the neat, tight suits with the occasional mini-skirt.

  Max had known Cortez for a while, but he was always surprised by the accuracy and speed with which Cortez got his people back to work, issued orders, and informed all other agencies. Even the Public Prosecutor went back to her office with a satisfied look.

  Charly had asked Cortez if he could be present at the interrogation of Otto von Schwarzkopf together with Max.

  Cortez had agreed. Max opened the door to the interrogation room where Otto von Schwarzkopf was waiting. He sat upright in his chair and looked at Cortez and his team challengingly.

  He complained loudly and asked why an innocent man like him was being held here. Suddenly he stiffened and then collapsed silently.

  In the doorway stood Lucianda Delgado Espinoza, supported by her daughter Maria. Still holding the weapon in her hand, she looked at Otto, who was lying on the ground, with a contemptuous gaze. Before she could aim at Otto again, a detective jumped up and grabbed the weapon.

  Without resistance, she handed the weapon to him. Her face was tense, and no emotion could be read from it.

  Max was the first to reach Otto. He bent down to him and felt his pulse. Then he nodded to Cortez, who had already requested an ambulance.

  50 Saturday night

  After their release, the group had returned to Celia's house at her request because it was nearby. Celia screamed when she saw the havoc left by the kidnappers.

  Outspoken Valentina, whom everyone only knew as whining and crying, was the first to start cleaning up and encouraged everyone. In no time, twelve garbage bags filled with cans, bottles, and food scraps stood outside on the driveway, and the living room and bathrooms were clean again.

  Everything was in order in the kitchen. Celia had checked everything thoroughly and was making coffee. The smell alone made everyone feel more at ease.

  Elise shivered and looked at Martha, who had sat down in one of the leather armchairs since their arrival and stared blankly ahead. Carla had put her arm around Martha and tried to calm her.

  But Martha did not budge and barely responded. Occasionally she shook her head and mumbled something to herself.

  Carla's voice was very intense and appealed to the bond with Elise and herself. “Whatever has happened, Martha… you have to talk to us if you want us to help you. You know we never abandon anyone. All the misery we have endured together. Come on, Martha… talk to us.”

  Martha turned her head toward her, and Carla saw the big tears running down her face. Elise knelt next to Martha's chair and gave her a paper tissue.

  “We both heard it, Martha. It was his voice… no mistake possible. It was Otto's voice. Did you know he was not dead?”

  Elise held Martha's hand as she said this. As if she wanted to build a bridge and make it easier for Martha to answer.

  Martha shook her head violently and once again a torrent of tears came. Then she straightened her back and shook her head again.

  Very softly and haltingly came her words. She told that she had been married to Otto's brother. Their marriage lasted only very briefly. He died of food poisoning. For years she had heard nothing from Otto until suddenly he stood before her and told an adventurous story.

  He needed her help to manage his financial affairs. Suddenly he had enormous sums that she had to invest safely for him. The temptation to grab a share of the big money was very great. There seemed to be no end to the flow of money and Otto would not say where this money came from. It was from him the order came to work at the 'Forest Hill Company'.

  He was hardly ever at home or to be found at the brokerage office and left everything to Charlotte. Almost nonchalantly he signed the deed that made Charlotte co-owner. One day she said she would stop working for him. He had not taken her seriously and only laughed.

  When she had heard of Otto's death she was enormously shocked. He had once told her that he had to try to be smarter than his opponents.

  Then letters from strangers with all kinds of demands were sent to her and fear began to dominate her life.

  She decided to go into hiding after she had heard what had happened to her friend Edna Baker-Jones. She was the one who had confided in Edna knowing that Edna was always interested in matters from which an exciting report could come and now she felt partly responsible for her death.

  Edna and she knew each other from her posh London bridge club where they had been bridge partners for two years. During this period they became a close team that played many matches for their club in Europe. The blind trust they then had in each other's play had also become part of their friendship.

  She interrupted her story with a deep sigh and looked at Elise and Carla.

  At that moment the phone rang in Celia's living room. She answered and listened with a surprised face. Then she beckoned to Elise. “Cortez wants to speak to you,” she said softly.

  Elise walked to the terrace and called her name. Cortez was brief and to the point with his story: Otto had been shot and it was uncertain whether he could survive. Cortez was worried about how Martha would process the news and briefly told of the relationship that connected Otto with Martha.

  Elise said: “Don't worry, Cortez. This can happen too and we will help her.”

  When she came back into the room everyone looked at her expectantly. After hearing about the attack on Otto von Schwarzkopf there was first complete silence and then a tremendous clatter broke out.

  51 Early morning

  Lucianda Delgado-Espinoza sat with an impassive face opposite Cortez and silently looked at her daughter.

  Maria nodded and still held her hand. Then she said to Cortez: “You naturally want to know why my mother wanted to kill Otto and why I could not stop her.”

  She looked at her mother with concern. “This man has always had influence on her life… even when she was divorced from him and sometimes did not see him for years.”

  Maria dabbed her tearful eyes with a small handkerchief and sighed deeply. She looked again at her mother and gently stroked her hand.

  'Yesterday,' Maria Delgado continued her story… “Yesterday a letter addressed to my mother was personally delivered to the nursing home by an employee of a hotel in Torrevieja. A business card of an English journalist was enclosed.”

  Again Maria looked at her mother who was still staring ahead. She took a deep breath and continued with her story.
 “We
 did not know Edna Baker-Jones and heard from the hotel employee what had happened to her and that this envelope was found when clearing out her hotel room. And because the hotel manager knew my mother well, he had the letter personally delivered to her.
” Maria sighed deeply and then continued with her story.

  “
 Mrs. Baker-Jones explained in her letter who she was and for whom she worked. In short, she listed what she had by now discovered about Otto von Schwarzkopf and the conclusions she drew from it.

  Most of the things said about Otto we already knew. But

 Edna Baker-Jones had discovered something else. She found out that Otto had recently had a new will drawn up by a friendly notary.
”

  Maria had to take a short break and drink a sip of water from
 one of the
 glasses
 that
 Cortez had placed for the two ladies. She also took her mother’s glass and handed it to her,
 but
 Lucianda
 left it where it was.

  Maria sighed and then continued with her story.
 “E
dna had enclosed a photocopy of the will.
” “Everyone

 will help you if you pay enough bribes

 was written in her letter. The will named three heirs. Besides Charlotte Schablinski, who inherited Otto’s half of the real estate agency together with an incredibly large sum from a life insurance policy, two other names were mentioned
…”

  At that moment the door of the interrogation room was flung open and Arthur Perez stormed in and signaled to Cortez and Max. He mumbled a brief apology to the ladies. Cortez knew that Arthur would never interrupt an interrogation unless it was very serious.

  “
 Otto von Schwarzkopf is conscious again and urgently wants to speak with you. The doctors don’t know how long he will remain stable.
”

  “I
 will
 drive,”
 said
 Max and shortly after they were on their way to the hospital with sirens blaring.

  52 Saturday night

  The hospital of Torrevieja was located outside the city and had been newly built a few years ago. It was the most modern hospital in the region and had a connection with the University of Alicante.

  Most specialists were young and could

 converse with their patients from all over Europe

 in English. The nursing staff was also well trained in this.

  Otto von Schwarzkopf lay in the high care ward. He was connected to
 various
 machines. All the cords ended somewhere in his body and the monitors displayed the critical condition with beeps and flashing lights. He lay panting in his bed and
 was
 breathing with difficulty.

  The
 experienced head nurse
 on duty in this ward explained to Cortez
 that
 this patient
 had
 a gunshot wound in the shoulder
 dangerously close to a blood vessel leading to the heart. Another bullet had remained lodged in his
 left lung
 and this considerably worsened his condition.
 They were now preparing for the
 operation
.

  “By the way… a
 colleague
 had
 stopped a young woman

 who immediately after the admission of this patient had intrusively claimed to be family.
 She was told that visits were not
 possible now. Shortly after she saw the woman leave the room and head for the elevator. Upon entering
 the patient’s room
 it was immediately clear that something
 was wrong and she raised the alarm.
 The patient’s air supply had been interrupted.
 I immediately
 asked security downstairs to stop that woman.
”

  She began to laugh a little and then said:
 “The security men had great difficulty with her. She kicked around until one of the guards drew his pistol.
 You
 can take her away immediately if
 you
 want. It is just not yet clear
 who she is.
 But yes…

 finding that out is
 your
 task, commissioner. We only called you because this patient urgently requested it.
”
 She smiled again at Cortez and Max and then continued with her work.

  Cortez and Max stood beside Otto’s bed. Otto was completely distraught
…
 Bit by bit they understood the story and also why he was so angry
…

  It was clear from Otto's appearance that he was in great pain and feeling miserable.
“Be
trayed
,” he coughed out and tried to breathe normally again.
“She
has betrayed me.
”
His breath came in rattling gasps.
“I
made a grave mistake, Cortez. I always trusted her and didn’t know she hated me so deeply.
”

  “Who
has
betrayed
you?
”
asked Cortez. Otto pulled himself up a little by the handle above his bed.
Exhausted, he then lay back in his pillows. After a brief moment, he tried to continue
with
his story.

  ‘Lucianda’
, almost like a shout, the name came from his mouth.
“I
don’t know if you’ve checked who the Spanish builder was who, together with his Belgian partner, deceived the buyers who purchased a house in 'Playa Azul'? His name was Alfredo Delgado-Espinoza…

Lucianda’s father. It would be a disgrace for her family if his name became known.
”
Otto began to cough and drank some water from the glass on his nightstand, handed to him by Cortez.

  It took a moment before he could continue

with

his story.

Otto saw the surprised faces of the two policemen and smiled

faintly.
“T
h
at was also a shock for me. Deceit and betrayal in such a respectable family
…
But her daughter was even worse
…
she wanted everything. She was behind the
murders
and the forgeries.
”
He had to cough violently and
gasped
for air.

  A nurse peeked around the corner and urged the commissioner to leave now.

  “O
tto
…
one more question
…
who is the dead man lying in the mortuary in your place?
”
One could see from Cortez’s face that this question was important to him.

  “M
y Bulgarian friend and I looked quite alike, and I think the murderer simply confused us.
”
Otto laughed bitterly.

  He
breathed heavily
and then suddenly collapsed. The monitors sounded an alarm.

  Startled, several nurses rushed in and tried to resuscitate Otto. Doctors
in
white coats hurried down the corridor and entered the room.

  A little later, one of the doctors came to Cortez and Max. '
It was touch and go
,' he said softly. 'We just managed to save him. We had hoped that pumping his stomach would be enough, but then he fell into a kind of coma.
Now we wait.
”

  The doctor looked at the two policemen and then at Otto’s bed.
“The poison fortunately did not act quickly
but it did
reach certain organs
via his bloodstream.
”

  Max explained what had happened. Suddenly it dawned on Cortez that he had given Otto the water from the nightstand.

  “Once
we have the full analysis of this poison, we will of course pass it on immediately to
your
office, Cortez.
”

  Cortez looked the doctor intently in the eye.
“Would
you
and
your department please not allow anyone to see Otto von Schwarzkopf for the time being and keep silent about the fact that he is still alive? I wouldn’t ask this if it weren’t very important right now in connection with solving several murders.
”

  The doctor nodded and gave instructions to
the
staff.

  Cortez and Max went downstairs where the young woman was being watched in a kind of meditation room.
She was no stranger to Cortez and Max.

  “Hello Conchi,” said Max.
She
behaved
aggressively and kept
shouting
continuously. Max grabbed her arm and forced her to listen to what Cortez had to tell her.

  Cortez asked Conchi if he could see the contents of her shoulder bag. Contrary to his expectations, she did not object and threw the contents of her bag onto the table.

  Besides her phone, some cosmetic items, a signet ring, and her wallet, there was also a small tube of vitamin tablets in her bag.

  Max put on his thin plastic gloves and opened the tube. A strong lemon scent came from it. Later, they would be able to say in the laboratory whether the vitamin tablets had been tampered with and what they contained.

  Meanwhile, Cortez had officially arrested Conchi on suspicion of being guilty of Otto von Schwarzkopf's death.

  53 Saturday night

  Elise looked at the tense faces as she told them about the attack on Otto von Schwarzkopf. He had been taken to the hospital, and his condition was still unknown. The name of the shooter was Lucianda Delgado-Espinoza.

  Elise told them about a kind older lady whose life had always been connected to Otto in one way or another. It was not yet known what her motive had been for shooting Otto without warning.

  Carla added that she came from an ancient wealthy Spanish family and that the name Delgado-Espinoza had been linked to Spanish history for centuries.

  Upon hearing the name, the two Andrejevna sisters looked at each other questioningly. Then Jelena asked if she was related to the contractor who had built 'Playa Azul.' But no one in the group knew.

  Jelena explained how they had come to Spain through Otto. They had met him at a large fair in Milan where holiday homes and bungalows all over Europe were promoted.

  They themselves were then working for a company that offered bungalows and villas for sale in very luxurious holiday parks in Eastern Europe. Within three days, they lost their well-paid jobs because Otto suddenly discovered that the projects did not exist at all and the company was just a mailbox in Monaco.

  But Otto also had work for them again. A good friend of his was busy finalizing the financial side of her father's company and guaranteed them a small fortune for their cooperation. They accepted her offer and started working under her instructions. Only then did they realize they had fallen into a nightmare from which they were abruptly awakened.

  Valentina began to cry a little again, and Jelena tried to comfort her.

  ‘We explained to Otto what we had gotten entangled in and that we urgently needed help to escape this wasps' nest full of intrigues, deceit, and betrayal. At first, he couldn't believe it and then found proof that mother and a Delgado daughter were involved in a large-scale fraud. Their accomplices ensured that incriminating items pointed to him as the mastermind behind numerous criminal activities.’

  Jelena took a small pause and wiped the sweat from her forehead. It was clear that the sisters could not tell their story without showing their emotion.

  “Sorry,” Elise interrupted, “I understand that you trusted Otto, but what about 'Playa Azul' now?”

  “Otto had known Lucianda Delgado all his life and could not understand that she let us carry out a job that could put us in danger ourselves. He had warned us that it was not an easy task and that we would face enormous resistance. Otto was also convinced that Lucianda Delgado's demands regarding the outstanding payment for the building land were entirely legal.

  Yerik was the only one who fully trusted Otto and supported him in everything he did. He did not want to involve Charlotte Schablinski to avoid putting her in danger. Our doubts kept growing.

  But then the murders of Steven, Carolina, Marco, Otto's Bulgarian friend, the journalist from England happened, and Otto decided to go into hiding urgently. Radko's name was often mentioned by him, as well as Maria Delgado. He thought these two had a relationship with each other.’ Jelena sighed and wiped the sweat from her forehead again.

  Carla understood that it was quite difficult for the sisters to talk about this. But in her mind, she still saw the gravestones in the cave and the name of one of her family members on one of the graves. She therefore could not avoid asking whether they were aware of this and found it strange that both sisters started laughing.

  "Carla," said Jelena. "We think that Mrs. Delgado carefully researched all the names. All fallen brigadiers are buried in an official war cemetery. But who is not moved when they come across the name of a family member in this special place."

  "But what meaning then does the certificate have that makes each brigadier a co-owner of the land around the mountain and the old finca?" Elise's voice sounded hoarse.

  She tried to make sense of this new story, but disbelief was still strongly present.

  "Later," said Jelena with a smile, pointing to Valentina and Celia who had both fallen asleep.

  "Yes," said Carla, yawning. "It's time to find a place to sleep."

  54 Sunday morning

  At nine o'clock in the morning, Tom van den Berg reported to Cortez's office. He had worked through the night to gain access to the contents of the remaining USB sticks. He looked tired and thanked Cortez for the mug of hot coffee.

  "Charly and Max have briefed me on the most important points, Cortez. I thought I'd print out the items that are interesting and important for you." He handed the papers to Cortez. Again, he took a sip of coffee and then pointed to the top page.

  “Otto von Schwarzkopf is a genius and has gone to great lengths to lay a false trail regarding the artworks that were indeed hidden in the tombstones. To keep them safe from Radko and his clients, he had everything transported to Barcelona.”

  “And now comes Cortez! He didn’t sell them! No… he acted as a mediator to return the pieces to the state… of course for a hefty commission and under the utmost discretion. He made a fortune from it. And he partly invested the money in objects like 'Playa Azul', the new shops, and of course the 'Florida Hills Company' itself.”

  Tom paused for a moment to take a large sip of the strong coffee and looked at Cortez, who was listening attentively.

  Then he pointed to a passage in the report. “Do you see, Cortez… he knew about the fatal report from the Ministry of Land and Mining in Madrid and from Marco about the explosives in the mountain… and yet he bought the mountain and the surrounding land! That’s how he made double profits… first selling the land to the 'Florida Hills Company' and then his share in the sale of the new houses. I wouldn’t be surprised if he also insured everything well and that his damages are being paid by his insurance.”

  Tom looked up at the large clock in Cortez’s office and yawned. “It’s time for me to get a few hours of sleep. Feel free to send me a message or call me if there are any questions.”

  Then he suddenly disappeared. Cortez paced the room with the lists Tom had printed out and tried to think.

  He found the answer to the question of why Otto was so fanatical about the deception of 'Playa Azul'. Otto had already known earlier that something was wrong with the purchase contracts of the houses in that neighborhood… Then he went through all the files in his office and came to the conclusion that not only his clients had been cheated by a very reputable entrepreneur from the region but more than three-quarters of all buyers in that neighborhood. The worst part for him was that he had been married to this man’s daughter and that she laughed at the, as she called it, ridiculous objections.

  For Otto it was terrible. He… who had always bought and sold properly and honestly… had ended up in a web of intrigues.

  Hi
 j moest vaststellen dat hij Lucianda had onderschat. Zij wist zelfs Martha voor haar karretje te spannen. Dat was heel erg kwetsend voor hem omdat hij nog steeds Martha als een beetje familie beschouwde. Martha was drie maanden met zijn broer Wilhelm getrouwd geweest die in London leefde en zeer succesvol was als beurshandelaar.

  Als doodsoorzaak werd een voedselvergiftiging in het politierapport aangegeven. Die dag hadden zeventien andere mensen in hetzelfde restaurant ook oesters gegeten… alleen Wilhelm was blijkbaar de pechvogel.

  Cortez las vluchtig de rapporten van Otto en kwam tot de conclusie dat deze zich niet bij het politierapport had neergelegd 
 maar een eigen zeer zorgvuldige rech
 erche was begonnen. Otto wist dat Wilhelm walgde van schelpdieren en zocht naar een verklaring waarom zijn broer overstag was gegaan om toch een oester te proeven. Alle andere gasten van deze avond beschreven hetzelfde tafereel: Echtgenote probeert echtgenoot liefdevol te overtuigen om een keer te proeven.

  Cortez kon de frustratie begrijpen die Otto in zijn verslag uitte. Hij kon niet bewijzen dat zijn broer opzettelijk was vergiftig
 d en had aan de andere kant ernstige verdenkingen.

  Martha een moordenares? Otto liet deze gedachte uiteindelijk gaan want er bleken in de verleden meer incidenten met oesters in dat betreffende restaurant te zijn voorgekomen. Maar zijn vertrouwen in Martha was nooit hersteld mede door een aantal incidenten die de erfenis van zijn broer betroffen.

  Cortez zuchtte diep. Hij legde de papieren opzij en ijsbeerde door de kamer. Voor het grote whiteboard bleef hij staan en keek weer naar de verschillende namen en foto's.

  De enige die hij in verband met diverse misdaden kon brengen was Radko en zijn makkers. Radko had bedrogen, gelogen, gemanipuleerd, zijn compagnons gegijzeld en gemarteld en was ook verantwoordelijk voor de ontvoering van de groep van zeven. Maar Radko was geen moordenaar… dat liet hij door anderen doen.

  Een team van rechercheurs had in de verhoren de druk op Radko’s handlangers opgevoerd. Tot nu toe zweeg iedereen hardnekkig. Hun voorarrest was verlengd en men wachtte nog op het rapport van de afdeling ballistiek.

  De telefoon van Cortez gaf een zacht zoemend geluid. Cortez keek op de display. Het was Carla. Zij gaf een kort overzicht van het verhaal van de zusjes Andrejevna.

  “Nog iets Cortez… Martha is uit Celia’s huis verdwenen terwijl wij even sliepen. Wij weten niet hoe lang zij al weg is.

  En nog iets merkwaardigs Cortez. Wij werden allen wakker met vreselijke hoofdpijn en braakneigingen. Elise zei dat het door de thee komt die wij nog met zijn allen hebben gedronken… behalve Martha, die dronk koffie. Wat is er aan de hand Cortez… zou Martha echt iets in onze thee hebben gedaan?”

  Cortez was diep geschrokken toen hij dit las en gaf direct aanwijzingen om iedereen uit Celias huis weg te halen en indien nodig een medisch onderzoek te laten ondergaan.

  Hij drukte Carla op het hart niets meer te eten en te drinken in het huis en te wachten op zijn mannen.

  Dan stuurde hij een bericht aan Max en aan Charly met een simpele text ‘hulp nodig’.

  55 Sunday Morning

  Zij arriveerden bijna gelijktijdig op het kantoor van Cortez. Hun gezichten verrieden dat zij te weinig slaap hadden gehad maar zij waren direct gekomen omdat zij wisten dat Cortez ze nodig had.

  Nu zaten zij in de stoelen tegenover hem en luisterden naar zijn verhaal. Max was de eerste die reageerde. “Dus… als ik het goed heb moeten wij ook Martha als verdachte beschouwen?”

  Charly streek met een automatisch gebaar over zijn haar en zei dan nadenkend… “Stel dat dat juist is… dan kan ik maar een plek bedenken waar zij naartoe wil en dat is het ziekenhuis waar Otto von Schwarzkopf ligt. Zij weet dat hij nog leeft en dat hij weet waar het geld is…”

  Cortez veerde omhoog en sloeg met zijn hand tegen zijn voorhoofd. “Bedankt Charly, jij hebt gelijk…”

  He wanted to reach for his phone to give some instructions, but Charly stopped him. “Wait a moment, Cortez,” he said calmly. “We have nothing on her… only a suspicion. And if she sees us, she’ll play the concerned friend. You can’t prove anything to her… apart from some suspicions, you have nothing. She knows all of us, so we can’t go.”

  Cortez sank back into his chair. Max had an idea. “I know that there are certainly about ten people in our corps who are members of a theatre group… they always rehearse on Sunday mornings…” He was already busy calling someone and briefly explained what he wanted.

  A few minutes later, the head of intensive care was informed about the group of police officers who would appear as visitors or patients on their ward to protect Otto von Schwarzkopf. This was to prevent a new attempt on his life. He assured them that his staff were professional and would not disrupt the ward’s routine.

  Cortez turned the air conditioning up a notch and paced the room again. There was a knock on the door and an officer brought in the mail.

  On top lay an email that had just arrived from England, from Scotland Yard. The content was brief and to the point. The deceased whom they had believed to be Boris Kaminski was indeed William Andrew Johnson from New Zealand. He had a tattoo from his time in the army by which he was unmistakably identified.

  The person whose photo Cortez had forwarded was known as Donald Peterson and was an actor at a small London theatre. He had no criminal record, not even a traffic violation.

  Cortez nodded absentmindedly. “You’re right. Martha cheated… but so can we. Let’s interrogate Donald Peterson again. Who knows, maybe he’ll talk now.”

  Shortly after, Peterson sat with a sleep-deprived face opposite Cortez and Max in one of the interrogation rooms. Charly had taken a seat in the background to listen.

  Peterson had not slept a wink all night and had been worrying about the situation he had gotten himself into. He had never spent a night in a cell before and was now relieved that Cortez wanted to talk to him.

  Cortez cautiously began the conversation. He told him that he knew who he was and that his pre-trial detention had been extended by the judge for another three weeks. Among other things, he was charged with possibly being involved in or guilty of the murder of William Johnson from New Zealand.

  “Murder?” Peterson screamed. “I didn’t commit murder!” He sprang up from his chair and stared at Cortez. Then he sank back down. “Murder,” he repeated softly and shook his head violently.

  “Commissioner Cortez… I’m an actor. I murder people on stage with a fake weapon or something… but not really…!”

  Cortez decided to test immediately whether Peterson would answer his next question. “How much did Martha Weaver pay you to play the role of Johnson?”

  For a moment it seemed as if Peterson hesitated to answer, but then he said softly: “She promised me five thousand euros, but I still have to get part of it from her. She called it a piece of cake.” He sighed briefly and then continued.

  “I really needed the money. And it really seemed like a breeze. Saturday morning flying from London to Alicante for the cremation and late Saturday night back to London. For the arson, I would get an extra thousand euros, but I messed that up.”

  “Martha will deny that she gave you the assignment. Do you have anything to prove that there was contact between you?” Max asked.

  Peterson thought for a moment and shook his head. Then it occurred to him that the tickets for the flight had been booked and paid for by Martha. He only had to pick them up at the airline’s counter, just like the envelope with the deposit for the job.

  He reached into his jacket and pulled out a crumpled piece of paper from the inside pocket, tried to smooth it out, and handed it over. Max walked a few doors down with the ticket to a colleague who specialized in these kinds of tasks. Within a few minutes, Cortez and Max would know if Peterson’s story was true.

  Peterson shifted restlessly back and forth in his chair. “What happens now? What will happen to me?” he asked uncertainly.

  Cortez explained to the young man that he had become entangled in a complex series of murders and attacks. It was the investigating judge who had to determine whether he would be charged only with his relatively minor offenses or if he was suspected of other crimes.

  There was a knock on the door and a uniformed policewoman entered, greeted everyone, and walked over to Max with a paper in her hand. She whispered something to him and then disappeared again with a friendly nod.

  Max glanced at the paper and then said hesitantly, “The tickets were booked by the institute ‘Martha Weavers workshops for British bankers.’ The signature on the payment form is from Rose Mayers, the accountant of the institute. So not from Martha Weaver.”

  There was a brief silence before Max continued. “I have instructed my colleague to find out whether Rose Mayers confirms having received the order for this payment from Martha Weaver. So… we have to wait a bit. Even in the best case, there is no direct link to Martha yet.”

  “Do you know Martha personally?” Cortez asked Peterson, who was staring absentmindedly ahead.

  The young man looked up in surprise and shook his head vigorously. Then he searched for something in the breast pocket of his shirt. On a small memo paper that he passed on to Cortez was written in elegant letters: “Good luck Donald and see you tonight, Martha.”

  “The note was in the envelope with the money,” he explained. One could see on his face that he was somewhat relieved.

  “Have you had any further contact with anyone here in Spain?” Cortez wanted to know.

  Peterson nodded. “I was picked up in Alicante by a lady… sorry, I don’t remember her name… she was Spanish. Long name… sounded like spinach.”

  Cortez had to smile. He took a photo out of the folder in front of him and showed the photo to Peterson. He reacted enthusiastically.

  “Yes… that’s the lady,” he exclaimed. “No doubt about it.”

  Cortez thanked Peterson for his cooperation and had him taken back to his cell. He promised the young man that he would speak with the investigating judge about his case and the information he had given to Cortez.

  Max was the first to speak when they were back in Cortez’s office. “So now we know for sure that there is a connection between Maria Delgado-Espinoza and Martha Weaver. Where is Maria now, Cortez?”

  After three minutes they learned that Maria was free again. Released by the public prosecutor who saw no reason to keep her in custody any longer along with her mother. According to him, there was no flight risk given Lucianda’s age.

  Before Cortez could respond, Max already had his phone in hand and was calling his contact person from the hospital theatre group. So far everything had been quiet. No one had asked about Otto’s room.

  Max sent a photo of Maria Delgado as well as of Martha. “
Better safe than sorry,” he said in a tone that was a little too cheerful to hide his unease.

  It took less than three minutes before Max’s phone signaled again. “Bingo,” he said triumphantly. “Maria Delgado was caught by an alert colleague in Otto’s room. No one knew how she got the nurse’s uniform but in her coat was a small handgun with a silencer and also a syringe… ready to use.”

  He paused briefly and then continued. “They are taking her to the office for questioning. Just to be safe, two people are staying behind… you never know where Martha might be lurking.”

  Charly looked at Max with a smile. Then his face grew serious. “There’s one thing I don’t quite understand,” he said softly. “Why would they want to kill Otto if they still don’t know where the money from his transactions went? And what exactly was in Otto’s will that Maria Delgado received from Edna Baker-Stone?”

  Arthuro Perez entered the silence that fell after Charly’s words. He walked silently to Cortez’s desk and placed a folder of papers in front of him. “These are the confessions of two members of the Russian team. The murder of the Bulgarian diplomat was indeed a mistake. He resembled Otto von Schwarzkopf. The murders of Marco Delgado, the three contractors who worked for the 'Florida Hills Company,' and William Johnson from New Zealand are also on their account.”

  Perez made a meaningful pause and looked at everyone. “All four have declared that they received their orders from Radko and… hold on tight… Martha Weaver! Martha handled the cash and Radko the weapons. Radko wanted to keep his own people out of harm’s way and therefore hired the Russians. But all four firmly deny having anything to do with the murder of Edna Baker-Stone, as well as the poisonings and attacks on Charlotte and Celia, let alone the kidnappings.”

  He glanced at his notes and then at Cortez. “I have here that Michael Dombrowski… you know, the one we thought was Boris Kaminski… has recovered and we are allowed to interrogate him with the consent of his attending physician. “In fact,” he paused again and looked meaningfully around, “Michael himself has urgently requested it.”

  56 Sunday Morning

  The tension of the past hours and the lack of rest and sleep were clearly visible on Carla’s face. She showed Cortez’s message to Elise without saying anything further.

  Elise looked at her questioningly after reading the message. “Have we had a Judas among us all this time and never noticed?” she whispered, shaking her head in disbelief. “That woman should have been an actress…!” In a sudden burst of anger, she clenched both fists and muttered a harsh curse in her mother tongue.

  Carla shrugged, made a helpless gesture with her hands, and then walked toward the living room. “We have to tell Celia and the sisters.”

  Inside, Celia was busy caring for the Andrejevna sisters as best she could. Valentina lay groaning on the wide sofa, and Jelena paced back and forth murmuring, occasionally rushing to the bathroom around the corner.

  Celia was the first to react to the news. She looked very pale and had large dark circles under her eyes. “I always knew Radko was a rat… but Martha… this is hard to believe.”

  She sank into one of the armchairs and stared at Carla and Elise in disbelief, her eyes full of tears.

  The Andrejevna sisters were so absorbed in themselves that they barely reacted to Carla’s story. Then Jelena casually remarked that she had seen Martha several times together with Radko and Lucianda Delgado. They held their meetings in the restaurant of the nursing home where Lucianda lived. Jelena herself had to be there often to have Lucianda sign business papers, after all, she was her employer.

  “By the way… the entire nursing complex is Lucianda’s property, and I’ve heard that she decides who has to pay a fortune to live there.”

  They were interrupted by the doorbell. Outside the gate stood a small military passenger van, and a cheerfully waving Captain Mantego stepped out and came toward them. He greeted them all amicably. “Orders from Cortez,” he called out with a broad smile.

  “I will take you to your old hideout or…” he looked at the Andrejevna sisters, “or to a first aid post.”

  Celia was the last to get in. She made a wistful gesture toward the house and then said softly, “I don’t think I’ll ever come back here.”

  57 Sunday Morning

  Quiron was a private hospital located just outside the city of Torrevieja on a hill. From there, one had a breathtaking view over the city and the two salt lakes.

  On Sunday, the main entrance of the hospital was closed, and Cortez and Max had to enter the wards through the emergency entrance. There was no sign of the usual weekday bustle on this day.

  Michael Dombrovski had just been brought back from the ICU to a regular ward. Pale and exhausted, he lay in his bed. There was clearly a look of relief on his face when Cortez and Max entered the room.

  "Glad you’re here… Cortez," he said in a feeble voice. "And above all, I want to thank you for saving me." He sank back into his pillow.

  Cortez looked around the room. Besides the bed with the usual bedside table found in every hospital, there was a large chair with an adjustable backrest and a couch that could be used as an extra sleeping place for family members.

  "What was so urgent?" Cortez asked with a friendly smile. He pulled the chair closer to the bed and sat down. Max had taken a seat on the couch.

  Through the window, one could see the salt lake in the distance and the 'mountains' of salt at the factory, ready to be transported to the harbor via the conveyor belt.

  Michael Dombrovski tried to sit up a little higher in his bed. His breathing was labored from the effort, and his face was contorted with pain.

  "I wanted to speak with you, Cortez, because I don’t know if I’ll get another chance to tell you my story." Michael smiled weakly and restlessly brushed a hand over his face.

  He sighed deeply and closed his eyes. "I became involved in this whole affair through my friend Yerik Igorevits. Yerik knew Edna Baker-Stone. Yerik had worked with Edna before, and through her, he met Otto von Schwarzkopf. He was impressed by Otto's story and his determination to protect more than a hundred homeowners from deceit and fraud, just in the 'Playa Azul' neighborhood."

  Michael paused briefly and took a sip from his glass of water. He groaned with every movement.

  He looked intently at Cortez as he continued. "But what affected me most was the story of the 'Florida Hills Company.' They were going to build on land marked as dangerous and with an explosive past. That was the deciding factor for me to join forces with Otto and Edna. Otto paid me a large sum of money to play the role of Boris Kaminski. 'It’s only for a short time,' he said. 'And believe me, Cortez… that man had a persuasiveness you couldn’t say ‘no’ to.'"

  They were interrupted by a nurse who came in to check the equipment and give the patient an injection. Afterward, she left the room again and said to Cortez in passing, "Just five more minutes before his injection starts to work."

  Cortez smiled at Michael. "You heard it, Michael. In five minutes, they want you to be asleep again. Shall I ask some questions?"

  Michael nodded. Within a few minutes, Cortez learned from Michael that Conchi was not to be trusted, that Radko and Martha were close, and that Maria Delgado had been married to Radko and they had two daughters… Amanda and Conchi. After two years, Maria left Radko and shortly after married Antonio Carracedo-Fernandez, the football coach of Marko Dimitrov.

  Otto had asked Michael to especially keep an eye on Conchi. 'She’s no good,' he had said. 'And… Otto told me to watch not only Conchi but also Martha. I felt that Martha trusted me. With Conchi, it was much harder,' he said sleepily. 'She followed me to the cave when I was spying on Radko and shot at me, and… I’m afraid she would do it again.' Michael’s eyes closed, and his steady breathing revealed he had fallen asleep.

  58 Sunday Morning

  Maria Delgado sat smiling opposite Cortez and Max. She ran her hand through her hair and then said calmly, "What do you accuse me of, Cortez, and where is your evidence of my guilt?"

  There was a knock on the door and a detective entered the room with some reports which he laid down in front of Cortez. He opened the first page of the folder and pointed out a section to Cortez.

  It was the confession of Conchi regarding the poisoning of Otto von Schwarzkopf and the shootings of Michael Dombrovski. She emphasized that she had received the order from her mother and had ultimately cooperated. The honor of the Delgado family was at stake and her mother tolerated no contradiction.

  During the interrogation, she had firmly denied the poison murders of Carolina van Wassendonk and Steven Johnson. And she also wanted nothing to do with the attempted poisoning of Celia Markstone despite the incriminating statement her sister Amanda had made to Cortez. She had only put the jug of orange juice in the fridge on her mother’s orders.

  The detectives had confronted Conchi right at the start of the interrogation with the assassination attempts on Michael Dombrovski and Otto von Schwarzkopf. Moreover, as additional incriminating evidence against her, there was the attack on an Interpol agent and the imprisonment of several people in the mountain cave.

  In a fit of rage during the interrogation, Conchi injured one of the detectives with an uncontrolled karate blow. The public prosecutor ordered that she be placed under enhanced supervision. Apart from her lawyer, no contact with family or friends was allowed anymore.

  Cortez quickly read the page the detective indicated to him and his face twisted into a broad smile. “Thank you, Ramirez,” he said as the detective already walked out of the room.

  Max stood next to Cortez and read over his shoulder. With an impassive face, he looked at Maria Delgado.

  “You want to know what you are accused of, Madam?” There was a slight irritation detectable in his voice. “How about inciting your daughter to various murders, forgery, complicity in kidnapping and extortion… and we could go on like this!”

  Max saw that his words had some effect on Maria Delgado. She shifted restlessly in her chair and searched for defensive words.

  Cortez decided to fire a warning shot. “If we are to believe Martha Weaver’s statement, then you betrayed your cousin Marco and had him killed just like the three contractors in the cave. Martha abused the trust Edna Baker-Stone had in their friendship and you gave the order to kill Edna. But why also the poison murders of Carolina and Steven and why did your daughter have to be involved in the attempt to poison Celia?”

  Maria Delgado’s reaction surprised Cortez. She turned deathly pale and stared at him with her mouth open. Then she cursed Martha bitterly, broke down in tears, and stammered something that sounded like an apology.

  Max tried to calm her and gently asked if she wanted to give a statement for the record to unburden her heart. To his surprise, Maria Delgado nodded and gratefully reached for the box of tissues Max pushed toward her. She loudly blew her nose and wiped her tears.

  The first thing she told Cortez and Max was that Lucianda Delgado was the initiator of all the crimes which she had others carry out. Steven and Carolina were poisoned but Lucianda gave the order.

  Steven was busy organizing a major publication through Edna that would forever damage the centuries-old family name of Delgado-Espinoza. Not only would the fraud of the 'Playa Azul' district be exposed but Otto had also collected all the negative government reports about the building land and the fraudulent construction of the 'Eagles Forest' district. All this had been passed on to Edna but Lucianda Delgado did not want to wait for the fiasco.

  Maria contacted Martha who had previously handled some illegal money transactions for the family. Together they decided to stop Otto von Schwarzkopf at all costs. Radkov’s Russians made a mistake by killing the wrong man and as a result, Otto was warned and disappeared.

  Maria described Martha as an excellent organizer. She set the trap for Edna. She played the victim who was taken to safety in the villa in Doña Pepa and allowed herself to be kidnapped with the others to stay informed about everything.

  She was also the one who had almost killed Charlotte with the bomb letter, and when she heard about the arrival of Steven's cousin from New Zealand, she had him intercepted in Madrid and arranged for a replacement.

  Cortez noticed that Maria spoke almost admiringly about Martha and also about her own mother. When asked if she wasn't jealous that Martha got along so well with her mother, Maria became a bit restless and nervously brushed her face.

  Then she quickly recovered and denied it. “No,” she said. “The three of us had an excellent relationship. When we discovered that Otto von Schwarzkopf had emptied all the tombstones, we wanted to find out where he had put the objects or where the profits from the sale had gone. Otto had once mentioned that the old family farm should be restored and that a meeting center for everyone should be established.

  That gave my mother the idea of the names and the linen bags. There are certainly still five boxes with two hundred names and the corresponding bags in my mother's possession. We thought no one would take this seriously and everyone would immediately see this 'coincidence.'”

  She paused for a moment and looked at Cortez and Max questioningly. Then she lowered her eyes and said, “Ok… it was a macabre joke…” She didn’t finish her sentence and sat silently in her chair.

  “Let's leave this topic for what it is,” said Cortez. “I have a few more questions, Maria, that are very important to me. Can I get you something, water, coffee, or tea?”

  She hesitated, looked at her watch, and then shook her head. “No… I want to get this over with as quickly as possible.”

  Cortez looked at his notes and took a sip of his now lukewarm coffee. The air conditioning was on maximum, and the cold airflow directed at him made him shiver. It was his way of staying awake.

  He looked kindly at Maria. “I know this isn’t easy for you, Maria, but I have a few small questions…”

  Maria nodded compliantly and looked at her watch again. Max had noticed it several times already. Somehow, he had a strange feeling about it. It was as if she wanted to keep everyone busy while something else had to happen somewhere else.

  He needed to discuss this with Cortez, and discreetly made a slight head movement toward the door when Cortez looked at him. Cortez understood immediately. He excused himself to Maria and said they needed to take a short sanitary break.

  He asked a young colleague to keep Maria company. Passing by, Cortez softly told the young officer that this lady had to be well guarded and that she was not allowed to leave the room.

  Cortez and Max walked together down the corridor. “I think I know what you’re thinking, Max. In the last five minutes, she has looked at her watch six times as if she expected something to happen. Lucianda was released again. By the way… your made-up story about Martha’s…

  Max stopped and looked at Cortez questioningly. “Martha hasn’t been found yet, and the confession was quite something, Cortez. Maria fell for it completely. But… what if Maria Delgado was just a distraction from something that still has to happen… “

  Cortez interrupted Max by holding his arm. “That’s it, Max… Maria was the distraction, and now Martha and Lucianda have free rein to finish their job!” His voice was louder than intended in the corridor, and passersby turned their heads toward the two.

  Cortez’s last words were heard by Charly and also Berry Winters, who were just turning the corner of the corridor. “Don’t be so gloomy, Cortez,” Charly called cheerfully and greeted everyone. “Martha and Lucianda have been taken into custody thanks to my colleague Berry Winters.”

  “Berry is your colleague?” Max asked, surprised.

  Charly nodded. “Martha had long been suspected of illegal transactions and money laundering. Her workshops were seen as a cover for various shady networks. Besides… Martha, who is usually very cautious when choosing employees, this time fell into the trap Berry had set for her. Our Berry here is called Anthony Summers and is a cousin of the real Berry Winters who had worked with Martha. Those two cousins look quite alike and had been working closely together on this case for a long time.” Charly gave Berry a friendly pat on the shoulder, and his exuberant laugh showed the amusement he took in Martha's failure.

  Berry looked somewhat shyly to the side. “I could only do this because Elise and Carla helped me. Clever those two. They found my number in Martha's mobile phone.

  Martha made a big mistake. She swapped her phone with Celia’s. By the time Celia noticed, Martha had already left. Elise and Carla did find on Martha's phone the boarding pass for Lucianda and herself for a flight to London today. Apparently, Lucianda had picked up Martha at Celia’s house while everyone was asleep, and then they drove to Alicante.

  So Elise called me and also told me about the conversation with you, Cortez. It was clear that we had to stop Martha. I advised Elise to simply cancel the flight immediately and file a report on suspicion of murder or attempted murder at the National Police office located at the airport. I said they should ask for assistance to prevent the suspects from leaving the country. Copies of Elise’s and also Carla’s service badges were attached, and your office was referenced, Cortez. I myself faxed a request through our Europol department as well. So… it worked… very simply…” Berry chuckled a little himself.

  Max’s phone rang far too loudly in the narrow corridor. Max answered and then said almost too cheerfully: “Yes, this information is completely accurate, colleague. We are very grateful for your cooperation and will have the two suspects picked up as soon as the public prosecutor signs their arrest warrant. Thanks again, colleague.”

  When he hung up, he said almost unnecessarily: “That was the duty officer of the national police.” With a small smile, he added… “I believe he was relieved that we confirmed the story.”

  59 Sunday Morning

  Arthuro Perez wiped the sweat from his forehead and stood for a moment in the airflow of a fan that was in his room. Then he walked to the computer room to collect the latest emails from that morning and bring them to Cortez.

  Charlotte was waiting outside his door with her husband Hans. They greeted Arthuro warmly. “We thought you might like some small tapas. Hans made them himself for you.” She pointed to the two large trays standing on the table behind them.

  “We wanted to thank you for your efforts and also wanted to know if we can reopen the office.”

  Arthuro looked at them in surprise. Apparently, no one had thought to inform them, but the past few days had been more than hectic.

  “Follow me,” said Arthuro and led them ahead, knocking on Cortez’s door. Cortez was pleased to see Charlotte and Hans again and said their tapas were more than welcome.

  Then Arthuro briefly asked for Cortez’s attention. In one of the emails from the laboratory, it was clearly and without any doubt stated that several fingerprints belonged to only one person. They had found only one bottle with traces of orange juice from the company container of 'Florida Hills Company,' and on this bottle were only Conchi’s fingerprints.

  Also, on three syringes found further on in a waste container near Carolina and Steven’s house, Conchi’s fingerprints were clearly found. The investigators had been lucky because normally the container was emptied between nine and ten in the evening, but due to a temporary staff shortage, this was done at six in the morning.

  Cortez sighed briefly. It was hard for him to believe that Conchi had committed the poison murders, but these were the facts… Cortez sighed again.

  “And one more thing, Cortez?” Arthuro looked at his boss inquisitively. “You are in urgent need of rest and sleep… so I’m giving you the rest of this day off. No, no, this is necessary.”

  “And I’ll drive you home,” said Max. Cortez was too sensible to protest any further because he knew Arthuro was right. His work was done… at least for this day.

  60 Fourteen Months Later

  The weather was still beautiful in October with fairly high temperatures. The beaches were still crowded with many tourists, and most winter residents were arriving at their destinations again.

  There was a lively bustle on all the terraces. Carla enjoyed this. In the Netherlands, the first autumn storm had just swept across the country, and the thought of it made her shiver for a moment.

  She was sitting in the café opposite the courthouse. Soon she would go inside to give her testimony as a witness in the trial against Lucianda and Martha. The trials against Conchi and Radko would also begin shortly. Carla was dreading it. After all, Conchi was responsible for the murder of her aunt.

  She thought about everything that had happened in recent months. She had had a heartbreaking encounter with the sister of William Andrew Johnson from New Zealand. She had come to Spain on behalf of the family to collect her brother’s body and also to sell her uncle’s house, which had been left to her and her brother in a will by Steven Johnson.

  It was Charlotte who gave Carla the idea to buy Steven’s house. Her aunt had long ago taken out a life insurance policy with Charlotte, naming Carla as the beneficiary. Because of this, the purchase was no problem, and moreover, the property was easy to rent out at any time of the year.

  Charlotte asked her if she could stay here permanently. She could immediately offer her a job at the real estate agency.

  Carla had long conversations with Charlotte, Cortez, and Max before she returned to Rotterdam. They helped her process all the negative things and showed her the beautiful and cheerful side of life on the Costa Blanca.

  But then Celia called her and, on behalf of herself and Otto von Schwarzkopf, made an enticing offer to Carla.

  Celia had done her homework well. She had discovered that the ownership rights of the mountain belonged to the 'Florida Hills Company,' which had officially purchased the entire area as building land. Except for a piece of land at the back of the mountain that belonged to the Delgados.

  After the destruction of the ‘Eagles Forrest’ neighborhood by the landslide, Celia’s partners were eager to sell their shares in the ‘Florida Hills Company’ to her.

  She received the support and money to realize this from Otto von Schwarzkopf, who had fully recovered from the attacks on him. Otto was eager to see his plans developed and presented all his ideas to Celia and Carla.

  Now that the Delgados had come under suspicion, the plan to rebuild their old dilapidated farmhouse and turn it into a community center was off the table. Lucianda refused to allow anything to be built on their land that could be interpreted as a tribute to the ‘brigadiers’ who had fallen in the civil war.

  Otto’s disappointment was great, and he could and did not want to engage in a legal battle over this.

  Carla had once said that she found the journey through the darkness of the mountain with Elise and Martha very frightening. Laughing, she had added that she would only repeat it for a lot of money.

  Otto had thought about her remark and came up with the plan to offer tourists and interested parties a tour through the mountain led by Carla.

  Carla had to find a balance between her work and family in the Netherlands during the first months. She made decisions she would have preferred to postpone for months. Ultimately, Carla was willing to cooperate and contributed ideas about the changes made to improve safety and atmosphere on the route down.

  The rooms above where crates of ammunition, rifles, and grenades had once stood were now stripped of all weaponry. Captain Mantego was pleased to offer a piece of history to the army museum.

  During the cleanup, the bomb that Michael had ‘activated’ by one of the Russians was also found. He had replaced the bomb with a fake one, but neither the Russians nor Conchi knew this, and thus he saved the lives of Elise, Carla, and Martha.

  Now, in the cave above, only a few crates with deactivated material remained as decoration, and various rifles, ammunition belts, and grenade launchers hung on the walls. All rooms were now decently lit but still gave an unsettling impression.

  The descending road was secured with a balustrade, and through a theatrically placed network of spotlights, one could now get an impression of the enormous height of the entire cave.

  On the plateau where the large number of wooden crates still stood, a large fire basket burned, casting large eerie shadows against the mountain walls with its flickering light.

  A drawbridge brought visitors over the water to the other side at the right tunnel, past the half-submerged excavators. Inside the tunnel, one could still see the effects of the landslide, and only a passage had been made that continued to the large cave. From there, one could take the stairs up leading to the tomb.

  In front of the tomb’s entrance, a sign was placed in various languages. It urged visitors to maintain silence and respect. Otherwise, nothing had changed in the room with the tombstones.

  A small door had been made in the large iron doors of the cave, which could conveniently serve as an exit. The left half of the door still hung somewhat crooked as a result of the landslide.

  Otto had been right. The tour through the mountain was an unprecedented success and had been fully booked months in advance by interested parties.

  Almost every month, there was a dinner that Otto organized at his villa in Doña Pepa. Usually, the group of guests consisted of Yerik, the Andrejevna sisters, Charlotte and Hans, Celia, and herself. Cortez and Max also regularly came, and when it was his turn, Michael Dombrovski as well.

  Otto could cook deliciously, and it was always a surprise what was on the menu.

  Carla thought about how quickly everyone had tried to resume their normal lives after all the terrible things that had happened.

  Peace had also returned to the ‘Playa Azul’ neighborhood. Yerik could continue running his gym, and the Andrejevna sisters now had a thriving beauty salon. Charlotte was now the sole owner of the real estate agency, and Otto only came when she asked for him.

  She regularly received messages from Charly and Elise somewhere in Europe where they were working. And Berry was now working on unraveling a network of three banks in Italy. Sometimes he could ask for Michael Dombrovski’s cooperation if Celia could spare him from her company.

  Celia was wonderful as the new owner and managed to steer the 'Florida Hills Company' through all the claims and especially to prevent major damage. And Michael helped her with that.

  She had not entered her house on the mountain all this time, and now this house had been thoroughly renovated at her request and had become the meeting point that Otto so much wanted and from which one had direct access to the mountain route. On marble walls stood the names of all the brigadiers who had fallen in the region.

  Day tourists, people who had booked the tour, school classes, and interested parties... all wanted to see what had happened in their neighborhood and pay tribute to the freedom fighters.

  Nature had recovered incredibly quickly after the disaster, and only if you looked closely could you still see traces of the disaster here and there.

  Carla sighed deeply. She heard her name being called and looked around. Charlotte came over to her and plopped down in the terrace chair next to her.

  She took her hand. “Do you find it difficult too, Carla? You consider someone a friend and then you have to realize that everything is just…” She searched for the right word but then fell silent.

  Carla only nodded. “Charlotte?” she said softly with a smile on her face, “shall I tell you something nice and you’ll be the first to know.”

  She took a deep breath. “Next week is our dinner with the whole group again. Then Max and I will announce that we are getting married and would you like to be my maid of honor?” Carla paused and waited anxiously for Charlotte’s answer.

  When Charlotte understood what Carla had just told her, she stood up, embraced Carla, and kissed her on the cheek. “What a surprise, Carla. You and Max… I always knew there was something between you. It’s a great honor for me and I’m proud of you both.”

  Charlotte was deeply moved and had to wipe away a tear. She looked at her watch and then said it was time to go inside. Arm in arm and chatting happily, they walked towards the courthouse.

  The people on the terrace watched them go. Mother and daughter on their way to a pleasant afternoon of shopping, many of them must have thought…

