
  Chapter 1

  There were those late summer evenings that were so delightful you would have preferred to sleep outside. This was such an evening, thought Isabel.

  Usually, she would still be sitting outside late at night on the large terrace of the old hacienda, enjoying the silence and a glass of red wine.

  Her thoughts wandered. How often had she sat here with Emiel, and she realized once again how much she missed him. When he died, she had fallen into a deep depression. Emiel had been her prince on the white horse. When she first saw him, she knew he was the man who would change her life.

  She had grown up together with her two little sisters, Tereza and Ester, in the city of Alicante. Her father was a high-ranking government official, and her mother played the piano beautifully and occasionally gave concerts at home for their friends. They lived in a large townhouse in the middle of the city. Isabel loved her city and the lively life around the harbor.

  Emiel Bernado’s life looked completely different. He came from an old, extremely wealthy family. Due to the growing demand for holiday homes and apartments in the then still small fishing village of Torrevieja, the family had become even richer.

  Emiel’s father gave them the old hacienda with a large piece of land as a wedding gift when they got married. It lay outside the city with a magnificent view of the sea and mountains that enchanted every visitor. Isabel too immediately fell head over heels for that piece of land.

  She was startled when she suddenly heard a tinkle. Her iPad lay on her lap and signaled that one of her friends had made a move in the game Wordfeud and that it was now her turn. Isabel loved games.

  She looked at her screen and searched to see who had sent a message or made a move so late. It was her daughter-in-law Amanda. She read: 'Mom... if you are still sitting outside on the terrace, I ask you to come inside immediately... no, I beg you, go inside and lock your doors. Martin and I are on our way.'

  She was shocked and decided to follow her daughter-in-law’s request immediately. Amanda must have had an urgent reason to ask this. She closed the garden doors behind her and felt very uneasy at that moment.

  Martin had asked for a day off to go shopping. Strange, she thought, something was not right. Martin never went shopping, and why was he suddenly with Amanda, her daughter-in-law?

  Martin Talenko was her handyman... a technical genius who could get everything working and kept everything running on the estate. He took care of the garden and knew the answer to everything.

  Occasionally, he went on trips for a few days. Family visits, he said then. Martin had just blown in on her. He had fled from Romania, and Isabel had a big heart for all who were displaced and on the run. That was how he had come to her and stayed.

  She suddenly thought of the dogs and Julius. Whenever Martin left her estate, he always arranged for a substitute.

  That was often Julius Mendoza. He also took care of the two dogs.

  Martin had carefully trained the dogs. Nomad was a rough mix of various dog breeds, quite large, and he made a grim impression on outsiders. His buddy was Roger, a small Dobermann, very watchful and also very clever when it came to snagging tasty leftovers from the kitchen from Dionni, the cook.

  Isabel lowered the shutters in the living room. I have to call Julius and see if he is on the grounds. She dialed the internal number of Martin’s bungalow; the phone rang but was not answered. Martin lived in one of the three spacious guest bungalows on the grounds.

  In his absence, Julius was also allowed to use it. So he must be there, thought Isabel.

  Waiting was dreadful for her impatient nature, and she decided to check herself whether the dogs and Julius were in Martin’s bungalow. For a moment, she thought of Amanda’s warning but then she slipped cautiously out of the kitchen door of the hacienda. Everything was quiet outside, just as it had been minutes before. I won’t let myself be scared, she thought.

  Martin's bungalow was the last of the three that stood widely spaced on the large grounds. Everything was dark and there was no sound of the dogs to be heard.

  Isabel had never felt so insecure in all the years she had lived here as she did now. And a very strange fear suddenly made itself felt within her. She walked in a curve around the bungalow and stood at the back of the garden where she had a view of the living room. Everything was dark there too. She no longer understood anything... the dogs always barked when a stranger came onto the property or came to you.

  Cautiously she walked to the windows of the living room, paying attention to every sound. Her heart pounded and she felt the sweat on her forehead.

  She tried to look inside and pressed her head against the window. A vague sound startled her and she automatically let herself sink down among the bushes.

  Suddenly she saw a figure standing less than 4 meters away, searching the garden with a flashlight. She suppressed a cry of fright and dropped flat to the ground. Twenty years of yoga were now paying off and she had to smile when that thought came to her.

  The light from the flashlight shone on the window and then into the garden. Suddenly a second figure appeared and both disappeared in the direction of the Hacienda.

  Somewhat stiffly, Isabel got back up. What was happening here and who were those people? Cautiously she walked around the corner and saw that the front door of Martin’s bungalow was open. Burglars, was her first thought, and she hurried to the door expecting to find signs of a break-in. She was suddenly terribly afraid. She had to gather all her courage to walk further into the dark bungalow.

  She screamed in fright when she suddenly felt something wet against her hand. It was Nomad’s snout, who suddenly stood wagging his tail next to her.

  Three steps behind, she saw Martin coming towards her. He looked at her and then softly asked if everything was alright. Before she could answer, she also saw Amanda and Roger coming towards her. 'Didn't you read my message?' she asked in a whisper. Isabel nodded. She saw Martin disappear into his house and after a few minutes come back outside. He looked at Amanda and shook his head. 'Nothing,' he said.

  Chapter 2

  The old Casino of Alicante is an imposing building and lies opposite the marina. The Moorish influence in the architecture is unmistakable as soon as you enter. The marble stairs and walls give a glimpse of the wealth of its former owner. For a time it served as a real gambling casino but to the relief of many, it is now once again what it has always been: a meeting place for art and culture.

  Every two months, the large hall at the top of the building was rented out by Tereza Bordas.

  A few years ago she had started a fairly successful investment club together with her sisters Isabel and Ester and a small number of good friends. The intimacy of the beginning had now disappeared: it had grown to nearly 95 members. But the formula was still the same... to make as much money as possible in the short term.

  Tereza ran the club with a firm hand and every prospective member proposed by other members was very carefully screened by her. Alfonso, the doorman, called it 'the rich ladies' club.' But he also called the ladies of the bridge club that, who played here once a week.

  Tereza got the idea to start investing during the extensive business lunches her husband Filip gave for his business contacts in their large villa. He always said these dinners were the basis for his successes.

  She listened carefully to all those stories and was very good at putting things together. Filip was a successful and very shrewd stockbroker. But over the years Tereza had seen him change, from a loving husband and father of three sons to a cynical man who often drank one glass too many and could then become very unpleasant.

  After their three sons had left the large parental home, Tereza had begun to feel increasingly lonely and she often stayed at the estate of her sister Isabel. That silence there did her good, as did the conversations with Isabel. Sometimes she also went with Isabel on Sunday mornings to the village church in the small village nearby.

  After the death of his parents two years ago, Filip had taken his eldest sister Maria into his home, who - due to a traffic accident years ago - suffered from severe neck and back problems and was confined to a special wheelchair. On the very day Maria arrived at the house, Filip demanded that Tereza take care of Maria.

  In hindsight, Maria turned out to be an unbearable and demanding person, and in no time Tereza was thoroughly fed up with all her bullying. She outright refused to continue caring for Maria, and Filip had to hire professional help and threatened divorce for the first time.

  His behavior became increasingly domineering and made it very difficult to talk about anything. Filip invited his family members more and more often. 'I am the master of this house,' he said whenever she protested against all this, and she grew increasingly alienated from him.

  She decided to accept Isabel’s invitation and to rest and think things over thoroughly in one of her bungalows.

  And now the time had come. Thursday was his bridge night, and as always, he would come home late. On his desk, he would find her letter and the card from her lawyer. How had their marriage gone so terribly wrong? She had to swallow hard.

  A rather noisy birthday party was taking place in the house, organized by Maria for some family member. No one noticed when she left the house.

  Tereza quickly drove out of town on the provincial coastal road, which was very quiet at this time. She passed the town of Santa Pola. On both sides of the road lay the salt extraction area. The enormous salt mountains glittered in the moonlight, and the old Moorish watchtower was eerily illuminated, casting a long shadow over the water.

  At an approaching gas station, she decided to get a bottle of water. Since there were no other cars on the premises, she conveniently parked her car in front of the entrance to the shop.

  The attendant was just turning off the lights and closing the place. 'We close at 10 o’clock,' he said somewhat irritably to her. She paid quickly and went back outside.

  In the parking area now stood a large black car with its lights off. The car’s windows were tinted, and she could not see if anyone was inside.

  She got back on the road and saw that the other car did the same. A few kilometers further, she took the exit toward a village in the Vega Baja, a road that was deserted at this hour.

  It was a perfectly straight road, and here she first felt that the car from the gas station was following her. You’re imagining things, she thought to herself. To be safe, she took the exit to another well-lit road with several roundabouts leading to the village of Rojales. The road wound past orange groves and charming little farms.

  And then she saw it clearly... it was the large black car from the gas station still following her. But why, she wondered, and her unease grew. She had to find a way to lose that car. And suddenly she knew how.

  Chapter 3

  Martin’s mobile phone rang. He looked at the display. 'Yes?' he said curtly and listened for a few seconds. 'Stay where you are. I’ll pick you up at the back... do you hear?' He said it in an almost snappy tone. 'In five minutes,' and then he hung up.

  Isabel and Amanda looked at him questioningly. 'It was Tereza... she’s on her way here and is being followed. She’s scared and is now in the little bar by the bridge. I’m going to get her now.'

  He looked at Isabel and softly asked her why he hadn’t known about her visit. Before she could answer, he had already jumped into the small Jeep and driven off.

  Isabel explained to Amanda that Tereza was having some difficulties at home and that she had offered her to stay here for a while. But she didn’t know when she would come and hadn’t expected her at this hour.

  Suddenly they heard the dogs barking furiously and shortly after a frightened scream. Roger, thought Isabel, Roger had caught one of the burglars!

  And the two women ran in the direction of the Hacienda. They indeed saw someone sitting on the ground. The Doberman angrily tugged at that person's arm. The other man dared not move and was watched by a growling Nomad.

  'Off, Roger!' Isabel screamed and at that moment was very grateful to Martin for the good training he had given the dogs. Roger immediately obeyed but stayed in front of the man, growling softly like Nomad.

  'Who are you and what are you doing here?' Amanda asked as calmly as possible, and Isabel tried to show as little fear as possible. She stepped towards the men. 'Well... answer me!' she snapped.

  The two men looked at each other, and the man on the ground tried to take something from the inside pocket of his jacket. Roger immediately wanted to jump on him again, but Isabel held him back.

  The two men began to explain that they were detectives looking for Julius Mendoza. In the application for a residence permit, Mendoza had given this address. Mendoza had been staying illegally in Spain for three years, and their assignment was to take him to their office in Torrevieja for questioning.

  To Amanda's surprise, Isabel told the two men that they must be mistaken. No one named Mendoza was housed here, and she could not tolerate strangers wandering around her property so late at night and frightening her. The men mumbled an apology and made their escape. Apparently, they had parked their car much further from the entrance.

  There were only two access roads to the hacienda. One road led directly into the small village, and the other was a winding path that ended at the coastal road. The two men drove toward the village and would undoubtedly pass Martin's jeep.

  Isabel did not even have to tell Amanda to call Martin to note the license plate of the two men. Amanda already had the phone in hand, and three seconds later, she gave Martin the instruction.

  Then she looked at Isabel with a smile. 'So... so...' she teased, 'Madam doesn't know an illegally residing Julius Mendoza!'

  'He is not housed here, I said, and that is true,' Isabel defended herself.

  The jeep drove onto the property, and Martin helped Tereza out of the jeep. Wordlessly, the two sisters embraced, and Tereza began to apologize for her late arrival and the trouble with the pursuer. 'It's my nerves... I'm just a bit stressed... sorry, sister.'

  Martin insisted that everyone go inside. 'More has happened today,' he said seriously, 'and we urgently need to talk about it.' Isabel instinctively knew it had to do with Dana. Her heart pounded in her throat, and she tried to remain calm.

  Suddenly, Amanda began to cry softly and stammered that Dana and three of her friends had disappeared. The police had been involved and had started their work. All four girls were between 18 and 19 years old, all had just started their studies at the conservatory in Alicante, and were good friends. Often, after their lessons, they would go eat together at their favorite café, where they were last seen. They were well known to most of the questioned visitors and the café staff. Drugs were ruled out because all four were 'health freaks'... they ate no meat, hardly ever drank alcohol, and were avid athletes. And, of course, music was their passion.

  Amanda's daughter Dana was a cheerful girl who—like her friends Anna, Julia, and Laura—loved disco and dancing and was very popular with everyone.

  Isabel had been afraid earlier today, but the fear for her only granddaughter paralyzed her.

  They talked at length about the reason for the kidnapping, because that was the only possibility and also the police's opinion. They had to prepare for a ransom demand. The parents of the other girls assumed the same, and Amanda had contacted all three sets of parents. She had known two couples for a long time and had been friends with them for years.

  The only ones Amanda did not know well were the Montange couple; they were of French origin and had lived in the city of Alicante for two years.

  Jean-Claude Montange had moved to Spain with his wife Marian and their daughter Julia after retiring from the diplomatic service. The Spanish climate was pleasant, and he spoke Spanish because he had been stationed in South America for a long period, and his daughter Julia was an easy child who had learned to adapt everywhere.

  At the start of her studies at the conservatory, Dana quickly made friends with Julia and introduced her to her friends Anna and Laura.

  Anna was the youngest daughter of good friends of Amanda, Carlos Bellera and his Dutch wife Maggy. He was a chef by passion and owned several restaurants in the region. Maggy was his driving force and a remarkable businesswoman.

  But Maggy was also fiercely combative... together with her two sons, she put considerable pressure on the police. Poor Lorenzo... thought Isabel. He was commissioner in Alicante and led the police investigation. She knew Lorenzo and his wife from various social clubs. He had asked all the involved parents for permission to start a media publication as soon as possible. That surprised Isabel because he usually preferred to stay in the background.

  Laura Fuentes had been Dana’s friend since elementary school. Her father Jonas and her mother Ana were her friends, and Jonas had worked with Amanda in her laboratory for years. He had done so since Albert was still alive. Albert was Amanda’s husband and Isabel’s eldest son who had died in a car accident.

  So far, it had been announced in the case of the girls that they were searching for an old van that witnesses had seen near the pub. It was assumed the girls had been abducted.

  Amanda could not finish her sentence and began to sob again. Isabel put an arm around her to comfort her.

  Martin continued. 'Apparently, such a van was seen boarding the ferry to Algiers, and tomorrow the Algerian police will inspect the boat upon arrival. Apparently, girls had been abducted in this way before. We must wait and see how this turns out and what we will hear tomorrow. And of course, there is still the possibility that a ransom will be demanded.'

  He went on to say that Europol had been involved and that the description of the girls had been broadcast on national television in the news.

  Isabel was still completely shocked by the story she had just heard and held back her tears. She felt how desperate Amanda must be and embraced her to comfort her a little.

  Isabel sighed deeply... And suddenly she longed intensely for her bed. She also saw the fatigue of Amanda and Tereza. 'Let’s go to sleep,' she said, 'tomorrow will be a hard day.'

  Chapter 4

  Dana woke up to a scream. She tried to open her eyes. Her head was pounding terribly, and she felt a wave of nausea rising. The screaming continued. She looked around and saw everything through a kind of blurry veil. What on earth had happened, she thought, and where was the screaming coming from?

  She looked around and saw that she was lying on the ground. She tried to get up but collapsed again due to the terrible shooting pains she felt in her legs.

  She felt scared, and this fear instantly woke her up.

  She looked in the direction from which the screaming had come, which had now turned into soft sobbing.

  Her eyes had by now adjusted to the dim light, and with horror, she saw that three other figures were scattered across the ground.

  She tried to get her circulation going again, ignored the pain, and crawled on hands and knees toward the figure closest to her.

  She recognized Julia and tried to wake her. Next to Julia lay Anna.

  From the other side, her friend Laura came crawling over, sobbing, and called her name. “What happened, Dana... where are we?”

  Dana looked around the room. There was only a wooden table and two plastic garden chairs in the middle of the space.

  She shook her head helplessly and said she didn’t know. Again, she felt nausea rising and took a deep breath.

  She had to think and forget her fear. How had they all ended up here? A thought flashed through her mind. The little eatery... they had all been in their favorite eatery. But then, what had happened afterwards?

  She asked the still sobbing Laura, but she only shook her head.

  ‘We have to wake the others, come on Laura, crying won’t help us,’ Dana said firmly.

  She stood stiffly and ignored the sharp pains in her legs. Her whole body ached. She dragged herself to the table and sat down on one of the plastic chairs to massage her legs. She gestured to Laura to do the same.

  Julia suddenly woke up and mumbled something unintelligible in French. She looked around with wide eyes, clearly barely understanding what was being said to her.

  Dana asked Laura to keep her awake and comfort her.

  Finally, after much shouting and shaking, Anna opened her eyes, and to Dana’s horror, she saw that Anna was injured on her left leg. She had a nasty wound that was still bleeding. She was the youngest of the four girls.

  Dana looked around to find something with which she could bandage Anna’s wound. ‘Are you in pain?’ she asked her. Anna slowly shook her head and looked at Dana questioningly. Dana tried to calm her and told her what she knew.

  Dana stood up to check if the window or door could be opened because it was very stuffy in the room. The window opened inward but there were sturdy bars in front of it. She peered outside and saw another house a little further away.

  There was a kind of VW van in front of the door. Two men in Arab clothing stood by the van. A third man held a rifle and was driving five girls into the van. They all wore black capes over their shoulders and underneath outfits with lots of glitter, like belly dancers wear. All the girls had blonde hair and light skin.

  The man with the rifle stayed behind as the van drove away. He shouted something to an older woman standing in front of the other house, watching the van, then slowly came in their direction.

  Dana thought quickly and then gave instructions to the girls. They had to lie down on the ground again quickly and pretend they were still asleep. Only Anna had to sit against the wall, crying and moaning over her injured leg.

  Dana shivered. She didn’t know if her plan would work, but she had to try everything to escape from here.

  The door was thrown open and the man stepped into the room. He looked around, glanced at the three lying girls, then took a step toward the wailing and crying Anna who was pointing to her injured leg.

  Apparently, he didn’t know she was injured. Anna played her role very well. The man apparently wanted to look at the wound up close, and the rifle was in his way. He laid it down on the wooden table.

  Dana had hoped something like this would happen and had prepared herself for it. A moment later she had the rifle in her hands and pulled the trigger. The shot hit the man in his right shoulder and he fell backward, screaming.

  Dana reloaded and kept an eye on him. Handling a rifle was not unfamiliar to her. Her grandfather Emiel had often taken her hunting and taught her everything about weapons. But he had also taught her not to kill unnecessarily and to have respect for nature.

  Now, for the first time, she had shot at a person to defend her own life and that of her friends. She shuddered and once again felt a wave of nausea rising within her.

  She shouted something at the man, both in Spanish and English, asking who he was and why they were here. She received only a hateful glare and something snapped at her in Arabic.

  It was Julia who silenced the man by shouting something at him in Arabic. The man fell silent, groaned, and rolled his eyes.

  Alarmed by the gunshot, the old woman from the other nearby house came running to see what was going on.

  She stood panting in the doorway and shouted something. Julia answered her. The woman slowly shuffled inside, repeatedly saying the name of the man who had been shot. Dana kept them both in her sights, rifle aimed at them.

  ‘Julia,’ she called out questioningly, and Julia came to stand beside her, telling her that she had shot the old woman’s son and that he was now begging for his life.

  ‘How come you speak their language?’ Laura asked in a very bitter tone.

  Julia smiled. ‘I had an Arabic-speaking boyfriend at the international school in Venezuela. His father was an Ambassador, just like mine. I learned Arabic from him and he learned better French from me.’ She smiled again and added, ‘He was my first boyfriend!’

  Dana interrupted her and told her to try to find out from the old woman what they planned to do with them and where the other five girls had been taken.

  The answer was clear. The old woman burst into a tirade of words and spat in her direction.

  Dana took no chances. Using Laura’s belt, she first handcuffed the old woman. The same was done with Anna’s belt on the wounded man, who had by now lost consciousness.

  Dana asked Laura to come with her to the other house and take a look. Julia and Anna still looked anxiously at the two bound people. ‘It won’t take long,’ Dana said to reassure them.

  She did not wait for an answer and quickly walked outside with Laura. Dana looked around and saw nothing but barren mountains, like those she knew from the Spanish interior. There was no sign of any other buildings anywhere.

  The door of the house stood open and cautiously they stepped inside. There was no one to be seen. The room was minimally furnished. Two large sofas and a small coffee table stood before a fireplace, and in front of the small window was a folding table with two chairs. Jewelry and paint pots lay scattered on the table.

  There were three other doors leading out of the room. Dana carefully opened the first door and looked inside. A musty smell hung in the room. There was only a small upper window, which was closed.

  On the floor lay five mattresses arranged against the walls, and clothes were scattered all over the room.

  The two looked at each other and thought of the five girls who had been driven into the van. Had they slept here?

  They walked to the second door and also opened it very carefully to look inside.

  Dana’s breath caught and she took a deep breath when she saw the scene. Five frightened girls looked at the doorway and screamed. All five were handcuffed and looked terrified.

  Dana made a calming gesture and put her finger over her mouth. They responded immediately when she spoke to them in English.

  Two of the girls turned out to be from the Netherlands, two from Austria, and one from Finland.

  Their hastily told story resembled that of Dana and her friends. They had no idea what had happened to them. All five had stayed at the Melia hotel by the beach in Alicante, and only the Finnish girl vaguely remembered something about a fire alarm and being helped by firefighters when leaving the hotel.

  Dana told them what she had seen outside. But none of the five knew anything about the other five girls in the van. Apparently, they had only had contact with the old woman and the man with the gun.

  Dana went in search of something to drink and especially something to treat Anna’s injured leg.

  The third door led to a kind of storage room. There was a kitchenette against the wall, and the countertop was littered with cans and plastic bottles. The door to the outside was open, and they looked out onto a wooden hut that was apparently the toilet and a well that was lined with stones.

  On a wooden stand stood a kind of washbasin, and women’s clothes hung on a clothesline to dry. Dana’s gaze fell on a large cardboard box standing in a corner of the storage room, half open.

  She let out a cry when she saw what was in the box. It was three-quarters full of ladies’ handbags, passports, mobile phones, and jewelry.

  Dana looked at Laura, and they both thought the same thing. She saw Laura clench her fists in anger and then slump her shoulders in discouragement. 'Come on, Laura,' she said, 'we have to see that we get out of here.'

  Chapter 5

  Dionni Hernandez had arrived at the Bernado’s hacienda earlier than usual this morning. Dionni’s domain was the kitchen. She was a wonderful cook who spoiled everyone in the family.

  Today she was going to make one of her famous fish soups because she had waited this morning for the arrival of the fishing boat of her husband Ramon.

  The small fishing harbor of Torrevieja was already quite busy at this early hour. Restaurant owners, tourists, family members, and retirees tried to make their move before the catch disappeared to the auction and the market hall.

  Ramon looked tired, and she had decided to spoil him this weekend with his favorite meal: paella with rabbit.

  Dionni had two daughters and was very proud of them. Eva, her youngest daughter, worked part-time at a small real estate agency in Guardamar, and Dolores was a receptionist at the Quiron hospital in Torrevieja.

  Both daughters often helped out at the hacienda when there were guests and Dionni was busy. The extra money they earned was put into the savings account. Dolores was saving for her own apartment, and Eva urgently needed a new little car.

  Both of them also had the sturdy figure of their mother, and every few weeks they tried a new diet again.

  Dionni sighed as she thought about all she had done to lose a few kilos. But maybe the pill Amanda had given her last week would help. Today she would start taking it.

  When Dionni drove onto the hacienda grounds, she saw that the living room light was on. At this time, that was very unusual, but everyone can forget something, she thought.

  She parked her small car in the same spot at the back of the house where she always did and walked to the kitchen door.

  To her surprise, the door was not locked, and inside it smelled of fresh coffee. The hands of the large station clock on the wall pointed to half past six. At the large beechwood table sat Isabel, Amanda, and Tereza, while Martin was busy toasting bread. The dogs came happily to her, made small noises, and licked her hand.

  Dionni looked at everyone questioningly, and Isabel explained to her what had happened. Frozen with fright and with her hands over her mouth, Dionni listened to the story and then burst out sobbing in a flood of words.

  She also heard from Isabel that the landline could no longer be used, that the press had promised not to bother any family members, and that a security team from 'Seguridad central' would be overseeing the grounds. Moreover, a policeman would also appear during the morning to take their statements.

  Dionni nodded and sighed deeply once more. Then she said she better start preparing the cooking. Spontaneously, she walked over to Amanda, gave her a hug, and said that everything would be all right.

  Amanda was happy with her reaction. Dionni was something like a second grandmother in this house. She often spoiled Dana with delicious treats, and Dana was wise enough to refuse most of them because they were too sweet and too fatty. Thanks to Dana, Dionni had started making healthy little tapas for her that were very tempting.

  Dana had a school friend from England. Her father was a publisher, and one day that man came asking if he could publish a recipe booklet with her tapas in England.

  A few weeks after the booklet appeared, Dionni really walked around with her head in the clouds. She could neither speak nor write English, but she loved all the photos of her tapas and carried a copy of 'her' book in her bag for months.

  Martin said he would take the dogs for a walk around the grounds. The women stayed in the kitchen, drank their coffee, and watched how skillfully Dionni cleaned and filleted the fish she had brought.

  She collected the fish waste separately in a plastic bag and said she better take it straight to the large garbage container and went outside. The large container was emptied every day. The pickup times changed every week, and sometimes the garbage truck came only in the middle of the night.

  Everything could be deposited in it, from household garbage bags to garden waste. The container stood two meters outside the gate in a fixed place.

  Dionni opened the container, and her scream of horror made the women rush outside. Dionni stood deathly pale next to the open container, retching.

  Before the women reached the container, Martin was beside Dionni. He looked into the open container and closed it before anyone else could take a look inside.

  In a hollow voice, he said to them: 'It’s Julius…….'

  Chapter 6

  Carlos Lorenzo had spent many whole nights in his office during his 32 years of service with the Guardia Civil. He loved his work and was a chief commissioner with an excellent reputation. He carefully selected his team and maintained good contacts with the national police in the surrounding regions.

  It was striking that his team consisted mainly of fairly young employees who were not only physically and mentally well-trained but who also all spoke various languages.

  Recently, the team had been strengthened by two young men of North African descent, one of whom turned out to be a small genius in the field of computer science.

  Lorenzo had carefully read all the reports and statements from witnesses and family members and agreed with his detective team that the kidnapping of the four girls was worrying. This was a case of human trafficking. Girls were being sold for enormous sums to brothels or private harems in Arab countries, and the chance of tracing them there was extremely small.

  In the best-case scenario, ransom was still being demanded if the kidnapping caused enough of a stir.

  Yesterday, Lorenzo had asked all the media at a press conference to make as much noise as possible and to widely publicize the case. There was a chance that because of this, the girls were tainted as merchandise and were still being held somewhere for ransom. If only he knew whether they were still in Spain, but even that was no longer certain.

  He closed his eyes wearily. He had a 20-year-old daughter himself and preferred not to think about how he would feel if she were a victim.

  Lorenzo was known for never wanting to appear on TV or to participate as a guest on a talk show, but to solve this case, he would even visit the devil.

  He had sifted through the reports from his colleagues in the other regions with his team to find any kind of lead.

  In total, 14 girls had disappeared from three coastal provinces. All the kidnappings had taken place in the last three days, and the girls were between 18 and 20 years old.

  Except for the last group, the girls had come to Spain as tourists, and sometimes a disappearance was only noticed days later by a travel agency or the hotel reception.

  A large-scale search operation had been launched, and the phone had been ringing off the hook with all possible ministries exerting pressure on the relevant commissioners. This case had been given absolute priority.

  Lorenzo suddenly felt very old and tired. That morning, he had spoken very briefly with his wife and promised her he would eat occasionally and, if possible, let her hear from him.

  His team had strong indications that the criminals who committed these kidnappings came from the province of Alicante.

  Besides the description of the van, a large black car with tinted windows had also been seen.

  Moreover, they had been searching for a young man who had been seen at various locations where the kidnappings took place.

  He was an unemployed Argentine, Julius Mendoza, who was staying illegally in Spain and whose whereabouts were initially unknown.

  A police officer from the police station in Torrevieja recognized the man in a phantom image created based on clues from various witnesses and faxed to all regional offices. An address was found in Mendoza’s naturalization request, and two plainclothes officers were to investigate that same evening.

  The officers were instructed to proceed discreetly and to take Mendoza to the station for questioning.

  Only an hour ago, Lorenzo had discovered that the address was the estate of Isabel Bernado, whose granddaughter was among the last group of kidnapped girls. Isabel was no stranger to him.

  There was a knock on his door, and a moment later Pedro Caval, one of his assistants, stormed into the room. 'Bad news, chief,' he said. 'They found Mendoza at the given address... in the hacienda's trash container... Three stab wounds to the heart area. He was still weak when they found him.'

  'Who found him?' said Lorenzo.

  'The cook, when she wanted to dispose of fish waste. And luckily, the caretaker was able to resuscitate him... at first, he thought the man was dead. He also arranged everything with the ambulance and called Manuel Cortez from the Torrevieja regional office to provide security at the hospital. Those two apparently know each other well. His name is Martin Talenko. Romanian passport but a resident for years. No complaints found about him or Mendoza. Everything investigated.'

  'Get the car,' said Lorenzo, finishing his last sip of cold coffee.

  Chapter 7

  The Bordas villa was built in traditional Spanish style and located in an upscale suburb of Alicante. From the large covered terrace, one could look out over a small park and the sea.

  The plots were generous even by today's standards and offered space not only for a villa large enough to house an entire orphanage but also for guest accommodations and playful garden pavilions. The former owners had richly planted the grounds, and even today a gardener needed four days a month to keep everything tidy. Another company was hired for the two swimming pools.

  Every time Filip Bordas drove up his driveway onto the estate, he felt a sense of pride, and each time his features relaxed into a smile that seemed to express one word: 'fixed!' He, the son of a poor fisherman, had had the brains to amass a huge fortune and fulfill many of his dreams.

  That morning, Bordas was sitting on his terrace drinking a cup of Nespresso, black and strong. The night before, he had only come home late from his bridge evening. He had found Tereza's farewell letter on his desk, read it, and slept very restlessly that night.

  Although he had long expected a break between Tereza and himself, he was surprised that it still affected him deeply. Or was it only his pride that had taken a heavy blow because she had taken the first step? He did not want to think about it for long.

  He looked once more at the reports the detective agency 'Palliter' had sent him yesterday to his downtown office. He was very disappointed. He had commissioned a thorough investigation of a company, but instead, it had become a meaningless report, and some things he could have found on the company's website.

  He laughed scornfully. Palliter often did investigations for him, but he had never had a reason to be dissatisfied before.

  He sighed heavily. That Tereza had now left him came at a very unfortunate time. She would have assumed he still had millions. She knew nothing of the disaster that had occurred and his struggle to minimize loss of face.

  Only a small portion remained of the millions he had once amassed. He, the seasoned stockbroker who knew the market so well, had been duped by investments in two mega-projects planned for the region.

  Midway, they were halted because various permits had not been issued by the province. Moreover, several shady briberies came to light, and several members of the construction company and some high officials were now behind bars.

  He had never told Tereza this out of some shame, and it would be extremely damaging for him if this became public in a divorce.

  He had managed to maintain appearances by taking many risks in business transactions and often balanced on the edge of the abyss. He was very clever, so nothing illegal could be proven against him, although in two cases there was insider trading. His reputation as a shrewd stockbroker was somewhat dented but not seriously damaged.

  In his profession, you had no friends. The only friend he had ever had was Emiel, Isabel's husband. Emiel could listen to him and make him feel that he was very important to him.

  Filip Bordas admired Emiel. Someone like Emiel, who had been raised with a silver spoon, knew very simply how to bring the essence of life under one heading.

  And when Emiel had peacefully passed away from a heart attack in his rocking chair, Filip truly mourned him.

  His reflections were interrupted by Maria, his sister. She rolled onto the terrace in her wheelchair and looked at him questioningly. 'Good morning, little brother... is she really gone now?' she asked with a false smile.

  He nodded and quickly steered the conversation to yesterday’s birthday party. She chatted about all sorts of trivial things and had a comment on every family member who had been at the party.

  Suddenly he felt uncomfortable in Maria’s company and the ringing of his phone came as a relief to him.

  On the other end was Jon Popescu, his Romanian employee, who asked if he had already watched TV and whether the Bernado family was his in-laws.

  Filip turned on his TV and suddenly saw photos of girls who had been abducted. He was deeply shocked when he saw the photo of Dana, and then the news about the Argentine Mendoza who had been found half-dead on the Bernado’s estate.

  Lately, he had arranged quite a few business matters for Amanda’s company. She was at a loss and had urgently asked him for help. Her company was currently manufacturing a very successful slimming product that was already being sold in Spain and neighboring countries.

  Filip did not hesitate. He grabbed his phone and looked up Amanda’s number. He had to put his private problems aside now and offer his assistance.

  The phone rang and after two seconds Amanda answered with a tired voice. Filip gave his name and there was a brief silence. 'May I come to help you?' he asked softly. Silence again. Then Amanda said with slight hesitation that he was welcome.

  Immediately afterward, he called his office and gave instructions to Jon Popescu. He was packing his weekend bag when Maria entered his room. She always came in without knocking and at that moment it irritated him immensely.

  Of course, she wanted to know where he was going and how long he would be away. She asked in a rather biting tone as if she had every right to ask these things.

  He paused packing and looked at her. Then he calmly told her what she wanted to know. Before she could make her poisonous remarks again, he added, 'And Maria... in the meantime, you can look for another place to live... this house will be sold soon. It’s too big and too empty for me.' She looked at him with her mouth open and then launched into a tirade of curses.

  She always expected him to solve her problems... but not this time. Now he had other problems and he had to smile because the spontaneous thought of selling the house pleased him.

  He was curious how Tereza would react to this and suddenly looked forward to seeing her again.

  Chapter 8

  Julia was standing in the doorway when Dana and Laura returned from the other house. She pointed to Anna and said she had fallen asleep again.

  Dana had found a roll of leukoplast in a drawer and a more or less clean tea towel. She tore strips off it to make a bandage for Anna’s leg. There was no other suitable material in the house.

  She carefully dabbed the wound and made a makeshift bandage. Anna was waking up a little. She felt clammy and warm and smiled weakly at Dana. The three girls looked at Anna’s sweaty face with concern and began to worry about her.

  Julia pointed in the direction of the Arab couple and said that everything was calm. The man was still unconscious and the woman had stopped swearing.

  Dana told Julia about the five other girls in the house next door. Julia was silent... she had to process this news first and then said softly, 'Do you know what this all means? We have been kidnapped to be sold!' And then she turned her head away and began to cry softly.

  Dana and Laura put their arms around her and all three gave in to their emotions at that moment.

  Dana was the first to pull away. She controlled her tears and shook Julia and Laura by their shoulders. 'We won’t allow that... no... we won’t allow anyone else to decide over our lives... come on!'

  The gloom disappeared and gave way to determination. 'You’re right,' said Laura, pointing to the rifle Dana was still carrying.

  Dana looked up surprised and checked the number of rounds in the rifle. There were three. Somewhere in that other house there had to be more ammunition and she had to find it before the van came back.

  'We have to take Anna to the other house and lay her on the bed there,' said Dana, 'and besides, we urgently need to make a plan for what to do if the van comes back.' The other two nodded vigorously.

  Carefully they lifted Anna, who groaned in pain but didn’t really wake, and walked slowly to the other house.

  The Arab woman on the ground began to lament again but Julia didn’t even bother to respond. She closed the door and helped the other two carry Anna to the other house. The five other girls were waiting outside and helped bring Anna inside.

  They laid her in the empty room on one of the mattresses. Anna barely took notice of all the commotion around her.

  Meanwhile, the two girls from the Netherlands had searched for anything edible or drinkable and visibly enjoyed being able to move freely again. The Finnish girl had made a pot of tea and poured it into small teacups for the other girls. They all sat together in the room on the two large sofas, holding their cups of tea, listening to Dana’s story.

  Occasionally, you heard a frightened cry when Dana told something that sounded unknown and threatening.

  The two Austrian girls sometimes had difficulty understanding English and when necessary, it was explained in their own language.

  What was important was that they all had to find a way out of this situation together and work as a team. They were all very scared and that fear was written on their faces. Fear they had to overcome at all costs to survive. All of them searched for anything that might be useful on their journey.

  Elda, the Finnish girl, had found a couple of jerrycans with gasoline outside in a small pit, carefully hidden under a thick layer of plastic with stones and sand on top.

  Their further search yielded a package of crackers and a Spanish hard sausage, which the girls divided among themselves.

  None of them knew when they had last eaten. No matter how tasteless the crackers and sausage were, everything was eaten and Dana saved some for Anna when she woke up.

  The water from the well smelled a bit musty but still tasted fine.

  Quite a bit had to be drawn up because everyone was thirsty and wanted to wash their face.

  The Dutch girls searched on the kitchen counter for suitable plastic bottles to fill with the spring water.

  To give the girls a chance to take a break, Dana had assigned everyone to a watch schedule. She had taken the first watch with Laura. Julia would relieve her together with the Finnish girl.

  They had tried all the mobile phones from the box in the storage room, hoping that one of the devices could make a call. Nothing worked anymore.

  They had also taken their personal belongings out of the box. Three German and two English passports remained. Those must belong to the girls who had been taken in that van.

  Dana asked everyone to search the entire house for things they could use as weapons. They found an opened box with 4 rifle bullets and a can of pepper spray in one of the handbags.

  Laura and Dana sat outside under the pergola's canopy against the wall of the house, scanning the surroundings. They could see a car coming from miles away. The sun was already quite low and it would soon cool down.

  The road leading to the houses could hardly be called a road. Only the tire tracks were visible.

  'How could anyone ever find this in the dark?' Dana thought. It was as if Laura could read her thoughts when she said: 'And what about GPS?'

  The sun set and it started to get quite chilly. Dana lit the two oil lamps hanging outside under the canopy. It would only arouse suspicion among the men in the van if no lights were on.

  The two girls wrapped a blanket around themselves and passed the time with stories from the past. Suddenly Laura jumped up. 'I'm not sure,' she said visibly disturbed, 'but I thought I saw something.'

  And then they both saw, far in the distance, two lights slowly coming their way.

  'Wake the others, Laura, but make sure no one panics,' Dana said softly.

  She saw the lights winding their way through the neighborhood.

  She had prepared everything well... their plan had to succeed, she thought stubbornly... and she brushed aside the fear that suddenly welled up inside her and tightened her grip on the rifle.

  Chapter 9

  It was late in the afternoon when it became somewhat quieter again at the Hacienda. The police team had completed their forensic investigation and had left.

  Commissioner Carlos Lorenzo had appeared around midday with one of his assistants. He reported that Julius Mendoza's condition was still very poor and that they feared he would soon die.

  Lorenzo added that he had left the phone number of the hacienda at the hospital reception.

  Everyone nodded in agreement. In the three years that Julius had helped with all sorts of jobs at the hacienda, he had become good friends with Martin.

  Lorenzo looked understandingly at Martin, whose face showed despair, and said softly, 'If you want, you can go to him now. I’ve already told the officer at the door that you’re coming, and the intensive care unit knows about it too.'

  Martin looked up surprised, nodded, and then looked in the direction of Isabel Bernado. 'Go calmly, Martin,' she said, 'We’ll manage.'

  During the conversation with the family members, Lorenzo had spoken very openly with them. He saw the fatigue on the faces of Isabel and Tereza.

  Before Martin Talenko left the room, he passed Amanda, placed his right hand on her shoulder, and looked at her intently.

  'Now is the time to talk about it, Amanda! Just tell us….' He also looked at Filip Bordas, who nodded in agreement, sighed deeply, and said:

  'What Martin means may have everything to do with the kidnapping of Dana and the other girls. But we were afraid, and I fear we drew the wrong conclusion and should have listened to Martin much earlier.'

  The commissioner briefly interrupted him with the question of whether what Filip wanted to say could be recorded by his assistant Pedro Caval on the tape recorder and whether he and his team could use it for their investigation.

  Neither Amanda nor Filip objected. Filip got straight to the point and said that there were numerous indications suggesting that the accident involving Amanda’s husband Albert was not a car accident but sabotage.

  Martin had been the first to discover things that didn’t add up. He was an excellent car mechanic, still of the old school.

  At first, Martin didn’t quite know what to do because Amanda was so deep in her grief and her worries about her company that she barely listened to him or wanted to listen.

  And so he eventually ended up telling his story to Filip.

  Filip had his own suspicions because suddenly various matters in Amanda’s company didn’t add up, and he was struggling greatly to prevent a downfall and save the company. For example, large sums suddenly could no longer be found in the accounts, bank loans were suddenly no longer granted or were called in early, and strange accidents occurred on the lab floor.

  Then Amanda suddenly received an offer from the pharma giant, San Rebate Chemicals, to take over that barely covered the costs and would still leave Amanda with a significant debt.

  It reeked so strongly of manipulation that Filip, through Jon Popescu, his office clerk, hired the detective agency Palliter, which specialized in business transactions. They came up with a very cautious report about that pharma company. The owner was named Adrian de Silva, and he ran his company with a very tight hand. Nosy people were not welcome and were kept at a distance. Everything was done in a correct but very strict manner.

  Amanda was firmly convinced that the last product she and Albert had developed would be an absolute hit. They had conducted experiments with various salt products and developed a very effective slimming pill based on salt. Luck and chance naturally played an important role throughout the entire development phase. Their tests had been very positive. No side effects were discovered, and their test subjects were enthusiastic about the results.

  Filip paused his story and looked around. 'What happened next you all know… I think! Martin then said that we had to talk to you before something worse happened. And now it has happened… the girls have been kidnapped… but we believe it’s only Dana, and that someone wants to use that to put pressure on Amanda…'

  ‘What has been the role of Julius Mendoza?’ asked Commissioner Lorenzo softly.

  ‘Julius,’ said Filip as he wearily rubbed his eyes, ‘Julius wanted to watch over the girls and followed them wherever they went. Dana knew about it. Amanda had told her to be very careful!’

  The commissioner nodded understandingly and made to leave with his assistant. Filip took an envelope from his briefcase and handed it to Lorenzo. ‘These are the photos Martin took of Albert’s car and also the report on San Rebate Chemicals.’

  Lorenzo was pleased with the cooperation of Amanda and Filip. ‘We will find out who is behind all this. I promise you that.’

  Filip walked with the men to their car. He still had some practical questions about the patrol that the Torrevieja police station had promised. ‘Will she manage with her business?’ Lorenzo asked as he got into the car.

  Filip answered hesitantly, ‘I think so... she found a buyer for her villa today, and that gives her some breathing room to pay staff and continue with the production and distribution of the slimming product.’

  ‘Are you the buyer, Filip?’ the commissioner asked hesitantly. Filip gave a small nod and shrugged. ‘It’s her only chance at the moment.’

  He watched the car drive away and made a decision. Tonight he would actually talk to Tereza about everything he had kept from her on a business level. And he would tell her that he had missed her terribly all this time. He already felt much relieved.

  Chapter 10

  The month of September was still a busy holiday month for the city of Torrevieja. But it was quiet compared to July and August. In those two months, the city was a complete madhouse.

  Terraces, eateries, and bars stayed open late into the night, and there was a festive atmosphere around the harbor.

  One could even do grocery shopping until midnight at the large Carrefour supermarket or shop in the adjacent shopping center.

  The police stations also worked many overtime hours, and each time Commissioner Manuel Cortez breathed a sigh of relief when the peak period was over. His people had dealt with the full range of robberies, fights, and thefts this summer, but fortunately, murder was less frequent in his area.

  It was now the talk of the town and the harbor. A body had been found of a North African man who was transferred to a forensic pathologist in Alicante. So far, no one had been reported missing. No reports had been received from the various embassies either.

  The man’s body was found on the trawler ‘Bella Mare’. This boat was a former fishing vessel converted into a small cruise boat. Such boats were very popular with groups of sport fishermen from home and abroad. The owners were Juan and Rubio Cerca, two older brothers who had been fishermen in Torrevieja all their lives. The Cerca brothers’ boat was moored in a location in the harbor freely accessible to pedestrians, and it was assumed that the murdered man had sought refuge on the boat.

  Cortez had gathered his staff this afternoon. Apart from knowing the man was around forty years old, nothing was known about the murdered person. No papers were found on him, and no one in the harbor had ever seen him. All kinds of wild rumors were circulating.

  The Cerca brothers, after the body was removed, discovered a nautical chart in their chart box during a brief inspection of their boat that was not from their collection. For them too, the dead man was a complete stranger.

  Two naval officers, specialists at the hydrographic institute, had studied the found nautical chart. They confirmed it was a detailed chart of the border area between Algeria and Morocco, which could very well have come from the military’s collection and was marked with various annotations. They also knew which part it concerned... but the coast there was rugged and inhospitable, and it was an area not well known and practically uninhabited.

  Cortez was a policeman who tried not to have prejudices against foreigners from other countries, and he knew it was becoming increasingly difficult to convincingly convey that message to his people.

  But he also knew what was going on in his corps and how hard it was for some officers to maintain their decency.

  On the coast, with all those tourists, there was always a code red, and the powers of the Guardia Civil were considerably broader than those of colleagues inland.

  Sometimes it seemed as if the coast attracted all the criminals from Europe to carry out their activities here.

  And now Cortez was dealing with a corpse in his harbor and, in the background, the problem of Carlo Lorenzo with his missing girls.

  Suddenly, a connection appeared to exist between the two cases, and that caused great unrest in his team.

  He still hoped that Julius Mendoza could tell him something about the person who had attacked him.

  But Mendoza was still in a coma, and the chance he would survive was not very great.

  After his colleague’s report about the missing girls, Cortez had started thinking with his team.

  Several volunteers had already signed up to be assigned to a team of detectives who would search for the missing girls.

  But first, green light had to be given by the authorities in Spain and Algeria.

  But Cortez also knew that the reality looked very different... he could hardly afford to lose anyone from his team.

  The daily routine hardly allowed for that.

  At the berth of the 'Bella Mare,' Cortez had met the fisherman Ramon Hernandez.

  He was Dionni’s husband, the one who had discovered Julius Mendoza in the garbage container.

  Fishermen from the harbor always knew everything, and you couldn’t fool them if something really happened in their environment.

  Hernandez was someone he had known all his life.

  Cortez made clever use of Martin’s knowledge about the various Romanian gangs and con artists that were then plaguing the Costa. He had never asked how Martin obtained his information or what kind of work he had done in the past. He had an idea, but let it be.

  One of his employees entered his office with papers faxed by the navy at the request of Commissioner Lorenzo. They were topographic maps of parts of the Algerian coast that were important for the skippers of the ‘Bella Mare’.

  That was what he still needed. From Lorenzo, he had also already received all the data on the missing girls via a courier. As far as he was concerned, that team of men could leave at any hour now. Ten minutes ago, high government officials had given the green light.

  When Cortez arrived at the harbor, everything was calm by the boat. As inconspicuously as possible, food, water, fuel, and also some clothing and blankets for the girls were brought on board. The clothing and blankets had been Amanda Bernado’s idea.

  Filip had offered to drive Martijn to the harbor. During the ride, Filip spoke openly about his fears and worries, and Martin listened. When they said goodbye at the boat, something like a friendship had formed between those two completely different men.

  While he watched the ‘Bella Mare’ slowly leave the harbor, Manuel Cortez’s phone rang. He listened attentively to the report from one of his assistants and said he would be at the office in fifteen minutes.

  Filip, standing beside him, looked at him questioningly. ‘We now have the identity of the dead man from the ‘Bella Mare’,’ he said slowly. ‘He is indeed of Algerian origin. His wife reported him missing this morning.’ He made a meaningful pause and then said slowly, ‘By the way, he worked at San Rebate Chemicals.’

  Chapter 11

  The news about the kidnapping of Dana and the other girls had meanwhile reached the entire Bernado family, and the phone calls and emails were being handled by Isabel and Tereza.

  Amanda had driven to the company with Filip. On Filip’s advice, Isabel Bernado was fully informed about the financial crisis in Amanda’s company. Isabel had immediately had her lawyers issue a bank guarantee that ensured the survival of the Albert Bernado Corporation.

  Last night, Tereza had a deep conversation with Filip on the terrace. Filip’s openness had truly touched her, and she was moved when she heard that he even wanted to sell their house to make a fresh start. They had cried, laughed, and promised never to leave each other again.

  After their conversation, Isabel saw a happy couple, relieved and glad that their crisis had been averted.

  ‘Ester called,’ said Isabel. ‘She asked if she could do anything or if she should come.’ Ester was the sister of Isabel and Tereza.

  She had realized her ambitions in Madrid. Together with her boyfriend Alex, she owned a large, very successful boutique there, and all the designs came from her own atelier. Among her clients were members of the royal family, something she was particularly proud of.

  ‘I said it’s not necessary now but that she was always welcome.’ Tereza nodded in agreement.

  Most members of the family had called, faxed, emailed, and offered their help. But if everyone came, it would be chaos, and the three women did not want that at this moment.

  A car drove onto the driveway. It was Dionni’s small car. She parked where she always did and came hesitantly toward them.

  Almost pleading, she asked Isabel if it was okay for her to stay here now that her husband and Martin had left. Isabel still saw the fear in her eyes and knew she could not be alone.

  ‘Of course, Dionni… we are happy to have you, and you can sleep in Martin’s bungalow.’

  There was something about Dionni that Isabel couldn't quite place. Maybe it was all the stress, maybe also the departure of her husband on this crucial search... But something had changed in Dionni... she looked vulnerable, and Isabel found it hard to recognize the old cheerful Dionni in her. She was distracted by her ringing mobile phone. On the other end was Jane.

  Jane was an Englishwoman who had been married to Tomas, the second of Isabel's three sons.

  When they separated after two years, it was no surprise. They both adored each other, but their different interests drove them in separate directions.

  Jane was a journalist and photographer, working for various international magazines and had her own successful crime program on English TV.

  She felt at home all over the world. Tomas, on the other hand, was fascinated by horses. Just like his father Emiel.

  After the divorce, he had started a stud farm in the south of Spain. His business was known for breeding beautiful purebred horses, 70 percent of which were destined for many Arab clients. Tomas had achieved what he had always dreamed of.

  The relationship between Jane and Tomas was still very friendly, and Jane often stayed at her ex's hacienda.

  Isabel adored all her daughters-in-law, but Jane held a special place in her heart. When Jane announced she might come by for a few days, she wholeheartedly agreed.

  She knew that Jane was, of course, professionally interested in the story of Dana and the other missing girls, and that an exclusive report was her ultimate goal. But Jane would never exploit a situation, and Isabel was sure of that.

  Isabel's thoughts wandered. She thought of Ramon and Martin and the mission they wanted to fulfill. Jane sometimes teased Martin: 'One day I'll discover your secret... I'll definitely succeed.'

  For Isabel, only one thing mattered. She wanted everyone to come back safely. She would give anything to see a cheerful Dana walking across the yard again, and she missed Martin, who always gave her a sense of security by his presence.

  Chapter 12

  The narrow road that ran from the hacienda towards the coast wound its way through the orange groves, just like the ‘Segura’. In summer, the small river had very little water. But that could change very quickly if there was a thunderstorm or, worse, a ‘gota fría’. Then the world almost seemed to end, and the otherwise peaceful ‘Segura’ became a broad stream that swept everything away.

  The cause of a ‘gota fría’ in late summer was the collision of the still warm, moist air from the Mediterranean Sea from the east with the already cooling air from the Atlantic Ocean from the west. This weather phenomenon was often accompanied by very heavy rainfall and enormous wind speeds ranging between 100 and 200 km/h. Fortunately, this ‘cold drop’, as ‘gota fría’ could be translated, was short-lived, but the damage was often great.

  The winding road ended at the busy coastal road in the village of Guardamar del Segura, where the river flowed into the Mediterranean Sea. The village was a true holiday resort with a pleasant atmosphere and wonderful beaches. Of course, every year at the town hall, they were as proud as peacocks to raise the blue flag, which was only awarded to beaches that met all the strict standards.

  Amanda’s company, the Albert Bernado Corp., was located in a quiet business complex with direct access to the busy coastal road.

  When Amanda and Albert started their small business five years ago, Jonas Fuente was their only employee. Meanwhile, they had moved to a larger building that they had designed and had built themselves. At first, they found it rather large and ostentatious for eight people, but now it was almost too small for 38 people, and plans were already underway for the construction of a new wing.

  Amanda and Albert had worked hard and had success. But all this was now overshadowed by Albert's death and Dana's kidnapping.

  At the moment, she could not count on Jonas. He and his wife Ana were devastated by the kidnapping of their daughter Laura.

  Ana desperately needed his support because she had completely collapsed. And besides, there was also their 14-year-old son Marcus.

  Jonas and Amanda had agreed to call each other every day and occasionally make an appointment at the company if necessary. Tonight they had such an appointment.

  It was only a few minutes' drive from the Hacienda to the industrial estate. When Amanda and Filip drove onto the company grounds, the parking lot was completely empty.

  They parked the car right in front of the door. They were a bit early for their appointment with Jonas.

  To her shock, Amanda saw at the entrance door that the alarm had been turned off. Inside the hall, a faint light was on.

  There was no other sound to be heard. A suffocating feeling crept over Amanda and prevented her from loudly calling Jonas's name.

  At the back of the hall, light was visible at a door that was ajar a quarter of the way. It was Amanda’s office.

  She looked questioningly at Filip, who put his finger to his lips and gestured for silence. Slowly, they walked toward the door, and Filip looked inside.

  She saw anger rise on his face, and then he suddenly threw the door wide open.

  Amanda looked surprised at the scene unfolding before her eyes. She saw Jonas lying lifeless on the floor with a bloodied head.

  Her safe was open, and to her astonishment, Filip was waving a weapon at an unknown man who had just been examining the contents of her safe and taking various photos.

  She was still standing in the doorway when she saw the stranger knock the weapon from Filip’s hand and push him aside.

  Filip lost his balance and stumbled backward. The stranger grabbed his camera and ran toward the door where Amanda was standing.

  The burglar had not yet noticed her in the dimly lit hall and would have rushed past her. 'Hey,' she called out, and he looked at her in surprise.

  That was the moment Amanda incapacitated him with her can of pepper spray, which she always carried in her shoulder bag.

  She had never needed it until now and was amazed at the effect when she saw the crying man stumble blindly and curse loudly down the hallway.

  She picked up the burglar’s camera and put it together with the pepper spray in her shoulder bag.

  Chris looked in the direction of Amanda and then said, 'I don't know his name but this man works with the security team at San Rebate Chemicals. I've seen him there often when I did my first internship at that company.' Once again, the name San Rebate Chemicals came up. Amanda and Filip exchanged meaningful glances.

  Amanda had explained to the police officers why it was better for her to go to Ana Fuente to explain what had happened to her husband. The officers fully understood.

  Inside Amanda’s office, there was less chaos than she had expected. Apparently, the intruder had exact orders on what to search for and photograph.

  The safe had been opened with Jonas’s key, that was certain. The intruder must have entered when Chris left the building and did not reactivate the alarm. This would mean the intruder had been watching the building.

  The question was how long and who was the client. Was it the formula for the slimming product that everyone was so interested in, or was it perhaps a vendetta against the Bernado family?

  'We need to talk to Adrian de Silva from San Rebate Chemicals, and as soon as possible,' she said bitterly to Filip. 'But now we have to find Ana.'

  Chapter 13

  The car approached agonizingly slowly. The tension among the girls was palpable. Dana felt her heart pounding in her throat. Laura, sitting beside her, began biting her nails to control her nerves. This was exhausting for everyone.

  And then everything happened very quickly. The van stopped, and the driver and the other man got out, and what Dana had practiced and prepared with the girls went according to plan. Before the men realized what was happening, they were lying handcuffed on the ground, looking surprised at Dana, who stood before them with the gun aimed at them.

  Julia had opened the door to the passenger area and looked inside. 'They’re not here, Dana. Everything is empty.'

  They had so hoped that the five girls would be brought back here. The two men on the ground began screaming and struggling terribly. Julia didn’t even bother to ask them questions. She knew she wouldn’t get any answers and ignored their insults.

  The Dutch girls were already busy searching the van for usable or edible items and also for clues as to where this van might have been.

  On the ground lay a rather old TomTom still plugged into the cigarette lighter. In the glove compartment, two handguns with two packs of ammunition were found, along with a map with various notes.

  A location on the coast was specially marked and appeared to be not far from the border with Morocco. Now there was no doubt. What they had feared was true. They were in an Arab country, and it looked like Algeria.

  The disappointment was great. Dejected and defeated, they looked at the map.

  A bright spot was that two crates containing, among other things, bread, canned food, and bottles of juice were found in the back. Everyone was starving, and Dana managed to motivate the group to take a break first and eat something. Then they could all discuss their departure and route.

  But first, the two men had to be housed in the other building with the old woman and the injured man. It took some effort and threats to get those two there.

  Julia cautiously opened the door and almost got a plastic chair thrown at her head. The old woman had managed to free herself and had been trying to set the wooden door on fire, which had failed.

  She recoiled from the weapon Julia held in her hand. Dana had, as a precaution, loaded the pistols found in the glove compartment and briefly explained how such a weapon worked. Neither Julia nor Laura had ever held anything like it before and found it terrible. But they accepted it because of its deterrent effect.

  Dana asked the two Dutch girls to check on the man she had shot. Both said their medical knowledge was insufficient to assess his condition, but according to them, it did not look good and he was still unconscious.

  The old woman was once again tied up with some rope. Dana mainly wanted to be sure that no crazy things would happen while they were all still here.

  Just to be sure, the two men from the van were searched for lighters or pocket knives, and their identity cards also came to light. Dana put those in her trouser pocket. For a moment, she wondered what kind of men these were who tore young girls from their daily lives and had no scruples about ruining their lives.

  On the ground, the girls left a large bowl of water and then closed the door with relief. Dana also took the rusty key from the door and was glad that the constant shouting of the old woman and the men slowly subsided.

  It was nearing midnight and all the girls were terribly tired. Dana suggested that everyone take a few hours’ rest and then leave at first light.

  Anna was doing much better. Fortunately, the fever had subsided and her eyes looked clearer again. She could hardly understand what had happened. Moreover, she was very happy to have the two Dutch girls around her. She had been raised bilingual and often visited her mother’s family in the Netherlands.

  Laura and Dana were sitting together when Julia came over. She looked quite desperate and plopped down beside them. 'What’s wrong, Julia?' Dana asked anxiously. Julia sighed deeply, made a desperate gesture, and then said softly, 'I can’t find the car keys anywhere! I can’t bear the thought of plowing the sandbox outside tomorrow.'

  Laura thought for a moment. 'Have you checked the ignition to see if they’re still there?' Julia went outside and came back inside with a radiant face, holding the keys.

  No one was on watch that night, and Dana decided to do something she hadn’t done in a long time... she began to pray quietly.

  Chapter 14

  When Ana Fuente opened the door, she looked into Amanda’s face. There was a moment of silence, and Filip was the first to break it. 'We have bad news, Ana, may we come in?'

  Ana nodded automatically. She was somewhat dazed and no longer saw things clearly. Marcus, her son, had gone to football practice and Jonas had an appointment with Amanda. And suddenly Amanda was at her door. 'Come in,' she said evenly.

  Amanda informed her of what had happened and immediately added that she would like to go to the hospital with her if she wished. Ana reacted as expected. She burst into tears and completely collapsed. Amanda tried to comfort her but knew she could not be consoled.

  Marcus came in. He behaved very strangely... he plopped down next to his mother on the sofa and looked at everyone questioningly. It took a while before he was able to tell his story.

  He had cycled to his football club for some distraction. Today his group was training. His friends were happy to see him again. Suddenly, his phone rang. On the other end, an unknown person told him what had happened to his father and that the same could happen at any moment to him, his mother, and his little sister. The boy was completely upset, and Filip tried to calm him down.

  Filip decided to tell Marcus the whole truth. Afterwards, Marcus reacted less impulsively and began to think about things. He even asked Filip pointed questions. Laura was Marcus’s older sister, and despite the five-year age difference, the two were very close.

  Since Laura’s abduction, Marcus had not been able to attend school. Fortunately, the school board was fully understanding.

  Ana and Marcus had not yet been informed about the departure of the fishing boat and the group of men on board.

  Apart from the unpleasant phone call Marcus had just received, no one had contacted him.

  Amanda spontaneously made the proposal to Ana and Marcus to come and live in one of the guest bungalows on the hacienda grounds. There they would be safe and cared for. Marcus convinced his mother that they should take Amanda up on her offer. They had stayed there several times before.

  The Fuentes lived in a small villa neighborhood outside the village, and most of their neighbors were Europeans who only occupied their houses temporarily for short vacation periods and whom they did not know.

  On the way to the Hacienda, they made a stop at the small hospital outpost in the village where Jonas had been admitted for the night. He was still unconscious, and the night nurse promised to alert them if anything changed.

  She and her two colleagues were a bit upset because the police had stationed an officer outside Jonas’s door. They had never experienced anything like that before. A nurse from the outpost gave Ana a vial of some calming pills, and after taking one, she felt a little less tense.

  It was clear from Marcus’s expression that he was looking forward to being at the hacienda again. He thought about the good times he had had there with his sister and Dana. Moreover, he adored the two dogs, and if he ever got a dog later, it had to look like Nomad… rough and big. When Emiel, Dana’s grandfather, was still alive, he often took the children into the woods and occasionally went rabbit hunting with them.

  On the hacienda grounds, Ana and Marcus were warmly greeted by everyone, and the two dogs wagged their tails, licking Marcus’s hands.

  Dionni had made a delicious quiche, and the smell alone was tempting for everyone. She knew how fond Marcus was of the dogs and asked if he would feed them tonight.

  Of course, he wanted to, and he walked outside, whistling and calling. Nomad and Roger were already waiting by their food bowls in front of their doghouses. In no time, they had devoured their kibble and slurped up their fresh water.

  Marcus’s attention was drawn to a plastic shopping bag lying less than a meter from the kennels. Apparently, the dogs had already dragged it around because the bag looked quite torn. There were two large pieces of meat inside, and his first thought was that the two dogs had stolen the bag from Dionni.

  ‘I found your shopping bag with your meat,’ he said to Dionni, who looked at him in surprise. She looked inside the bag at the meat and then slowly said, ‘That bag isn’t mine, Marcus… but thanks.’

  She waved as inconspicuously as possible to Amanda in the living room. She showed her the bag with the meat chunks. ‘I don’t trust it,’ she said. ‘But our dogs are so well trained by Martin that they don’t take anything from strangers or eat what they find.’

  ‘Maybe that was their luck,’ Amanda said thoughtfully. ‘I’ll have it examined tomorrow… but Dionni… not a word to the others. First, we need to be sure.’ Dionni nodded and safely put away the plastic bag with the meat.

  Amanda looked at Dionni inquisitively and said, ‘I think you took some of my slimming pills. Good heavens, you can already tell so well. Eight kilos?’ Dionni began to beam. ‘This morning it was ten.’

  She brought coffee for everyone on the terrace and hoped that this lovely summer evening would pass without further incidents or disruptions.

  Chapter 15

  It was a calm evening aboard the ‘Bella Mare’. Rubio Cerca had been at the helm in the wheelhouse since departing the port of Torrevieja. Juan, his brother, was playing cards with Ramon and Martin in the salon. Sometimes they forgot to continue playing and discussed all the recent events.

  Around eleven o’clock, Kasim Malik and Gamal Ahmadi, the two officers that Chief Commissioner Lorenzo had sent along, joined them. After all the hectic days at the police station, they had really needed a few hours of sleep. They spoke calmly with the men about their mission and passed on the instructions Lorenzo had put in writing for them.

  They explained very precisely that this operation was born out of necessity and that a large-scale action by the Algerian army or police would take too much time. Moreover, everything had to be handled quietly to avoid putting the girls in unnecessary danger.

  Their only point of reference was the found sea chart with a strip of land from Algeria and the various marks placed on the map. It was quite possible that the girls had been brought ashore there and were being kept hidden until some time had passed since the kidnapping.

  The area they were heading to was near the border with Morocco. The two countries were separated by a river that automatically formed the border. On the Moroccan side lay the town of Saidia, and Marsa ben M’hidi was the place in Algeria where the tourist spot Port Say was also nearby.

  Gamal had family in Algeria and through his grandfather and his old connections in the army, he had come into contact with someone who had formerly been stationed in Marsa ben M’hidi and knew the coast thoroughly. At the time, the army was waging an uneven battle against smugglers who took advantage of the rugged coastline.

  Some old abandoned small harbors with rickety piers were still in use. They lay hidden in inlets, and the caves around could serve as hiding places for goods and people.

  Gamal’s grandfather and his acquaintance had extensively studied the possibilities of where the girls could have been brought ashore and were fairly certain they had found the place. It was about 60 km from Port Say, and the old army officer still clearly remembered how difficult it always was to sail through the rocky area and then find the entrance. He recalled that there was only one pier and around it some ramshackle huts inhabited by the family of a fisherman.

  On the topographic map, Gamal showed everyone where they were going. In case it was really necessary, his grandfather could send help to them within two hours.

  Kasim was the one who could arrange contact with the outside world. The small suitcase he opened contained all modern communication devices, and Martin looked at it in amazement. A message came in from Commissioner Lorenzo summarizing Amanda Bernado’s account of the incident at her company.

  Moreover, Julius Mendoza had been awake for a short time, and they hoped he would make it. Lorenzo was impatiently waiting for the moment Julius could tell his story and reveal who wanted to kill him.

  Another important point was that everyone had to be armed and also had to know how to handle a firearm. Kasim and Gamal had now been tasked with ensuring this. Among their luggage were various small and lightweight handguns.

  Gamal explained everything as simply as possible and calmly answered questions. When he finished his instruction, it was almost midnight. It was time for Rubio Cerca to be relieved in the wheelhouse by Ramon, and for the rest of the men to rest before their adventure would begin.

  Martin sat for a while longer with Gamal and Kasim talking about the break-in at Amanda’s company. Gamal had looked at him inquisitively and then teasingly said he had the impression that Martin had handled weapons more often.

  Martin looked at him and said in surprise, 'How do you figure?' 'It was the practiced way you held the weapon! Were you in the army or the police?' he asked in a friendly tone.

  The answer made it clear that Martin preferred not to talk about it. 'Another time,' he said evasively.

  Chapter 16

  The next morning Amanda had an appointment with the veterinarian in the small village. He used to be on the same billiard club as Albert. He promised to examine the meat as soon as possible. Once his analysis was ready, he would call her.

  She passed the ‘Rossini’, one of Carlos Bellera’s restaurants. The restaurant was closed, but she saw Maggy working inside and knocked on the window. Maggy opened the door, and without words, the two women embraced.

  'Do you have news, Amanda?' asked Maggy. Amanda sighed deeply and then nodded. 'I think you are aware of everything up to the departure of the boat. But last night Jonas was attacked and injured in my office. He is still in the hospital, and Ana and Marcus are staying at the hacienda.'

  Maggy sat down wearily and rubbed her eyes. 'What nightmare have we fallen into, and will we ever see our children again?' It was becoming too much for her, and she fought back her tears.

  'My mother and my sister have come over from the Netherlands, and that gives me some distraction. Carlos is in his kitchen, pretending everything is normal. But nothing is normal, Amanda, our children have disappeared, and we don't know where they are.' Her tone was bitter, and Amanda saw her tired face as if looking into a mirror.

  'Maggy,' she said seriously, 'you don't have to answer my question, but has anything unusual or strange happened with you yesterday or today?' Maggy looked at her inquisitively, there was a silence, and then she shook her head.

  The two women said their goodbyes and promised to see each other again as soon as possible. Amanda couldn't shake the feeling that Maggy hadn't told her the whole truth.

  She also decided to contact Julia's French parents. Even better would be if Tereza did that. She spoke excellent French and didn't have to fumble as much as she did.

  Amanda's phone rang. Isabel was on the line to tell her that she had been personally called by Manuel Cortez. He had had a conversation with Julius Mendoza's attending physician that morning.

  Julius had passed the difficult point, but they still did not know what his mental state would be when he woke up. His brain had been without oxygen for a while.

  Suddenly Amanda felt she could embrace the whole world. This was the first positive news in days. In her car, she played Mozart's Piano Concerto No. 22 at full volume. It was one of her favorites. She always played it when she felt good or wanted to relax. In fact, she liked everything related to Mozart, and Albert shared her preference, although Beethoven was his absolute favorite. No wonder Dana had been brought up on classical music from infancy.

  When she arrived at the hacienda, everything was in turmoil. Dionni was the heroine of the day. She had saved Nomad's life. One of the guards from the hired security company working in shifts had been caught by Dionni when he was searching through the drawers of Isabel's office desk. When he escaped via the terrace, Dionni called out to Nomad, who sprinted after the intruder.

  The burglar pulled his pistol from his holster and aimed it at an angrily barking Nomad. Before that poor man knew what was happening to him, he was buried under Dionni's colossal body, who had thrown herself on him with true disregard for death. The impact caused the guard to lose his pistol and consciousness. He woke up in a police cell in a confused state, and Dionni had only a few bruises to show for it.

  Amanda was curious about the identity of this intruder and whether there was also a connection to San Rebate Chemicals here. She decided to take the bull by the horns and arrange an appointment directly with Adrian de Silva. To her great surprise, the secretary called her back within two minutes to say it could be done immediately. Amanda chose a location in the village for the appointment because it suited her better.

  De Silva entered the café 'Perla Negra' exactly one minute before the agreed time and looked around searchingly. He was not used to adapting to others' wishes and was rather out of sorts, also because his secretary had insisted so much on speaking with Amanda.

  He chose a table by the window. He saw Amanda step out of the car and enter the café. She walked over to his table, and from that moment, Adrian de Silva lost his grumpy mood. He smiled at her and felt a warm sense of deep affection for her... Something he had not felt for anyone or anything for a very long time and could not explain.

  He stood up and welcomed her. Amanda looked a little surprised. She did not quite know what she had expected but certainly not this courteous and friendly man.

  Amanda got straight to the point. She thanked him for coming and asked if they could have this conversation as openly as possible. She outlined her problems and all the incidents that had occurred and waited for his reaction.

  Adrian de Silva looked at her in surprise. None of what she told him was familiar to him. He cautiously explained to her that his company had been taken over a year ago by a consortium of Chinese who mainly had their laboratories in Morocco and Algeria. He had been offered an immense sum for the takeover of his company. All decisions concerning the company were made by others.

  He only had his office with his secretary, and no one cared anymore whether he showed up or not. He was merely the name on the door without influence or say. 'I sold my soul to the devil for a lot of money, and now I am his plaything.' He fell silent and looked out the window.

  Amanda felt the bitterness in his words. She asked him what had made him agree so quickly to an appointment with her.

  That apparently embarrassed him a little, and with a disarming smile, he said it was because of her slimming product. His somewhat older secretary was tall, rather stout, and wore size 58 clothing. To her great sorrow, every diet and every attempt to lose some weight had failed. Until she discovered Amanda's product and a success story began.

  He had just been with friends in South America for a few weeks, and when he returned, she was already down to size 48 and blissfully happy.

  Amanda smiled. She kept hearing these kinds of stories from her marketing team. People were very enthusiastic because they lost weight without effort and especially without side effects, and they stayed slim.

  Adrian de Silva asked her if she also wanted to know with whom he had been a guest in Argentina. She looked at him questioningly and nodded her head. He told her he had a sister named Celine who lived in Montevideo with Estevan Bernado.

  Amanda covered her face with her hands and then burst into a hearty laugh. 'Wow... small world! What a sneaky one our Estevan is. When he came to his brother Albert's funeral, he didn't say a word about it.'

  De Silva looked at her thoughtfully: 'I met him for the first time at the funeral. He had just put his third cruise ship into operation in Argentina, which sails with tourists through Antarctica. Good business! I know because I am his business partner. My son Guy works for him.'

  He told a sad story about Guy, who came into contact with drugs and two greedy wives who ruined him with their demands. Estevan took him to Argentina, put him in a remote monastery to detox, and settled the matter with the women. Now Guy works at Estevan's shipping company and is enjoying his new life to the fullest.

  They chatted away like old friends until Amanda's phone signaled. A message from Filip. He was waiting for her at her company with a policeman who came to ask if a camera had been found last night. The burglar wanted his property back.

  Amanda said they would have to continue another time and invited him to come with her to her company. To her great surprise, de Silva immediately agreed.

  Filip saw the two of them appear and was momentarily speechless when Amanda introduced de Silva to him. His face was a big question mark.

  Chapter 17

  Filip greeted Adrian de Silva with some reserve but listened attentively to the brief explanation Amanda gave. The two men had never met before.

  According to the report Filip had received from the detective agency 'Palliter,' Adrian de Silva was an untouchable, hard-nosed businessman who ran his company with a firm hand. But that did not at all match the image this likeable man projected. Either Palliter had deceived him, or de Silva was playing a role.

  He made up an excuse to speak to Amanda alone for a moment because she still knew nothing about his assignment to Palliter to scrutinize Adrian de Silva's company. He saw the disbelief and disappointment on her face when he told her. She needed a moment to process it and then said in a hoarse voice:

  'After everything we've been through, I thought I saw a glimmer of hope. But you are completely right. We must always be on our guard. But I hope Palliter is wrong this time.'

  De Silva had meanwhile had a brief tour of the company and was very surprised by the growth the ‘Albert Bernado Corporation’ had experienced in such a short time.

  Laughing, de Silva said he could imagine that working in this company would be very enjoyable. The smile faded when he seriously added that he had not been on the shop floor of his own company for months and that he also did not know what was currently being produced or developed.

  Amanda brought the conversation to Algeria and Morocco and tried in a light tone to find out what de Silva knew about the companies of his business partners in those countries. But that did not yield much information and it was clear that de Silva had nothing important to report. They said goodbye to each other and Adrian de Silva gladly accepted Amanda’s invitation to get to know her family at dinner that evening at the hacienda.

  Filip had looked at her in surprise when she extended the invitation. When de Silva’s car had disappeared from the company grounds, he said he understood why she had invited him.

  ‘You’re playing it smart, Amanda,’ he said with an ironic undertone. ‘You want Jane to get on him… you want her to use her connections in the press to find out more about him. Yes… yes… I completely understand!’ And then they both burst out laughing in a liberating way and then went back to work, still with a smile on their faces.

  Amanda suddenly thought of the first meeting with Jane. She had been shy, on holiday in Spain for the first time. Now Jane was a kind of ‘pitbull’ in her profession. If one had to give a definition of her working method and persistence, that description would be the most fitting. She had a nose for scandals and her editorial investigative team was feared.

  In two hours Jane would land at El Altet airport in Alicante. Isabel and Tereza would pick her up. Isabel was happy to hear from her daughter-in-law again after a long time and she knew she could not prevent Jane from investigating the girls’ kidnapping case herself.

  From time to time Jane would come to Isabel’s hacienda to catch her breath from her busy life as a journalist. But what Isabel found even better was the fact that Jane was increasingly visiting Tomas, her second son. Tomas had moved to Cordoba in southern Spain after their divorce.

  Thirty-five kilometers outside Cordoba lay his hacienda, which he had built in the same style as his father’s hacienda. Like his father, he had started breeding beautiful purebred horses. His horses were mainly intended for the Arabian market, but demand from Asia was steadily increasing.

  Of course, Amanda and Isabel had already discussed the possibility of involving Jane in the search for the girls. But Jane was not easy to reach. In any case, everyone was happy about Jane’s arrival. Or was it the feeling that she could work miracles?

  Filip interrupted Amanda in her reflections and reminded her that they still had to visit Jonas in the hospital. He was already doing well and might be home again in two days.

  He hesitated for a moment and looked at her inquisitively. ‘Oh yes… there was a message from the vet on your answering machine. The meat in the plastic bag was indeed poisoned.’

  Chapter 18

  Before the sun rose, everyone was in the loaded van. Still a bit sleepy and very excited. They had made it very easy for Anna by placing some cushions under her injured leg. For now, they followed only the direction the van had taken, hoping to see where they would end up. Elda, the Finnish girl, was behind the wheel and drove carefully at a slow pace over the dusty terrain, always following the tire tracks.

  Everyone had barely slept the past night and was glad to leave that terrible place. No one wanted to look at the prisoners in the other house anymore. They just wanted to get away, even though no one knew what awaited them. But now they were free and did not want to lose their freedom again.

  The two Austrian girls knelt down before boarding the bus to pray for their safe return home. This moment of reflection gave them all an even greater sense of solidarity and friendship.

  For Elda, who was used to driving modern SUVs, this little bus was from the Stone Age. She kept a close eye on everything and slowed down whenever she didn’t trust the terrain.

  Inside the bus it was deathly silent, as if everyone was holding their breath and didn’t want to think about what might still happen. Were they really safe now, or was this the beginning of another nightmare?

  After about an hour of driving, the landscape changed considerably. There was more growth of bushes and trees, and it was clear they were descending.

  They stopped briefly to look around, and it was Laura who shouted that she saw the sea. Everyone peered in the direction Laura pointed, but it was difficult for the others to distinguish between sky and sea.

  The tire tracks they were following were now less clearly visible, and they had to get out occasionally to find the right path again. They cautiously took a bend, and there it was… the sea. Some of the girls let out a cry of surprise, and the noise resembled a kindergarten class full of excited children.

  The road now only went downhill. After the next bend, they saw a small bay surrounded by rocks. In the middle was a small jetty, and nearby were buildings scattered across the terrain that looked more like sheds. There were no signs of human activity, and no boat or other vehicle was present.

  Dana had to calm the girls’ enthusiasm and urge them to be quiet. As long as they didn’t know what the situation was down there, they had to be very cautious and first explore the area. She reminded everyone that it was only an hour’s drive from where they had come and that it was quite possible this was the place where they had ended up after their kidnapping.

  Elda carefully drove down the bumpy road. A few hundred meters further on was an exit to another road that went back up. There was no sign indicating this. Only the tire tracks suggested that the road was frequently used. They decided to go down first to see what it looked like there.

  They cautiously descended the road and drove toward the buildings. Dana, Laura, and Julia again held their weapons in their hands, and everyone was aware of the grim atmosphere that had driven away their cheerfulness.

  Elda slowly drove to the first building, and then they saw it. There was a clothesline with garments fluttering. That meant someone could be present.

  Elda parked the bus by the entrance door. They saw the door fly open and a woman dressed in a kaftan and a headscarf come outside shouting something. She was startled when she saw Julia and Dana step out of the bus. Julia calmed her by calling back something in Arabic. The woman hesitated for a moment and then took a few steps toward them. Apparently, she was relieved to hear something in her own language.

  As she came closer, they saw that she was a very young girl. She had a very beautiful face, and even the loose kaftan could not hide that she was very thin.

  Julia asked her name and why she was here. And if there were others living here as well. The girl answered hesitantly. Her name was Melua, and she said she was alone here. She suggested going inside to have a cup of tea and then talk. Julia consulted with Dana about whether they should do that, and to their surprise, Melua said in French and English that they could trust her calmly.

  Inside was a sitting room that strongly resembled the salon in that other house a few kilometers away. While she filled the kettle with water from a large plastic jug and placed it on the large cast-iron stove, she told her story.

  As a 15-year-old schoolgirl, she had come into contact with drugs and bad friends. It was a sad story that ended here. She showed the tattoo on her arm that marked her as the property of someone who had bought her. To avoid ending up in a brothel, she had starved her body, and she was still waiting for an opportunity to escape.

  There was something about Melua's story that Dana couldn't quite place. Something was off. She asked Melua if she could go to the toilet. It was outside around the corner by a shed, and on her way there Dana passed the clothesline. And then she saw what hadn’t immediately struck her upon their arrival. The clothes on the line were exactly the outfits the girls in the van had been wearing. The same capes and the light blue glitter dresses.

  She ran back to the house. Melua was busy pouring the delicious-smelling tea into mugs. Dana stormed into the room and snapped at the girls: 'Don’t drink anything!' She took a step toward Melua and grabbed her by the shoulder. 'Come on, Melua... where are they?'

  The girls looked at Dana in disbelief, wondering what was going on. 'What happened, Dana?' Laura asked in a concerned tone.

  'Just look at the laundry outside... hanging on the line are the clothes the five girls from the van wore when they left, and she must know more about it. Maybe she put something in the tea. So, Melua... where are they?'

  Melua had meanwhile broken down in tears and refused to talk. Julia gestured to Dana that they all had to leave the room. She put her arm around Melua and began telling her own story about their abduction, how they were doing now, and that they wanted to go home... back to their families to live their own lives again. Melua calmed down and nodded understandingly. Julia cautiously began asking what Melua knew about the other five girls.

  After Julia had heard Melua’s entire story, she struggled to process it. What terrible misery this little girl had already endured, yet her will to survive was unbreakable. Perhaps Melua now understood all too well that the arrival of this group of young women offered a chance for escape.

  Julia went outside where the girls were impatiently waiting for her story. Elda, who had stayed in the car the whole time, came over to them.

  Dana was still unconvinced of Melua’s innocence and her forced cooperation. She took Laura aside and asked her very directly what she thought about it. 'I have my doubts too, Dana... What do you think about letting her drink the tea? Then we’ll know for sure if she was trying to trick us!'

  It turned out to be unnecessary because Elda had gone inside and drank from one of the mugs before anyone noticed or could stop her. The result was that three minutes later she became dizzy and sleepy and collapsed. They took her to the van.

  'Sorry,' Julia said to Dana, 'I should have believed your story more. It’s my fault.'

  'We have to get out of here,' Dana said flatly. 'But what did Melua tell you about where the five girls are now?'

  'Every night they come by boat from the nightclub where they have to work. Melua takes care of them with a meal and tea, and then they sleep all day until they are picked up again. We now know what’s in the tea.'

  'Where are they now!' Dana asked rather impatiently. Julia looked at her a little helplessly. 'I don’t know.' They looked at Melua and asked her. But Melua did not respond to their request. 'Okay,' Dana said, 'then we have to search everything ourselves!'

  They started with the other huts, but those were clearly only for storage and all sorts of junk dumped there for the fishing.

  The girls gathered again in the living room to report. No one had found anything.

  Lisa, one of the Austrian girls, noticed that there was a very large rug in this room. Minutes later, they had rolled up the rug and indeed found a hatch near the fireplace.

  It was easy to open and had a wide, easy staircase. Dana took an oil lamp and peered down. 'I’ll go down,' she said with a sigh.

  Carefully she walked down the stairs and Laura followed her. In the first room there were only some old crates and three earthenware jugs on a wooden rack. Then there was another room. There was no door but an arch. On the floor were four brand-new mattresses stacked on top of each other, still wrapped in plastic. There was nothing else and certainly no sign of the girls. Disappointed, they came back upstairs.

  Chapter 19

  It was still quite busy at Alicante airport. Many tourists still wanted to enjoy the summer weather on the Costas, and almost all flights were fully booked.

  From the coastal road, the arrival of some planes could be precisely followed. They came from the direction of the sea and flew just above the road. Always spectacular to see, although it distracted some drivers considerably.

  Isabel and Tereza were waiting for Jane in the busy arrivals hall. They were both a little nervous and didn’t understand why. Was it because Jane had hinted that she wanted to get involved in the kidnapping case by making a report about it, or was it just the usual nervousness you always felt when someone came to visit?

  The flight from London Heathrow was exactly on time, and thirty minutes later Jane walked through the sliding door with her suitcases. She greeted Isabel and Tereza very warmly and then turned to the young woman standing behind her.

  ‘Oh.’ She said a little apologetically. ‘This is Sila. She is my right hand... I didn’t know if she could come along. Do you have a place for her to sleep, Isabel? Otherwise, we’ll have to arrange a hotel. She’s only staying one night. Tomorrow at eleven she flies to Algeria.’

  ‘Welcome, Sila. Sleeping here is no problem... plenty of space,’ said Isabel. ‘How was your flight?’

  Jane started laughing. ‘You know me, Isabel. I’m not picky, but four whining toddlers and two crying babies can really get on your nerves.’

  The coastal road was still quite busy, and there were noticeably many rental cars. It was only about a forty-minute drive from the airport to the hacienda, but now it took them half an hour longer. Jane and Sila had taken off their rain jackets and were enjoying the lovely summer temperature.

  Jane was still very fond of Spain and the relaxed life during the summer months. Once she had even dyed her beautiful reddish-brown hair black to look more Spanish. The whole family had been in stitches laughing, and Jane had been sporty enough to laugh along.

  Three days later, she was back to the ‘old’ Jane with her own hair color. ‘I told you so,’ said Marijke, the Dutch hairdresser, to her. Marijke was, by the way, the hairdresser for all the Bernado ladies.

  At the hacienda, the women were greeted by Nomad and Roger as they stepped out of the car. Roger sat down in front of Sila and gave her a paw. ‘He always does that when someone comes to the hacienda whom he doesn’t know yet, and then he expects a cookie,’ said Isabel. Sila laughed. ‘I know that from our dogs at home. They’re all the same when it comes to cookies.’

  Dionni had prepared lunch on the terrace. It looked wonderful. She could make very tasty paella with rabbit according to a recipe from her grandmother, who came from Galicia. Dionni always described her grandmother as a mix between an herbalist and a shaman. Many recipes from her grandmother were also found in her recipe book published in England.

  Dionni also had good taste when it came to choosing wines. Isabel and she often went together to the bodegas in search of wines that were not ordinary.

  Meanwhile, Amanda and Filip had also arrived and warmly greeted the newcomers. The conversation at the table was light, and it was noticeable that Jane had to restrain herself from immediately starting to talk about the kidnapping case.

  Sila was deeply impressed by everything around the hacienda—the house, the guest bungalows, the garden with the magnificent view... she simply found everything breathtaking. She thought of her own little cottage in England, the small village by the coast, and the smell of the sea... for her, it was just as breathtaking as this hacienda.

  After lunch, Jane immediately started talking about the kidnapping case. She listened to everyone’s stories and took notes on her iPad. Sila did the same and asked various questions in between. She asked for photos of the missing girls and received them from Amanda.

  In less than five minutes she had conducted three different phone calls. Short and to the point, and all in a different language. Jane saw the surprise on the faces and explained that Sila mastered a total of seven languages and could write in five of them. 'She is indispensable to me and my team,' she added.

  Sila looked around a little shyly. 'I just received a message from our colleague Alida in Algeria. She has contacted your men on the fishing boat and will have a meeting with them in a few hours. And there is also some less good news. This morning, in a nightclub near Port Say, the area where it is believed the girls are being held, one of the waiters was found with his throat slit. He had contact with one of the club's dancers. A phone number was found in his jacket. A number in Germany. They checked it. It was the number of the mother of one of the kidnapped girls.'

  There was a silence, then Jane said, 'Of course, this news can also be positive. We have a lead, and Alida is like a terrier. Once she gets on a trail, she doesn’t let go. She has her own team there she has worked with for years.'

  'Am I understanding correctly, Jane... have you been working on this case for a while?' Filip asked in amazement.

  'From the very first moment I heard about it, Filip. It’s my niece who’s in trouble.' And with an apologetic smile, she added, 'It’s my profession and I only have one niece!'

  Chapter 20

  Gamal had just received a message from his boss, Carlo Lorenzo. He had informed him that the famous English journalist Jane Clarence had been married to Tomas Bernado. If she got involved in the case, it was better to cooperate fully to avoid looking completely foolish in front of the international press.

  Gamal and Kasim now knew everyone in the Bernado family by name and who had been married to whom. They had memorized most of the names of the missing girls and had studied their photos extensively. The two were a close team, and Lorenzo always tried to have them work together on a case whenever possible.

  Just before the email from his boss, a message from Jane’s colleague Alida had arrived. Gamal was worried when he read in the message that someone had died in Algeria who apparently knew one of the kidnapped girls. Tomorrow they would meet Sila, one of Jane’s top colleagues from London.

  One more time, Gamal and Kasim studied the location. They memorized every village and hamlet near the coast where they would land.

  Ramon was in the wheelhouse with the Cerca brothers. They were now close to the coast near Port Say, and the Algerian coast guard had just come aboard to take a look at this boat on a special mission. But the Coastguard didn’t know that. To them, this trawler was heading to Port Say to take on water and fuel. That happened here often.

  The skippers of the 'Bella Mare' sometimes came to Algeria, but this part of the coast was less familiar to them. Their store always held a supply of whiskey bottles to keep customs and coastguard snoopers at bay. This kind of bribery was very common in shipping and sometimes saved a lot of hassle and paperwork.

  They waited until the Coastguard boat was out of sight and then turned toward the position where the bay they were looking for should be.

  An hour ago it had already become clear that the calm weather of this September was changing. The wind had picked up, and thick clouds were drifting from the coast in their direction. The weather in the Mediterranean could sometimes be very treacherous and change in no time.

  They had to reach their destination as quickly as possible to safely maneuver through the rocks. Ramon Hernandez scanned the coastline with binoculars. Several times he had looked at a rocky formation without being able to spot an entrance.

  As they got closer to the coast, they suddenly saw the narrow passage between two rock formations. It had been the decision of the two skippers to launch the dinghy. In these unfamiliar waters, the risk of damage to the trawler was too great.

  Martin and Ramon stepped into the little boat. The small diesel engine had just been serviced and started immediately. Carefully, they approached the rocks and then, after a sharp turn, discovered the spacious entrance to the bay that lay behind them.

  Martin looked through the binoculars at the pier and the buildings nearby. There was no sign of people or animals, and everything looked very deserted. In contrast to the surrounding buildings, the pier appeared quite new.

  Ramon cautiously steered the small boat further into the entrance. Suddenly, he heard a sharp cry from Martin to stop the boat immediately. Ramon shut off the engine and then felt them gently bump against something. Then he saw what Martin had fortunately spotted earlier.

  In the middle of the entrance lay an old cargo ship that had been sunk and completely blocked access to the bay. They could not bring the trawler through here, and disappointed, they turned back to inform the rest of the crew.

  They had to make the sharp turn again, and Martin noticed there was a small inlet with what appeared at first glance to be a naturally formed platform.

  He even thought he recognized some steps and asked Ramon to back up a little. Both looked at each other in amazement when they discovered not only steps but also a large metal door.

  Martin climbed the steps and walked across the platform to the metal door. As he had expected, it was locked. An additional padlock had been attached to the door.

  These locks would not pose a problem for Martin if he had the right tools at hand. His eye fell on an object that certainly did not belong here. He slipped it into the pocket of his windbreaker and walked back because Ramon was growing impatient and insisted on leaving. The wind had picked up, and the small dinghy was already tossing about quite a bit.

  The men on board were naturally quite disappointed. The Cerca brothers had expected to have found a shelter in the bay as well. Now they still had to head to Port Say because, according to the weather forecast, a severe autumn storm was approaching.

  Before they left, Martin told them about the door they had discovered and placed the object he had found on the table. Gamal looked at it, stood up, and returned with a list of names and details of the missing girls. He handed the list to Kasim.

  The object Martin had found was an elegant gold ladies’ bracelet with an engraving on the inside. Gamal read aloud, 'Ingeborg Clausewitz 18. 10. 1997,' and Kasim added without looking at the list, 'born in Hamburg.' A long silence fell. This was one of the abducted German girls who had been missing first.

  'As soon as the weather improves, we will go to check that place,' said Kasim.

  Chapter 21

  Dionni was worried about Isabel. During lunch, Isabel had been very quiet, and Dionni thought she looked very pale. She brought Isabel a cup of tea with many potent herbs. Isabel always drank this tea when she was feeling unwell.

  At the carport hung large bunches of herbs drying that Dionni had gathered. Dionni was never sick, and she believed it was because of all her herbs.

  Now that there were no more horses on the hacienda, Dionni had transformed two of the horse stalls into a growing space for fresh herbs, and outside stood several large flower boxes with lushly growing basil, spring onions, curly parsley, rosemary, red peppers, garlic, chives, and bell peppers, which she tended to carefully.

  She sat down next to Isabel for a moment and asked her how she was doing. Isabel looked at her in surprise and then smiled. 'I’m only worried about the child, just like everyone else, Dionni,' she said softly.

  'I think,' said Dionni, 'that you are worrying too much, and that is not good for your heart problems. How about a long siesta? I’m going to the hospital soon with Ana and Marcus to visit Jonas, and I’ll also check on Julius while I’m there.'

  Isabel was glad that Dionni was going to take care of many things she herself could not do at the moment. She felt paralyzed by the care for Dana and felt as if she was stuck in place. Even the wonderful news that she would become a grandmother for the fourth time was overshadowed by it.

  Estevan had called her this morning from Argentina and beamed as he announced that Celine, his girlfriend, was expecting. Estevan was the youngest of her three sons. After his divorce from his first wife Juliette, he had gone to Argentina for business and had met Celine there.

  Juliette was French by birth. As a farewell gift, Esteban fulfilled her greatest wish. He bought her a chic apartment in the heart of Paris.

  Many of her neighbors were prominent politicians or movie stars. When she visited Isabel, she always told her all the gossip stories known only from the tabloid press. Isabel enjoyed her stories, and the two always had a great time together.

  Estevan and Juliette had married at a very young age and shortly thereafter had two sons, Marc and Frederic. Both had inherited their father's business acumen and their mother's artistic side.

  Isabel thought of the wonderful holidays they had spent here with the children at the hacienda. Dana adored her nephews and had already looked forward to going to Argentina with them one day.

  Estevan was by now a successful shipowner who owned three cruise ships. The special cruises through the canals and fjords in the far south of Argentina and Chile were what one calls 'booming business.' Regions like Patagonia and Antarctica were especially popular with travelers.

  Isabel only wished she could visit her family more often, but the long travel distances were not always pleasant, and her age was increasingly becoming a limiting factor.

  She sighed deeply. Dionni was right... a long siesta would do her good. Tonight everyone would be eating out, and the house would be unusually quiet after all those hectic days.

  Suddenly she heard her name called, and one of the guards came running up to her. In his hand, he held a large envelope with her name on it, but there was no sender on the back.

  She asked the man who had delivered it, but he did not know. The envelope had been in the mailbox and stuck out far from the opening because it was so large. Isabel thanked the man for his trouble and went back to the terrace.

  For a long time, she sat holding the envelope, unable to open it. Instinctively, she knew the contents might mean even more misery. When she finally gathered enough courage, she opened it anyway.

  The sender was Adrian de Silva. It contained a short letter addressed to her and several copies of a friendly correspondence between Albert Bernado and him. In the letter, he explained that he had not had the courage to give this directly to her or Amanda.

  Isabel sat paralyzed, staring at the letters, unable to believe what she was reading. Albert and Adrian had known each other since university and had met again three years ago. Both now had families, but the passion for each other had flared up again and could not be suppressed. It was strange for Isabel to realize that her son apparently led a double life.

  She picked up her phone and dialed the number on the letterhead. When Adrian de Silva answered, she told him she had read his letter and wanted to talk and hear his explanation. But she firmly asked him not to say anything to Amanda. Not now, under these circumstances. Adrian was clearly relieved, she could tell.

  Tonight would be a good opportunity once everyone was out of the house. He thanked her and promised to be on time.

  Chapter 22

  Fortunately, Elda had not drunk the entire mug of tea with the drugs and had woken up after an hour. Anna had stayed with her in the van the whole time while the others searched for the accommodation of the three German and two English girls. If Melua's story was true, they had to be nearby.

  Dana no longer trusted Melua and wondered if she had made everything up. One thing was certain... the kitchen cupboards were full of cans of Cola, rice, soup, sausages, and bottles of fruit juice.

  Much of it disappeared immediately as emergency supplies into their van. The two Austrian girls were busy preparing a simple meal for everyone. Only then did it become clear how starved everyone in the group was. Everything that came to the table was eaten in no time.

  They decided to search the area one last time for the missing girls and then leave. The weather was clearly getting worse. The sky was overcast with large black clouds and it began to blow hard.

  They formed three search teams and would meet again in half an hour. Dana went out with Laura, and Julia would guard the house and especially Melua. Elda and Anna had joined them because it suddenly became very stuffy in the van due to the changed air temperature.

  'Let's go look downstairs one more time,' Dana suggested. 'But there's nothing there,' said Laura, 'just those mattresses.' 'And brand new,' Dana added.

  Laura hesitated for a moment and then began to move everything aside again and roll up the rug. Downstairs, Dana pushed the stack of mattresses with her foot, and to their mutual surprise, it rolled smoothly a bit further and revealed a hatch. Only now did it become clear that under the mattresses a plank with rollers had been slid.

  Carefully, Dana opened the hatch and saw an easy wide staircase going down. She walked down three steps and in the light of her oil lamp saw a long wide corridor. 'Are we going down there?' Laura asked in a tense tone.

  'I think it's better if we also tell the others what we have found,' said Dana and came back up. Melua, who was sitting with her knees drawn up on the sofa, jumped up when they came back upstairs and looked at them inquisitively. She wanted to say something but then sat down again.

  Dana and Laura had decided not to tell Melua about their discovery. She had known the corridor was there and that it would certainly lead to the whereabouts of the missing girls, and she had said nothing. Out of fear? Of what or whom? To be safe, Melua was left bound hand and foot when the group cautiously walked through the corridor.

  They discovered several small lamps on the walls that gave light when touched. The corridor was at least 10 meters long before it turned to the right. Again they came to a closed door. Everyone in the group held their breath as Laura slowly pressed the door handle down. She had to push quite hard because there was a door closer on it.

  Behind it lay another corridor, but this one was dimly lit by several ceiling lamps. Various doors opened off it, and at the end the corridor split to the left and right. No one was to be seen, and everything was very quiet.

  This reminded Dana of a hospital. She took off her shoes and gestured for the others to wait. Then she carefully walked barefoot down the corridor and peeked around the corner. The corridor to the left was empty and again about ten doors opened off it.

  No one was seen in the corridor to the right either. At the back was a large iron gate. She quickly walked over to try if it was open. But this time it was in vain. Very clearly she could hear the sea roaring against the rocks. She knew those sounds all too well.

  Three meters beside the large gate she discovered another door that looked like the entrance to an elevator. There were only two control buttons with arrows pointing up and down.

  She thought it better to go back to the girls now to tell them what she had seen. At one of the last doors she still had to pass, an unusual sound made her freeze with fright. It seemed to her as if she heard someone softly snoring. She waited a moment and then there was no doubt.

  She could do nothing but press the handle down. The door was not locked, and she carefully opened it further and stepped inside. It was a very small room. In the glow of the hallway light she saw the outline of a person in a bed. Slowly she crept closer. Her eyes were now adjusted to the meager light.

  She looked at the person lying in the bed. It was a young woman with long blonde hair who was in a deep sleep. Then she was sure …. This was one of the young German women whose image she had seen on one of the passports she had found in the other house.

  Chapter 23

  The beach of Port Say had been swept empty. The autumn storm raging over this part of the Mediterranean Sea had caused overcrowded beach cafés and full hotel lobbies.

  Kasim and Gamal had arranged to meet Alida, Jane Clarence’s assistant, in a small beach café by the marina. This location was overcrowded and there was no table left free.

  It had not been necessary to have a description of Alida emailed to them. They recognized her immediately. Alida could not enter anywhere unnoticed. She radiated a natural elegance and at any beauty contest anywhere in the world she would always have won prizes.

  Alida walked to the bar, whispered something to the owner who then pointed her to a door. Very discreetly she slid a bill across the counter and gave him a radiant smile. She had the fiery red curly hair of her Scottish father and beautiful black eyes and that smooth flowing movement of her Arab mother.

  As she passed Kasim and Gamal she whispered in passing ‘Follow me’. Ignoring the jealous glances of several young men, they followed her. ‘Private’ was written on the door in Arabic letters. Alida opened the door and went inside. It was a small room, very cosily furnished with beautiful copper lamps and a sofa with embroidered cushions.

  She looked the two policemen over inquisitively and then said in a strikingly friendly tone in Arabic, ‘I am Alida and I believe we need to catch up.’

  Gamal and Kasim nodded. Alida invited them to sit on the sofa and took a seat herself on a large leather pouf to the left in front of the sofa. Alida was very businesslike, summarised what she already knew and listened to the story of the two men.

  Then she told what she had discovered in the meantime. Through her connections at the airport, customs and various hotels she had found out that a certain Mercedes Alonso Garcia from Spain had regularly visited these parts. Gamal and Kasim said they had not yet come across this name in their records. To explain, Alida added that they might know her better as the wife of Adrian de Silva of San Rebate Chemicals.

  The surprise of the two men only increased when she added that Mercedes had taken over the management of the company six months ago and had put her husband on inactive status.

  Mercedes had also brought in the group of Chinese investors into the company and regularly visited their laboratories in Morocco. These were located close to the border with Algeria. There was nothing negative to report about the company and its production. The company was running fine. Nothing unusual…. she assured them that she had thoroughly investigated this with her team. No production company was found in Algeria. Only a storage facility for the medicines manufactured in Morocco.

  Alida had managed to trace the owner of the nightclub and found out that he was registered as the owner of several clubs. A front man, in other words. But the income from the clubs disappeared abroad.

  Kasim asked what Alida knew about the dead waiter in this nightclub and how this man could have come into possession of the phone number of the German girl’s mother. Alida did not know. The dead waiter worked in the nightclub downstairs and came from Morocco. However, she had found out that on the evening in question Mercedes Alonso Garcia had also been a guest in the private club and had left half an hour before the dead waiter was discovered.

  Several employees whom Alida had questioned said that in the publicly accessible part of the busy nightclub upstairs only the usual programme of folklore and belly dancing was shown.

  None of the staff had ever been in the basements of the private club. The staff working there came from Morocco and had no contact with them. There were separate entrances both for the invited guests and for the Moroccan staff. Rumours circulated that gambling also took place. But of course a lot was fantasised about. Alida sighed as she said this.

  That same evening, Alida also had an appointment in Morocco with a cleaning company. Someone had once seen a company vehicle from that particular firm near the club.

  Kasim thanked her for the information and promised to investigate as soon as possible what was going on in Adrian de Silva's company and why his wife had not yet appeared in the files.

  He also said that Martin and Ramon were already on their way in a Land Rover to the bay they could not reach by water. They had taken the guide Alida had recommended to them.

  'So far, everything is still a big puzzle, but solving puzzles is precisely our specialty,' said Alida with a friendly smile. She stood up and walked toward the door. 'Nice to have met you all, but I have to go now. Sila lands at the airport in half an hour. At least, I hope so with this weather...!'

  Gamal and Kasim watched her as she gracefully juggled through the crowded bar area. 'Wow,' said Gamal admiringly. 'You can say that again,' Kasim added, and then they both burst out laughing.

  They crossed the street and walked toward the marina. The storm was still strong, and it was expected to reach its full strength during the evening. Rubio Cerca was busy analyzing the latest weather report they had received for this region.

  'Coffee,' he said as the two men stepped into the wheelhouse of the 'Bella Mare.' They both nodded and grabbed mugs of steaming black coffee. Kasim and Gamal looked up surprised after the first sip.

  'Are you sure, Rubio, that there’s no Arab blood in your family? The way you make coffee...!' Gamal asked with a broad smile. 'Sorry, boys... pure Spanish blood all the way back to the fifteenth century! But thanks for the compliment.'

  Kasim saw on his computer that Commissioner Lorenzo had contacted him in the meantime, and he went back to work to inform his boss about the conversation with Alida.

  Chapter 24

  The small branch of the hospital in Guardamar was only busy in the morning hours with people from the village or surrounding area making appointments to see a specialist.

  Between eight and nine in the morning, there were mainly people waiting to have blood drawn or who needed one of the nurses to change a bandage or something similar. Later, mothers came with their babies and toddlers for check-ups with the pediatrician. Everything was very relaxed, and no one was really in a hurry. People were always chatting in the hall, and it felt as if everyone was family or friends.

  Before Dionni, Ana, and Marcus went up the stairs to the nursing ward, they met several people they knew who stopped them to ask how Jonas was doing.

  The attack on Jonas Fuente had spread like wildfire through the village. Most villagers knew him from various clubs where Jonas was an active member. He took the minutes at meetings, knew how to approach sponsors for clubs, and participated in parades and processions.

  A special event in the village was the festival of the 'Christians and the Moors,' which took place in the summer months and was a grand spectacle. A lot of money was needed to make and maintain the beautiful costumes. Somehow, Jonas always managed to gather the necessary donations and motivate people.

  Upon reaching the floor, Dionni, Ana, and Marcus walked to the patient rooms in the left wing. The door to Jonas’s room was wide open, and Marcus was the first to enter to greet his father.

  Jonas’s bed was empty, and he was not in the room. He was also not in the adjoining bathroom. 'Maybe he’s downstairs with the doctor,' said Dionni, and Ana nodded in agreement. The two women sat on the sofa bed next to the bed in the room, waiting for Jonas to arrive, while Marcus walked down the corridor to look for his father.

  He came back with one of the nurses, and they saw the desperate expression on his face. Dionni asked what was wrong and heard from the nurse that Jonas had been picked up this morning by someone from the private nursing home ‘Casa Augustino’ and that Mr. Fuentes would be cared for there further at the request of his family. She had herself seen Jonas being taken in a wheelchair to a van bearing the name of the nursing home.

  ‘Could you call and ask if he is there as well?’ Dionni asked the nurse calmly. She felt her anxiety growing and took Ana’s hand, who looked at her incredulously.

  It took a moment before the connection with the nursing home was established. At that moment, there was only one nurse present who was waiting for her relief by a colleague. She confirmed that it was not uncommon for someone to be cared for in their home for short periods after an operation or an accident. But no one named Jonas Fuentes nor anyone else had been admitted there that morning.

  ‘I don’t understand anything anymore,’ said the nurse as she ended the call with ‘Casa Augustino.’ ‘I’m afraid you’ll have to request another conversation for us,’ said Dionni, handing her the card with the number of Commissioner Cortez in Torrevieja.

  The nurse hesitated for a moment and then asked if it was really necessary to involve the police and whether she shouldn’t ask her boss first. Ana became very impatient and could no longer contain her emotion. The startled nurse hastily dialed the number and handed the phone over to Dionni.

  Cortez was immediately on the line, and after Dionni told him her story, he asked if she could stay there until the two detectives arrived. ‘Can anyone overhear our conversation?’ Cortez asked cautiously. ‘No,’ Dionni said softly.

  He asked her to tell Ana Fuentes that their house had been broken into last night. Something had clearly been searched for. The thieves were disturbed by the constant barking of the neighbors’ dogs and the neighbor who came to check. Cortez thanked her in advance and promised that his team would investigate Jonas’s disappearance.

  When he hung up, she sighed deeply and walked back to Ana and Marcus. ‘Come,’ she said, ‘let’s have a drink in the canteen. I have something to tell you.’

  Chapter 25

  Dana could hardly believe at first that this was one of the young women they were looking for. Had Melua really told the truth, and were those five girls being controlled with drugs?

  She decided to return to her group and discuss what they should do now. It was almost certain that the rest of the girls they were looking for were sleeping in the other rooms. Calmly, Dana told her story to the waiting group, and everyone hung on her every word. ‘The question is,’ she concluded her story, ‘what do we do with the sleeping girls? We can’t leave them here, but we can’t take them in the van either.’

  ‘You said there was an elevator… where does it go?’ Julia asked. After a brief consultation with the others, Dana and Julia decided to find out. To be safe, they took the two handguns with them. Dana walked with Julia through the empty corridors to the elevator door.

  There she paused and then said, ‘Do you hear the sea, Julia?’ Julia listened and took a few steps toward the large door. Like Dana, she had to try if the door was open. Dana had pressed the button with the upward arrow next to the elevator door and waited.

  She felt that nothing was happening until suddenly a ‘ting’ indicated that the cabin had arrived and the interior lights came on. A little afraid, they both stepped inside, and Julia pressed the button. The door closed silently, and it was barely noticeable that the elevator cabin was moving. Again, there was the ‘ting,’ and the elevator door immediately opened.

  Everything was dead silent… just like downstairs. They found themselves in a small lobby that flowed into a larger hall with enormous windows overlooking the grounds outside. The landscape outside resembled the one they had driven through that morning. It looked stormy outside now, with showers. The large hall, filled with big containers of lushly growing plants, seemed more like an indoor garden.

  In front of the door was a parking lot, and to their horror, they saw three cars parked close to the door. All three were jeeps of the same brand. That meant there had to be at least three more people upstairs. The two girls looked at each other and felt the fear rising again.

  The corridor led into the large hall and gave a view of four doors. Whispering softly, they were discussing what to do next. Suddenly, one of the doors opened, and the two girls hurriedly ducked behind one of the large plant pots.

  Two men entered the hall, walking toward the entrance door. One pushed a cart ahead of him and was dressed in Arab clothing. The cart was loaded with several large boxes.

  The other man wore a regular suit and a shirt with a tie. From his appearance, it was clear he was Asian. They spoke loudly in English and disappeared outside. The boxes were loaded into the largest jeep, and the Asian waved his hand and drove away.

  The Arab man re-entered the hall and pushed his cart toward the open door he had come from. His mouth fell open when he felt Dana’s weapon pressed against his neck, and his arms automatically went up. He tried to say something, but Dana’s gesture with her weapon was enough to silence him.

  Julia had cautiously looked into the man’s room, and at her signal, Dana forcefully pushed the man into the room. He fell flat on the floor and remained dazed. Julia’s gaze fell on a tape roller used for sealing cardboard boxes, and within a minute, she had bound him with it.

  The room was set up as an office. A large desk stood centrally in the room, and four large boxes that apparently still needed to be filled. The door to the adjoining room was merely ajar. Dana pressed her ear against the door to listen. She heard the sound of machines and opened the door slightly more to look inside.

  The door led to a fairly large room where a large group of women sat at some kind of work tables. It appeared they were filling boxes with pills. Dana’s gaze was automatically drawn to the back wall. Here, too, like in the hall, was a large window offering an enchanting view of the sea.

  Meanwhile, Julia had searched the Arab man’s pockets and found his ID card and car keys. The two girls briefly discussed what to do next. Their problem was to get the sleeping girls downstairs out of the cellar rooms as quickly as possible and bring them to safety. They didn’t know how much time they had or how many people were still in the building.

  There were two cars outside. They knew the owner of one of them. Moreover, it was possible that the women in the adjacent room were being picked up by a bus.

  Before they could resolve this issue, Julia, who was standing near the door, was attacked by a small Asian-looking woman in a kind of nurse’s outfit who jabbed a syringe into her arm.

  Before Julia could collapse, Dana reflexively threw herself forward. She pushed the Chinese woman off balance in her leap, causing her to fall hard to the ground. When Dana rose again, the Chinese woman lay on her back, and the syringe had fallen from her hand.

  Dana saw that the syringe was empty and that Julia must have received the entire contents. Julia lay on the ground with her eyes closed. Dana suspected the syringe contained the same substance given to the five girls downstairs.

  Dana suspected the woman who attacked Julia was Chinese. She was still lying on her back, trying to get up. Dana aimed her pistol at her and said in English that she should stay calm and not scream.

  Her gaze fell on one of the large empty boxes in the office, which gave her an idea. She couldn’t handcuff the Chinese woman alone. So, while still holding her pistol in one hand, she tore off some tape with the other. Clumsily, she stuck a piece of tape over the woman’s mouth and forced her to crawl into one of the empty boxes.

  Then she sealed the opening with tape and even pushed the box aside to firmly tape the bottom shut as well, preventing the Chinese woman from escaping. She had to buy time this way before the two people were discovered by someone.

  The important thing was to get away from here and bring Julia to safety. Dana thought about how there were now fourteen of them and not all of them would fit in the van. She laid Julia on the cart the Arab man had used and rolled her toward the parking lot.

  Outside, she had to try which key fit the two cars. Carefully, she laid Julia on the back seat and took the gun from her hands, which she was still gripping tightly. Dana felt very miserable as she looked at Julia.

  She drove very cautiously because she did not know the car and followed the road leading away from the parking lot. After about five minutes, she came to a fork. She got out and looked around. They had already passed that fork earlier that morning. It felt like an eternity to Dana after everything that had happened in the meantime. She got a faint feeling in her stomach thinking about it.

  Carefully, she drove the jeep in the direction of the bay and the huts.

  Chapter 26

  The guide Alida had chosen for Martin and Ramon was called Kalif and was an excellent jeep driver. He was talking the whole time in broken English, supplemented with some French words that Martin had to translate for Ramon.

  Kalif had been a judoka in the past and had even participated with the national team in the 2008 Olympic Games in Beijing. He was very proud of that. Now he still trained young athletes and, together with a friend, owned a gym in Marsa ben M’hidi.

  Kalif had studied the maps well and said they would have to make a large detour through a nature reserve because there was no direct road along the coast. That took some time, but by midday they would have reached their destination.

  The storm that was still ravaging the coast had weakened but was still fierce. Because of that, they had to drive carefully when they got near the coast. Martin and Ramon scanned the surroundings with their binoculars, searching for the bay they had not been able to reach with the ‘Bella Mare’. Suddenly, Ramon gave a shout and pointed to a vehicle coming toward them. In the distance, they saw the turbulent sea.

  Martin’s eye fell on a building up on the plateau that looked very modern. It had a large roof and many windows. Strange, he thought. There was nothing else built in this deserted area.

  Kalif had driven a little further and then stopped under a group of trees. Now they all clearly saw the bay below them and the road leading to it. Right in front of them was a fork with a signpost. Kalif said it went left through the nature reserve toward Oran.

  Ramon kept watching the approaching jeep with his binoculars. For a moment, he thought the driver would turn toward Oran, but the car kept coming their way, and it became clear that he wanted to take the road leading to the bay. Apparently, the driver had not yet noticed the other car under the trees.

  Only when the cars were barely 10 meters apart did the driver slam on the brakes and stop. Martin got out and took a few steps toward the jeep. Suddenly, the door on the driver’s side of the other car was flung open, and Martin heard his name shouted.

  He looked in disbelief at the girl who came running toward him, screaming and crying. She was wearing a T-shirt with the large letters ‘I love Mozart’ on it. He recognized it immediately because he had bought it himself and given it as a gift. He called her name and embraced her. He had found Dana.

  It took a moment before she calmed down enough to say something. Tears ran down her cheeks as she roughly told the men what had happened to her and the rest of the girls.

  Martin calmed her and went to check on Julia, who was still sleeping on the back seat. Dana suddenly became restless and wanted to go downstairs to inform the other girls. She said she didn’t know how much time they had left before someone in that building would find the two people in the office.

  The two cars drove down and parked right in front of the entrance to the house. They left Julia lying on the back seat and went inside.

  Melua was still bound on the couch and looked at her angrily. Dana paid her no attention but walked with the men to the room downstairs in the cellar.

  To Dana’s surprise, the four new mattresses from the back room had been spread out in the first cellar space, and four girls were sleeping on them. Dana explained to the men that there was another corridor below that led to the sleeping quarters and the lift upstairs.

  She walked ahead to tell the others that they had received help. Everyone was happy to see Dana again, and Laura and Anna started crying when they saw Martin and Ramon.

  To get the sleeping girls from that part of the cellar to the front, Anna and Laura had used the plank with wheels that was under the mattresses, and together they rolled the girls one by one through the corridors. Now they were busy with the last girl.

  Dana explained what had happened to Julia and that she was sleeping in the jeep. 'Unfortunately, I don’t know how much time we have left and fear that we must leave very soon. The good news is that we now have enough space to transport everyone.'

  She was interrupted by Kalif, who had stayed outside to watch the road and the surroundings. He reported that he had seen a large bus driving on the plateau above. Dana said that she had seen sixteen women working in the room with the beautiful window wall and thought the bus might be intended for them.

  Martin, Ramon, and Kalif acted very quickly and brought the sleeping girls upstairs swiftly. Despite all the carrying, none of the girls woke up or showed any sign of life.

  Meanwhile, Kalif had a conversation with Melua in Arabic. His calm and gentle manner of speaking had a positive effect on her. She suddenly began to cry and begged them not to leave her alone. Kalif said that it was not up to him and promised to talk with the others.

  The group was not very keen on taking Melua along because she had not cooperated in searching for the five girls, although she must have known where they could be. Moreover, the fact that she had tried to drug them with her tea weighed heavily.

  Melua began to press Kalif intensively again and then switched to English. She told of a tunnel that started here and ended in the nature reserve 10 km before Port Say. This was an old smuggling route that would save a considerable amount of time. Moreover, it was safe from pursuers.

  Kalif resumed watching the plateau with his binoculars and reported that the bus had meanwhile left and two minutes later was positioned so that it served as a blockade for anything coming from below. No one else was in sight.

  Martin and Ramon barricaded the hatch inside the house that gave access to the corridors below with all the furniture they could find.

  It seemed they had to accept Melua’s offer and try to escape via the tunnel route. According to Melua, the tunnel was very old and had been used for centuries as a hideout for pirates. Everyone was very suspicious of Melua’s story. Caves were visible all around the bay, and how were they supposed to find the right cave to the tunnel? Moreover, Martin said their departure would not go unnoticed.

  They still had some cover behind the buildings but no longer in the open space. Melua began to giggle a little and beckoned the men to follow her. She quickly crossed the space from the main building to the shed, which was full of old fishermen’s junk.

  Suddenly, she had some kind of remote control in her hand and pressed one of the buttons. Three-quarters of the wooden floor suddenly creaked upward with everything on it, revealing the steep entrance to a tunnel. The men looked at it in amazement. This was brilliantly conceived. All the junk in the shed was fixed in place, and no one would think there was a tunnel underneath.

  Chapter 27

  San Rebate Chemicals was a fairly large company for this region. It was tucked away outside the village of Guardamar in a park. The company employed a considerable number of workers, which was important for a region that relied mainly on agriculture and tourism as its primary sources of income and had practically no industry.

  Such companies were pampered by the government, and officials were often very cooperative when it came to permits.

  Jane Clarence drove up the driveway to the company and noticed how well secured the premises were. There was an enormous high fence around the site, and she had to pass through two barriers before reaching the gatehouse. There were relatively few cars in the parking lot because most employees were picked up by buses.

  Jane was therefore very surprised that her request for an interview with the company’s management could take place that very afternoon. Jane had her editorial team work overtime before she went to San Rebate Chemicals. She tried to find out everything about the new management of the company. But the result was very meager.

  Jane was an ace in her profession who could really sink her teeth into a case she found interesting. Through her broadcasts, she made some criminals have nightmares about her, which made her very popular with the general public.

  Of course, her job was not without risk and often put pressure on her casual relationship with Victor. Victor was an English actor and, like Jane, frequently on the road. He was magnificent in his portrayals of roles in Shakespearean dramas and had held a regular role in a long-running TV soap for a year. He did so with great pleasure.

  The office building of San Rebate Chemicals looked more like a large Spanish villa. The reception hall was impressively furnished with Chesterfield sofas, marble tables, and various Roman torsos, while old tapestries depicting scenes from the region hung on the walls. It gave visitors the feeling of a cozy living room.

  Jane was kindly greeted by a young lady at a large marble desk that served as a reception and was escorted to the management office by a girl doing an internship at the company. An elegant blonde woman approached her and extended her hand. She was decently dressed in a sleek dark blue trouser suit. The only discordant note in her appearance was the amount of gold jewelry she wore.

  In impeccable English, she welcomed Jane and offered her a seat in one of the comfortable armchairs in the room. By the window stood a beautiful antique walnut desk and a large sideboard in the same style that served as a kind of bar.

  The blonde woman introduced herself as Mercedes Alonso Garcia, wife of Adrian de Silva. She immediately asked why Jane had requested this interview. Jane answered just as directly that it had to do with the disappearance of her niece and the other girls and that, moreover, employees of this company were involved in burglary, assault, and even murder. She added that she could not imagine that the employees in question had acted on their own account. Did the management of this company know more about it?

  Mercedes’s face briefly clouded over but quickly recovered. Of course, she knew nothing about any of this and doubted whether the people involved had anything to do with San Rebate Chemicals. After all, they were a substantial company with many employees, some of whom also worked part-time.

  Jane had expected this answer and knew it was useless to pursue it further. She moved on to the change of ownership that had taken place in the company and asked what position Mercedes held in the company and how the cooperation with the Chinese partners was going.

  Mercedes stood up and walked to the sideboard to pour a drink for herself and her guest. Both preferred Cava Rosé. Only the brand of Cava that Mercedes poured was rather expensive.

  It was as if Mercedes had decided to give her visitor more information than she had initially planned. Her tone had become friendlier, and she smiled more often.

  For Jane, her story boiled down to the fact that Adrian was no longer mentally capable of running his company. She had gradually taken over the leadership and was looking for a suitable partner because various restructurings were necessary for the company to remain competitive in the market. The Chinese partners offered significantly more than the other candidates because they needed a base in this country.

  Jane finished her glass and thought it was time to thank Mercedes for the conversation and leave. Mercedes called the reception, and the young intern came to pick her up again. In the elevator, Jane asked with interest if she was doing an internship in various departments of the company. The young girl shyly replied that she had only been working there for two days and did not yet know what to expect.

  Down in the hall, two men had just come in, and it was clear from their Asian features. They were not visitors because they went straight to the elevator and paid no attention to anyone.

  Jane was standing by the receptionist to leave her card. She always did this in the hope that someone from the staff might give her some information. Several times this had been successful.

  She saw the receptionist’s face darken when the two men entered. Then she looked kindly at Jane again and handed her a brochure about the company. Jane thanked her and walked to her car. Only when she carelessly placed the brochures on the car seat next to her did she see the note that had fallen out. '7 p.m. in ‘Piccolino.’' was written in a firm handwriting.

  Jane smiled. ‘Piccolino’ was a busy pub near the golf course and always packed at that time. And Jane decided to go see who wanted to speak to her so urgently.

  Chapter 28

  Martin looked in amazement at the entrance of the tunnel and tried to imagine what it would be like to drive down that first steep section in a car. Before trying that, he wanted to go down first to examine the tunnel more closely. He discussed it with the whole group.

  The girls searched for pieces of rope in the mess of the other shed, and Ramon and Kalif tied them together. They tied the end of the rope to the jeep. Carefully, step by step, Martin descended, and everyone could see he was practiced and this was not his first time. When he reached the bottom, he untied his rope and shone his flashlight further into the tunnel.

  The first part of the tunnel was perfectly straight, and only after about eighty meters did the first gentle curve appear. The tunnel itself was narrow and did not allow for turning a car around. The air in the tunnel was noticeably fresh.

  Martin walked to the second curve. He stood in the middle of the tunnel, spread his arms, and had to conclude that the tunnel was even narrower here than at the beginning. He noted that it was impossible to open a car door or get out here.

  After the second curve, there was an open space and a fork. One could go straight or turn right. He tried to remember the location and believed that if one followed the road to the right, it would lead to the sea. He decided to walk a little further straight ahead first. The tunnel suddenly ended abruptly. A large iron gate had been placed with padlocks.

  Only the other fork at the open space remained to be tried. The deeper he walked down this turn, the stronger the smell of the sea became.

  He only had to walk a short distance before he came to another open space. It offered enough room for a small truck to turn around.

  In the middle of the space was a large iron door mounted that could be slid aside. The space was filled with the deafening sound of the sea crashing on the rocks outside. Martin checked if the door could be opened and came across a box mounted on the rocks with two levers.

  From that cabinet ran a few pipes. He followed them with his flashlight. This meant there was electricity here. How had he not thought of that before! After all, he had seen Melua open the hatch with a remote control! It was quite possible that the entire tunnel could be lit. Again, he searched the rock wall by the door and found what he was looking for: a switch.

  There were two neon tubes mounted at two meters high on the left side that provided enough light for this large space. Then Martin flipped the other switch in the cabinet and saw the large door open with a soft squeak.

  Behind the large door lay a rocky plateau on which three iron bollards were mounted. Access to the sea was fairly easy and, unlike the other entrance to the bay, was not obstructed by rock formations. Only in bad weather would it be somewhat problematic to dock a boat here. He quickly closed the door again as a new powerful wave crashed over the plateau.

  So the ‘Bella Mare’ could easily come here and pick everyone up was his first thought. He walked back to the entrance of the tunnel and called to the waiting Ramon that he was back. Carefully, he climbed up again and was surrounded by the girls who wanted to hear his story.

  Martin asked if anything had changed about the situation up here. ‘No, nothing,’ Kalif answered. He smiled broadly. ‘Only... Melua tried to escape with our jeep and because of Ramon, she got some bruises.’ Melua stood apart from the group and looked at him. Martin beckoned her closer, and hesitantly she joined the group.

  Everyone was disappointed when Martin said the tunnel was blocked. Then he asked Melua from whom she had learned about the existence of this tunnel and whether she had already been down there herself.

  Melua looked shyly aside and shook her head. Suddenly, she shivered violently. Martin gently grabbed her left arm and quickly rolled up the sleeve of her caftan. The thin little arm was bruised and blue from all the injections. Martin saw the questioning faces of the girls and said that Melua urgently needed their help. Someone, he assumed, was treating Melua with sedatives and thus putting her under pressure.

  It was clear that Melua was struggling with withdrawal symptoms and that they had to keep a close eye on her. The group of girls took Melua to the hut to let her rest for a while. Only Dana stayed behind at a hand gesture from Martin.

  He asked her how Julia and the sleeping girls from the cellar were doing. Dana said that Laura kept watch over them constantly and that nothing had changed so far. Martin briefly explained what he had encountered in the tunnel and saw her face brighten at the thought that they had a chance to escape from here with the ‘Bella Mare.’

  Ramon and Kalif had been listening in, and especially Ramon’s face said it all. Martin suggested the possibility of bringing everyone to the ‘Bella Mare’ via the tunnel. Julia and the other sleeping girls still posed a problem. They would have to be transported by car.

  Their biggest concern was how much time they still had and what the opposing party up there planned to do. Were they waiting for more people to then launch the attack?

  Kalif had received a phone number from Alida. Someone from their organization was reachable day and night via this number. It was now time to call this number. The connection was surprisingly good. A deep male voice answered, and when he asked for Alida, he immediately got her on the line.

  Kalif explained the situation to her, and she reacted excitedly to the good news that all the girls were safe. She would personally contact the skippers of the ‘Bella Mare,’ and Sila would call Jane to deliver the liberating news. But first, they and the girls really had to be safe. Everything depended on the weather. She would call back immediately if she knew anything and then ended the connection.

  Martin and Ramon were now certain that the skippers of the ‘Bella Mare’ would not be deterred if the news reached them. Storm or no storm. Kalif pointed upwards. They saw that two more cars had arrived and that they were being watched by several men with binoculars. They knew they had to make decisions now.

  Chapter 29

  Alida put down the phone and covered her face with her hands. She needed a moment to process the news she had just heard. Sila, who was sitting next to her at the table, looked at her with concern. ‘Are you okay?’ she asked. It was the first time Sila had seen so much emotion in Alida. Through the speakerphone, Sila had been able to listen in on the conversation.

  While Alida was still on the phone, Sila had already sent a brief message to Jane. It read: ‘All found but not safe yet. Working on it.’ The same message was sent to Kasim Malik on the ‘Bella Mare’. Meanwhile, commissioners Lorenzo and Cortez would certainly have received this message as well and breathed a sigh of relief.

  In the conversation, Kalif had been very clear. Returning overland was no longer possible for their group, and it was not ruled out that an attack was planned against them. The only way out was that section of tunnel that led to the sea, where they could all be picked up.

  Suddenly, there was a lot of activity in Alida’s small office. She had mobilized her entire team and was giving them various assignments. They especially needed to find out where the tunnel emerged in the nature reserve and whether it was possible to enter the tunnel from the other side. Earlier, Alida had contacted a friendly helicopter pilot to discuss whether it was possible to evacuate the girls by helicopter from there. But that had been canceled due to the weather.

  Minutes later, Sila and Alida were in Alida’s car on their way to the fishing boat. The storm had only increased in strength, and they had to drive carefully. They encountered little traffic along the way. On the national radio, a warning was broadcast every hour not to take to the roads. The palm trees bent in the wind, and visibility was barely possible due to the dust being whipped up.

  In the marina, the pleasure boats lay packed like sardines in a can. Even the usually bustling pubs looked deserted. The ‘Bella Mare’ was moored in the harbor section reserved for cargo and fishing boats. The skippers had placed her at the front near the harbor entrance to be able to leave quickly if necessary.

  Alida parked the car near the boat, and the two women struggled to keep their footing in the strong wind. They saw Rubio approaching and he helped them aboard the ‘Bella Mare’. They went down to the salon where Kasim and Gamal were already waiting for them. Juan Cerca had meanwhile brewed a strong pot of coffee for everyone in the small ship’s galley.

  Alida looked at everyone questioningly and immediately began discussing the entire situation. They all knew the difficult position Martin, Ramon, Kalif, and the girls were in, and that under these weather conditions it was not feasible to reach the group with the ‘Bella Mare’. But above all, the threat that had arisen put everything under pressure.

  Alida’s phone gave a signal. She identified herself. On the other end was Abdul, one of her employees. He enthusiastically reported that they had been lucky. An old retired manager of the nature reserve knew where the entrance to the tunnel on the Port Say side might be. But the old man was not sure whether it was actually a tunnel or just a large cave to shelter in, like many caves in that area.

  About ten friends of Abdul, whom he knew from the army, would join with their cars and help search. In this weather, it would take a lot of time, and Abdul asked Alida if he should continue. Alida looked questioningly at Gamal and Kasim, who had been listening in, and they nodded vigorously. ‘Yes, Abdul... you have to try anyway. Be careful and call me when you’re on location.’ She hung up and looked around questioningly. ‘You heard that. This won’t be easy either.’ There was a slight weariness in her voice, and she suddenly looked very tired.

  Gamal suggested whether it would help if he sent the army there through his grandfather. They could come from the other side and clear the way for their group. 'I think it's a good idea, Gamal. But what do you think, how much time will that take? And with this weather… But let's try it.'

  Gamal went to the wheelhouse to make his phone call. He was back quickly. There was a malfunction and he couldn't get a connection.

  Suddenly Rubio took the floor. 'I've discussed it with Juan, people. We've already braved quite a bit of bad weather and I think we should try to get as close as possible to them with the Bella Mare. It won't be easy! And... sorry ladies... we need your help too! Do you get seasick quickly?' Sila and Alida looked at each other and giggled, saying they didn't know yet.

  Juan came in with two life jackets and jokingly asked if they were their size. The two women burst into laughter... a laugh meant to mask their fear and nervousness.

  Chapter 30

  It was almost five o'clock when Dionni returned to the hacienda with Ana and Marcus. Dionni looked grim and Ana's tear-streaked face told Isabel that something must have happened again. Isabel asked them to sit with her on the terrace and if they wanted something to drink. On the hacienda terrace there was also a small outdoor kitchen with a refrigerator. Isabel brought out the jug of Sangria and poured three glasses.

  The Sangria was made by Dionni herself. An old recipe from her grandmother, she always said, and everyone who drank it had to admit there was a special taste that made this mix so irresistible.

  'Would you like a cola, Marcus?' Isabel asked.

  Marcus mumbled an excuse and asked if he could go check on the dogs. 'Go ahead,' said Isabel, and he ran off. It was clear the boy preferred to be alone. The stress of the past few days had been quite a lot for him.

  Ana watched her son go. Then she looked at Isabel and said in a monotone voice, 'Jonas has disappeared from the hospital,' and she burst into sobs again. Dionni took her glass and drank it down in one gulp. Then she told the whole story and their search for Jonas. Isabel felt that both women were very worried about where Jonas was and how he was doing.

  Isabel's first thought was whether Jane should be informed about this, and she asked. Both agreed. When Isabel called her, Jane had just left San Rebate Chemicals and was on her way to them.

  Ten minutes later she was sitting on Isabel's terrace, listening to the story from Dionni and Ana. 'Who have you informed... Lorenzo or Cortez?' Dionni and Ana looked at each other. They hadn't thought of that yet and told Jane so.

  Jane arranged it as she always did. Apparently, everyone expected this from her. She called both policemen and informed them of Jonas's disappearance.

  Then Jane made a decision. She looked at the three women and said in a very serious tone that she was about to do something she would never normally do as a journalist. She said she had received a message that all the girls had been found and that everyone was being rescued. She left out the bad news about the weather. These people had already endured enough misery.

  Ana brightened up completely when she heard this and wanted to call everyone immediately. Jane knew she had made a mistake and that she had to convince the fragile Ana that it was in her daughter's best interest to remain silent for now. She had the impression that Isabel and Dionni understood her. Both Isabel and Dionni were very religious in their own way, and Jane saw Dionni gratefully fold her hands and make the sign of the cross.

  Jane was a realist and faith had a subordinate place in her life. She knew that Isabel's three sons did not share their parents' faith. Jane once again emphatically told everyone to keep this information to themselves to avoid putting anyone in danger.

  While Jane was still talking with Ana and Isabel, Dionni went to the kitchen and came back with a large plate full of delicious tapas. Isabel was always surprised at how Dionni managed to bring that to the table in such a short time.

  It was as if Marcus smelled the food. Suddenly he was in the company of Roger and Nomad on the terrace and gave Dionni a grateful glance before starting on the savory treats. Not only Marcus was drawn to the tasty snacks. Amanda and Filip also joined. They had worked at Amanda's company after lunch and had put the administration in order.

  Amanda was increasingly surprised by the growing demand from various European countries. The interest in the slimming product was steadily increasing. The first requests from outside Europe had arrived.

  Filip had now received an overview of all financial matters and had brought order to the administrative chaos. The sale of Amanda's house to Filip was off the table and there was now enough cash on hand to pay all outstanding bills.

  Now a message had also come in from the ministry officially confirming that the product was registered under the name of the Albert Bernado Corporation. Amanda had no idea that Albert had submitted that application and was very surprised about it.

  So far Amanda refused to even consider entering into a partnership with another company to ramp up production. It suddenly overwhelmed her and she was glad that Filip wanted to advise her. Sometimes she felt guilty because she placed such a burden on Filip. He waved away her objections and even seemed to enjoy this work.

  Jane's phone gave a soft beep. Jane stood up and stepped aside a little on the terrace so as not to disturb the others.

  On the other end was Mercedes De Silva. 'Mrs. Clarence?' she asked. 'This is extremely important and that is why I am calling you directly. Tonight your mother-in-law has an appointment with my husband. I just saw it in my husband's agenda. You must not let this happen! My husband is not...' She paused briefly and then continued, 'not the man he once was and I no longer know what is going on in his sick mind since Albert's death. If you tell this to your mother-in-law, she will understand what I mean.'

  Then the connection was cut off by Mercedes before Jane could respond. Jane let Mercedes' words sink in. She played down the conversation and showed no sign of her concern. Mercedes' words had sounded very serious and she decided to wait for a suitable moment to speak to Isabel in private.

  Apart from the mysterious appointment at seven o'clock in the bar 'Piccolino', she would later have dinner with Amanda, Tereza, and Filip at the restaurant of Carlos Bellera and his wife Maggy, the parents of the kidnapped Anna. Amanda had the feeling that the Belleras were struggling with another problem that had nothing to do with the kidnapping. Perhaps, Amanda said, there would be an opportunity to talk about it.

  Dionni would help Ana tonight to restore order after the break-in at her house.

  So... Isabel was alone at the hacienda, Jane thought, and she did not like that at all when she thought about that phone call and Mercedes' intense warning. What had Mercedes meant by 'since Albert's death'? Did Albert and Adrian know each other? After all, they were both in the same business. Amanda's big troubles began after Albert's death. Was Filip right when he claimed it was a personal vendetta?

  Jane put her thoughts aside and stood up. She looked at Isabel and made up an excuse to speak to her outside the group. She decided to get straight to the point. 'Isabel... I'm going to ask you a question now and I would like you to give me an honest answer and no excuses... okay?'

  Isabel looked at her stunned and nodded in amazement. 'Go ahead, Jane. What do you want to know?'

  Chapter 31

  On a beautiful late summer evening like this, the terraces in all the villages were still full of cheerful people enjoying the wonderful warmth and cool drinks. This was the ultimate holiday feeling that all tourists wanted to experience. Sitting outside with a drink and a tapa, a small savory snack, and just enjoying everything around you.

  Every time Jane returned to this country, the old enchantment resurfaced, and she left all her rational fuss behind and leaned back contentedly.

  Close to the hacienda lay the village of Rojales with its narrow streets, whose charm Jane increasingly discovered.

  On the edge of the village was a magnificent golf course winding through the landscape.

  The hills around were built up with villas, mostly inhabited by foreigners.

  Everything had been built before the crisis when house prices had reached unprecedented heights.

  Near the golf club office, one found various restaurants, bars, and shops, all contributing greatly to the cozy atmosphere.

  Jane sat on the small terrace of the bar 'Piccolino,' enjoying a glass of 'Rosado' and waiting for the stranger who had arranged to meet her here.

  At the neighboring table, a number of young Scots were celebrating a friend's birthday, and the alcohol flowed freely.

  About twenty members of a Dutch cycling club sat at various tables nearby, enjoying drinks together.

  'Mrs. Clarence,' she suddenly heard a voice behind her say.

  She turned around and looked at the person standing behind her.

  She recognized the young woman from the reception desk of San Rebate Chemicals, who smiled kindly at her.

  'Ah... You are the one who wanted to speak with me. Please, sit down,' said Jane.

  A little shyly, the woman sat down.

  She apologized for having asked Jane for a conversation in this manner and said her name was Carmen Fuentes.

  ‘How did you get this letter, Carmen?’ Jane asked cautiously. Carmen smiled faintly. ‘I am friends with Mrs. de Silva’s secretary and she fished it out of her trash bin.’

  She added that she had asked Jonas about it and that he had indignantly denied everything. He insisted vehemently that this was a plot against him and the Bernados.

  Jane understood Carmen Fuentes very well. She was facing a problem and didn’t know how to solve it. She suggested to Carmen that she come with her to her apartment and talk to Jonas herself to perhaps find a solution.

  Carmen responded with relief and said she lived nearby in an apartment opposite the golf practice range. That was barely a ten-minute walk from their location.

  Carmen explained that she was an enthusiastic golfer just like Mercedes de Silva’s secretary, with whom she regularly spent their free time on the course. Two sporty ladies who, besides golf, also went running. In Europe, they had run marathons together in various countries.

  Carmen lived on the first floor. She climbed the stairs and opened the front door. Jane followed her. They walked through the small hallway to the living room and Carmen already called out Jonas’s name. He was apparently not there.

  The apartment was not large. Besides the spacious living room with open kitchen, there were two bedrooms and a large bathroom. From the living room, one stepped onto the small terrace and had a beautiful view over several golf courses.

  The sliding door was open. Jane went outside and walked to the balcony railing. She looked down into the garden of the neighbors below and her breath caught. Within seconds she had regained control and turned to Carmen, who was checking her answering machine. ‘I don’t understand why he’s not here,’ she said in an uneasy tone, ‘He knew I wouldn’t be gone long.’

  ‘Carmen,’ Jane said very calmly, ‘could it be that Jonas saw no way out and took his own life?’ ‘Jonas… Jonas would never do such a thing… he is deeply religious…’ she interrupted her sentence and looked at Jane. Almost tonelessly she whispered, ‘How do you come up with that? Has something happened to him?’

  Jane put her arm around her and told her what she had seen outside in the neighbors’ garden. It dawned on Carmen very slowly that there was a dead person down there and that it might be Jonas.

  She shook her head and said that couldn’t be. She had just listened to a message from him on her phone. She let Jane hear it. It was clearly Jonas’s voice saying he was leaving so as not to put her in danger and warmly thanking her for the hospitality. Carmen went outside and Jane followed her. A moment later Jane heard her call out relieved that it was not Jonas lying down there.

  ‘It’s not him,’ she repeated once more and Jane saw that Carmen’s otherwise so tanned face had turned pale and she was breathing heavily. She helped her inside and fetched a bottle of water for her from the counter.

  ‘Your neighbors aren’t here?’ Jane asked her. Carmen shook her head and explained that they were elderly people from Belgium who only came here in the winter months for the better climate. She did have the key because she also took care of their plants in the small garden and emptied the mailbox.

  Meanwhile, Jane had Commissioner Cortez on the line and half an hour later his team was on site and busy with their work. Fingerprints were also taken in Carmen’s apartment, on the balcony, and from the two women themselves.

  The apartment complex was built against a hill. All the apartments faced directly onto the street and in no time a large group of onlookers had gathered, causing traffic disruption on the street.

  Cortez came upstairs for a conversation and asked if they wanted to go downstairs with him. At the back of the parking lot, the stretcher with the dead body was ready to be transported. The two women had only seen the corpse lying on its back and for both it was a stranger.

  Cortez then told Jane that this man had been the intruder in Amanda’s company who had knocked Jonas down. He looked thoughtfully at the two women and then said, 'At this moment, we have only one suspect, and that is Jonas!'

  Chapter 32

  It was almost eight o’clock when Amanda pushed her work aside and went to change in the small bathroom next to her office.

  Later she would go to eat at ‘Rossini’ with Jane, Tereza, and Filip. Carlos and Maggy Bellera, the owners, had already become friends with her when Anna and Dana first went to kindergarten.

  Carlos would certainly cook something special for them again because he always did when good friends came to eat. When Albert was still alive, he had been crazy about all of Carlos’s new creations. Albert had never had many real friends, but for Carlos he would go through fire. She sighed deeply. Since Albert’s funeral, this was the first time she was going out to eat again.

  All the time she could not shake the feeling that Maggy knew something and was keeping it from her. It had to be something negative because normally Maggy was a ‘blabbermouth’ and very open about everything. This time not... this time Amanda felt it had to do with herself. But of course, it could very well be that she was imagining it.

  Albert had often been very absent in the last months before his death and sometimes behaved very reserved towards her. She suspected it had to do with the intensive work schedule and the stress they both had because of it. Naturally, it gnawed at her, and when she wanted to talk to him about it, he would brush it off lightly.

  She was startled from her thoughts when she heard a ‘ting’ on her mobile phone. Jane had sent her a message that Jonas had disappeared and that he was suspected because the body of the intruder had been found in her company at the address where Jonas was hiding. It disturbed her greatly.

  First, Jonas had disappeared from the hospital, and now he was suspected of having something to do with the death of the intruder. Jonas had always been a balanced man... Exemplary in caring for his family, excellent at his work, and very beloved by all his friends.

  What was happening all around her? Everything had changed since Albert’s death. It was as if a great pit had opened up for her, full of negative things... the kidnapping of Dana and the others, the accidents in the company, the attacks on Julius Mendoza and Jonas... and now a second death.

  She had been desperate when Dana disappeared, and every minute was a torment. It was Filip who had managed to pull her through all this and buried her in work. She realized that now and was very grateful to him for his support. Without her family, she would have been lost.

  Suddenly she heard a car arrive in the parking lot and thought that Jane, Tereza, and Filip were early. She walked through the hall to open the door for them, but to her surprise, she saw Manuel Cortez standing in front of her. The fact that he took the trouble to look her up must have a pressing reason. She invited him into her office.

  Cortez was used to dealing with things briefly and concisely and got straight to the point. He asked if she had seen Jonas that evening or knew where he might be. She told him that she had been informed by Jane, but Cortez already suspected that.

  Then she spontaneously began to talk about Jonas... about their friendship, his indispensable role in the company, his social life in the village, and finally her unconditional support that she gave him. Cortez listened, nodded approvingly, and then said, 'I understand... but at the moment the facts are different, and I have to check everything.' Then he became just as open as Amanda and listed everything that made him doubt and to which he had no answer.

  For the first time, he spoke about her work and asked very directly whether the slimming pills produced by her company were indeed as effective for the users as was claimed. With a smile, he added that the results were already clearly visible in several women on his team.

  Then he became very serious again. 'Amanda,' he said, 'I have another crime to solve and I don't know where to look for the suspect or where to begin.' He looked at her questioningly, then took her hands in his and said earnestly, 'I hope for you and your daughter that the nightmare will soon be over, and I pray for the safe return of the girls.'

  Amanda did not pull her hands away. She had not expected this emotional gesture from him and was touched by this feeling of compassion. 'Thank you,' she said simply and smiled kindly at him.

  Their conversation was interrupted by the noisy arrival of Jane, Tereza, and Filip. They spoke briefly with Manuel Cortez about his latest case and, of course, also about the disappearance of Jonas. Cortez listened carefully to all the different reactions to the disappearance.

  Suddenly Amanda heard loud knocking at the front door and went to see who was outside. It was Chris, her intern. His face looked worried and he was very nervous. Amanda asked what was going on. Chris said he had called Commissioner Cortez's office and was sent here.

  Then he told her that Jonas had come to his home an hour ago in a miserable state. He looked like someone who had just been beaten up and could barely stand on his feet. After an hour, when he had recovered a bit, Chris had heard from him what had happened in Carmen's apartment.

  Chris had now come to ask the commissioner to come and talk to Jonas. Jonas was just terribly afraid of being locked up in a cell. Cortez had a brief conversation with his office and instructed one of his assistants to withdraw the warrant for Jonas Fuentes because his whereabouts were now known.

  Before Cortez left with Chris, he turned around once more and said, 'By the way... in the late afternoon, Julius Mendoza was fully awake, and tomorrow morning we are allowed to speak with him. Then we hope to find out who attacked him and why.'

  Chapter 33

  Exactly at half past seven, Adrian de Silva drove his car up the driveway of the hacienda. Dionni welcomed him and said that Isabel was expecting him on her terrace.

  Isabel was glad that she had had a clarifying conversation beforehand with Jane, who had been just as surprised as she was when she heard the facts about Albert and Adrian. Jane had told Isabel what Mercedes de Silva had said to her during the phone call and that she was very worried about Isabel's safety.

  Isabel definitely wanted this meeting to go ahead to ultimately find out what had connected the two men and how deep their relationship had been.

  Before her departure, Jane had a heartfelt conversation with Dionni, who promised to look after Isabel and not lose sight of her.

  Adrian followed Dionni to the terrace and greeted Isabel warmly. For a moment, there was a silence that Isabel broke by saying that she greatly appreciated that he wanted to talk with her. She also explained that his openness about the relationship with her son had touched her as a mother and had left her deeply confused.

  Adrian asked her if he could speak openly about their relationship and said he understood well that her son's sexuality was strange to her. He explained the struggle they had fought before they admitted what they would rather not confess. Adrian had mourned Albert for months and still missed him every day.

  At that moment, Isabel did something she had never thought herself capable of... she embraced Adrian and held him in her arms. Together, they shared their grief at that moment.

  He made it clear that his relationship with his wife Mercedes had completely cooled. She had slyly pushed him out of the company and used his friendship with Albert to blackmail him.

  After Albert's death, he had completely collapsed, and Mercedes had taken advantage of that fact to exclude him entirely from the company, and he no longer had the strength to resist. Mercedes had taken his place, and her Chinese business partners were completely unknown to him.

  He told Isabel about the wonderful time he had recently spent in Argentina with her son Estevan and Celine. He had seen how happy the two of them were, and he had been the first to know that his sister Celine was pregnant.

  Even his son Guy, who had caused him so much worry because of his past with drugs, had regained his balance and was working with heart and soul for Estevan's shipping company. “And,” Adrian added, “if I’m not mistaken, there’s another wedding of his planned soon… that will be his third.”

  The way he said this made Isabel laugh, and Adrian laughed along with her. They were both very relieved to have had this candid conversation and that a friendly bond had formed between them. They recalled some memories about Albert, and then Adrian said it was time to leave.

  Isabel looked at him. “What do you think of the following idea, Adrian? I know where my family is hanging out. What do you think if we join them? Oh yes… I know what you’re thinking… Amanda. But we don’t have to tell her about your relationship with Albert tonight. We’ll just use the fact that I’m becoming a grandmother again as an excuse… okay?”

  Adrian agreed, and after Isabel informed Dionni of their departure and called Jane to say they were coming, they drove off in Adrian’s car.

  They had just left when Dionni, on a whim, decided to follow Adrian’s car. Jane had impressed upon her the importance of not losing sight of Isabel, and this was the simplest way to do so.

  Adrian had chosen the shortest route to the coast. He drove slowly because the road was quite winding. Dionni drove a few hundred meters behind them.

  Suddenly, she was overtaken on the already fairly narrow road by a large black car with tinted windows. He must be in a hurry, she thought. She just saw Adrian’s car disappear around a bend.

  Suddenly she heard a kind of crackling and immediately thought that fireworks were being set off again somewhere. In Spain, that happened at all times and places. She looked at the fincas on top of the mountain but saw nothing.

  Only when she came around the bend did her breath catch. Adrian’s car had come to a stop against the hillside along the roadside. Dionni got out and walked toward the car. She saw the shattered glass and the bullet holes that had been fired at Adrian’s car.

  She walked back to get her phone from her bag and tremblingly called the emergency number. She explained what she thought had happened and that she had not yet checked whether anyone in the car had survived the attack.

  She didn’t understand herself how calmly she could tell this. Then she very slowly went toward Adrian’s car. She mentally prepared herself for a great shock. She would have preferred to sit down on the roadside and wait for the ambulance and police. But she forced herself to keep walking toward the car.

  The bullet holes were clearly visible. Adrian lay face down on the steering wheel, and blood was pouring from his wounds.

  Dionni was a devout woman and made the sign of the cross when she saw this. Tears ran down her cheeks as she walked to the other side where Isabel was. To Dionni’s great relief, Isabel was less seriously injured. She opened the door and called Isabel’s name. Isabel responded briefly and then collapsed.

  It was a great stroke of luck that there was a hospital very close by where an ambulance was standing ready. It arrived within minutes. Dionni heard from the ambulance crew that Adrian’s injuries were severe but that Isabel had a reasonable chance of survival.

  They said both were being taken to the nearby Quiron hospital, where a medical team was already waiting. The ambulance drove off with siren and flashing lights.

  Dionni covered her eyes with her hands and cried. What was happening, and why? She pulled herself together and went to look at Adrian’s car. The police would be arriving soon. She looked inside the car and saw a briefcase lying on the back seat. She thought it best to take the bag with her before the police towed the car away.

  Then she dialed Jane's number. Jane answered immediately. Dionni heard the murmur of the restaurant 'Rossini' in the background, where the group was waiting for the arrival of Isabel and Adrian. Dionni explained as simply as possible what had happened and that Adrian and Isabel had been taken to the hospital.

  She described to Jane the place where it had happened, and Jane said they would be at the hospital within minutes. 'Are you managing, Dionni?' Jane asked anxiously.

  Meanwhile, to Dionni's great relief, the police had arrived and begun their work. A young officer who knew Dionni saw that she was holding up well and wanted to spare her from giving a statement on the spot. She could do that tomorrow at the police station. Adrian's car was taken by a police tow truck for further investigation.

  Dionni left for the hospital, anxiously wondering what awaited her there. At that moment, she wished Ramon were with her.

  Chapter 34

  When Cortez arrived at the apartment with Chris, Jonas was nowhere to be found. Chris was distraught and did not know where he was either. Moreover, he felt responsible for Jonas. Maybe, in his confused state, he had gone to his own home, he suggested.

  Cortez's phone rang, and he answered. His face suddenly turned serious, and he said he would come immediately. 'Sorry, Chris... I'll send someone else to look for Jonas. I have to go now.'

  Without further explanation, he left. One of his men had passed on the terrible news. He drove straight to the place where Isabel Bernado and Adrian de Silva had been shot. One of the policemen informed him of what had happened.

  A minute ago, the police had been in contact with the Quiron hospital. Adrian de Silva had just undergone surgery and was fighting for his life in intensive care. Isabel Bernado was now stable and was expected to survive, he was told.

  Adrian's car had been shot at with a rapid-fire weapon. Dionni said she had been overtaken by a large black car with tinted windows but knew nothing further about the type of car or the license plate.

  Cortez himself offered to inform Adrian de Silva's wife. The de Silva family villa was a few minutes' drive from their company, situated on a hill. The stately tall wrought-iron gate surrounding the estate already hinted at the owner's wealth.

  It was black and bore golden French lilies in the center and at the top. Behind it lay the garden with its variety of palm trees, ornamental shrubs, and magnificent specimens of large cacti.

  Cortez rang the intercom outside the gate. A friendly voice asked whom he wished to speak to, and then the gate opened automatically. He drove to the house and parked just in front of the entrance. He smiled at the thought that his own modest villa could fit into this place ten times over.

  The attendant with the friendly voice led him into a large bright conservatory overlooking the sea and also the salt lakes of Torrevieja.

  'Commissioner Cortez?' said a woman's voice behind him. He turned around and saw an elegant blonde woman approaching to shake his hand. She wore a long dark blue evening gown, and her bracelets and necklaces jingled with every movement she made.

  'You have a beautiful place here, Mrs. de Silva,' Cortez began. She smiled faintly and offered him a seat in one of the comfortable armchairs. 'But you did not come here to admire this view,' she said in a manner almost unfriendly.

  Cortez looked at her inquisitively and then cautiously began to tell her that something had happened to Adrian and that he was now in Quiron, in intensive care. 'A car accident?' she asked with a face showing no emotion.

  'No, madam... this is an assassination attempt.' Cortez saw her pale and look at him in horror. He also told her that there had been a second person in Adrian's car, namely Isabel Bernado.

  Her facial expression completely stiffened at the sound of that name. It was clearly visible that she was now struggling to process it all. On the side table were glasses and a bottle of water in a cooler. Cortez poured Mercedes a glass of water, which she drank eagerly.

  ‘How are they now?’ she asked very softly, as if she dared not ask the question. Her initially haughty demeanor had completely disappeared, and in front of Manuel Cortez sat a woman who was desperately trying to keep her emotions in check.

  ‘It doesn’t look good for your husband, and it’s still uncertain whether Isabel Bernado will make it.’ Before she could say anything, his phone rang. Cortez excused himself and answered.

  One of his colleagues was on the other line. He was still at the Quiron hospital talking with the waiting family members of Isabel Bernado. There was no further change in the condition of the two seriously injured. Because he knew Cortez was with Mercedes de Silva, he found it important to pass on a message from Jane Clarence. She had been called by Mercedes de Silva that evening. Mercedes had asked her not to let the appointment her mother-in-law had with Adrian de Silva go ahead under any circumstances.

  This strange phone call had led to a conversation with Isabel, and Jane had learned that Adrian de Silva and Albert Bernado had had a homosexual relationship during their student days. Three years ago, they had met again and had started a relationship anew. According to Jane, Mercedes de Silva must have known this.

  Cortez had listened attentively, thanked the detective for his information, and hung up. He saw Mercedes’s questioning look directed at him and said that there was no change in the condition of Adrian and Isabel.

  Cautiously, he began to ask some questions about her marriage, about Adrian, and also about the company. Her answers were evasive and meaningless. She had regained her confidence and said that she did not have to answer these questions without her lawyer.

  Cortez understood that it was better to end this conversation, left his card, greeted her kindly, and departed.

  He walked to his car and saw a pickup truck from a gardening company parked on the side. Two men were busy cleaning up the pruning debris from palm trees. Behind the gardeners’ car, he saw another large vehicle, black with tinted windows. It was the type of car both Jane and Dionni had described. To better read the license plate, he walked a little closer to the working gardeners and struck up a conversation.

  Suddenly, he felt as if he was being watched. In the doorway stood the friendly attendant. Slowly, he walked to his car and drove toward the closed gate, which suddenly swung open.

  It was a wonderfully warm evening, and the sky was still beautifully colored by the setting sun. These were moments he enjoyed and that made him forget the miserable things his profession brought with it.

  Chapter 35

  One of the English girls was the first to wake and sat upright in her seat in the small van. Laura called her by the name she had seen on her passport and said she was safe. Her name was Caroline, and she was twenty years old.

  As if an alarm clock had gone off, the other four also woke up. It took some time and effort to convince them that they were now relatively safe and that work was underway to return them home.

  Again and again, Dana and Laura had to answer questions. The three young German women only began to trust when the two Austrian girls confirmed the story once more.

  Slowly, it dawned on them that they had been incredibly lucky that this group of girls had gone looking for them and found them. They felt quite miserable, and it was understandable that they let their emotions run free. As best as they could, the others comforted them. Julia was still in a deep sleep, and no one had any idea how long that might last.

  When the newly awakened girls saw Martin, Ramon, and Kalif walking outside, panic returned to the group. The men had handkerchiefs tied over their faces because the storm kept blowing clouds of sand.

  Martin came to the doorway and brought in a few bottles of water. 'Nice to see you awake again,' he called out cheerfully and waved to them. He also looked inside the living room where Melua was sleeping on some cushions on the floor. Someone had had the idea to keep her calm with the drugged tea.

  Down below underground, some thudding could be heard. They were clearly busy making their way upwards. The question was how long their barricade could hold.

  Kalif had tried several times to get in touch with Alida and now had a brief connection with her. She and Sila were aboard the 'Bella Mare' and would try to come to them. No improvement in the weather was expected by tomorrow morning.

  'Tell her that we are going down now and will be safe there for the time being,' Martin shouted to Kalif with a worried look upwards where more and more vehicles had arrived.

  Dana had found the remote control that Melua had hidden for them in a pocket of Melua’s kaftan and handed it to Ramon. Martin shuddered at the thought that they would soon be helpless down there, having to wait until the 'Bella Mare' came to pick them up.

  He got a pat on the shoulder from Ramon, who apparently could read his thoughts and lightly told him that it might not be so bad after all. Ramon had gathered all the tools and ropework he could find in the hope that it would be useful. He advised the girls to also collect as many cushions and blankets as possible and not to forget the oil lamps.

  Everything was ready to drive the first car without passengers down. Martin climbed into the jeep that Dana had brought and started the engine.

  He took a deep breath and drove forward. Then the fully loaded car shot downwards at speed and ran out on the straight stretch just before the bend. There Martin brought the car to a stop. This was easier than he had thought, and relieved, he wiped the sweat from his forehead.

  He ran back, shouted upstairs that everything was okay, and then ran back to the car. Carefully, he drove through the narrow section until he reached the junction. There he parked the car just in front of the iron gate that blocked further passage through the tunnel.

  A little later, he climbed the steep section back up the rope. Everyone showed the joy that everything had gone well.

  The other jeep and the van, fully loaded with passengers, also caused no problems. The girls’ screams as it went steeply down were deafening. Julia and Melua slept calmly through it all.

  Martin had driven on with the bus and later also with the jeep to the large place with the sliding door that gave access to the sea. He had turned the cars around in case they could force the gate at the closed part of the tunnel and continue driving.

  The tunnel seemed less scary for the girls when Martin switched on the light. He said he wanted to go upstairs briefly to check if the tire tracks would not betray them. But he hoped the strong wind would erase everything. Ramon had walked with him and waited below to close the hatch.

  Suddenly Martin stopped just above and shouted that Ramon had to close the hatch immediately. With big strides, he had come down the rope and stood there panting. Surprised, Ramon pressed the red button on the remote control and the hatch began to close slowly with a soft creaking.

  Chapter 36

  In the evening hours, there was a coming and going of visitors at the 'Quiron'. Around the hospital, there was almost no parking space left at that time. Some specialists still had their consultations late into the evening. The 'Quiron' was part of an organization that managed various private hospitals throughout the country.

  The majority of patients came from abroad, and the hospital’s services included interpreters in various languages and short waiting times for surgeries. In the waiting rooms by the intensive care unit, none of that bustle was noticeable.

  Tereza and Amanda had recovered a little from the terrible news and were comforted by Filip. They wanted to keep waiting until Isabel would return from the operating room.

  Jane had discovered a secluded corner upon her arrival where visitors had excellent WiFi reception. Work made her forget her anger a little... anger because fate had struck another one of her family members.

  She was angry, very angry. Someone was playing a dirty game and it was time to put an end to it. She reached for her briefcase to grab some notes her editorial team had emailed her. Then she discovered that the briefcase she had opened was not hers. Half an hour earlier, Dionni had come looking for her in the WiFi corner. Her daughter Dolores, who was on evening reception duty, had seen Jane sitting there and had sent Dionni to her.

  It was clear from Dionni’s appearance that she was struggling with everything she had experienced. She was desperate. Dionni had boundless faith in Jane’s abilities. That was why she also told her that after the shooting she had gone to Adrian’s car to check on Isabel. She had seen the briefcase on the back seat and taken it on impulse. Now she was worried that she hadn’t told the police about this.

  Jane reassured her and said that people in such situations often do things they only realize later. She would make sure that Cortez still received the bag and the necessary explanation. Dionni left the bag with Jane and left again, relieved and happy that her problem was solved.

  Now that she had opened the bag, Jane could not contain her curiosity about its contents. She spread the contents out on the table in front of her. Besides various photos, there was also a folder with correspondence from a law firm in Saidia, Morocco, which showed that San Rebate Chemicals was involved in a lawsuit containing claims from dozens of people who had suffered serious damage from a product of the company.

  Cases had also become known in Algeria, and their colleagues there were working on doing the same. The letters revealed that all the victims had been test subjects who had to test a new sleeping aid. It was liquid and could be mixed with any liquid except alcohol.

  The manufacturer claimed that the consumer could determine, based on the dosage, whether they wanted to sleep for an hour or several hours. This revolution in sleeping aids thus proved to have fatal side effects for the test subjects.

  Most complaints were deafness and blindness, eating disorders, and terrible migraine attacks. Seven people had already died.

  The letters were dated three months ago and were addressed to the three Chinese directors of San Rebate Chemicals in Saidia.

  In case of resistance from the company, the law firm threatened a worldwide publication in all trade journals and a complaint to the WHO of the United Nations.

  Jane found among the papers an email addressed to Mercedes Alonso Garcia. It informed her that her request to close the laboratory of her business partners could not be fulfilled because it had already been evacuated and the business partners had reportedly fled to Algeria.

  Jane took a deep breath as she read this and realized that this was no small matter. The question remained how Adrian had obtained this information, although he no longer had any influence in the company. Was Mercedes involved or was she just as powerless as Adrian? 'Then ask her,' was the first thought that came to Jane.

  She dialed the home number on Mercedes’s business card and thought she must have gone completely mad to do this. On the other hand, Mercedes’s cool, controlled voice answered. Jane named her and then said in a very determined, firm tone: 'Listen carefully, Mercedes... I know everything about the Algerian claim. If you need my advice and help, we’ll arrange to meet. Otherwise, you hang up now... clear?'

  There was a brief silence on Mercedes’s end, then she said softly, 'I’m glad you want to do that.' They agreed to meet in half an hour in the hospital cafeteria.

  Chapter 37

  Kasim entered the wheelhouse of the ‘Bella Mare’ where the Cerca brothers were busy with the final preparations to depart.

  He had received an email from Carlos Lorenzo in which the commissioner forbade going out to sea now with the ‘Bella Mare’. The risk was too great. According to the latest weather report, the storm would slowly subside around midnight and completely die down in the early morning hours.

  Lorenzo also relayed a message from commissioner Cortez with the latest developments on the home front. It was not good news they were hearing. They sat down again to discuss all this, and Juan went back into the small galley to make coffee for everyone.

  Rubio said it might still be wise to set sail only after midnight because the group had now entered the cave and was relatively safe.

  Sila almost choked when she took her first sip of coffee. With a broad smile, Juan fetched her a cup of hot water and slid it toward her. ‘Phew… strong stuff,’ she said with a grimace, and everyone laughed.

  Her phone signaled that an SMS had arrived from Jane. She asked if Sila could manage to arrange a raid by the Algerian police or army at the building where the five sleeping girls had been. It had now become known that it was the production site of a very dangerous sleeping drug. Perhaps there were still test subjects in the building who could be rescued.

  She had also attached the name and phone number of the law firm in the Moroccan Saidia that represented victims of that product.

  Everyone listened and looked at her in astonishment as Sila read the message aloud. They were deeply engaged in discussing the fact that this case was becoming ever darker and more grim.

  Gamal was again trying to get through to his grandfather, but the line was still dead. Alida suggested that maybe it would be an idea to call the lawyers’ number and listen to what was said there.

  It was already close to ten o’clock, and it was questionable whether anyone would still be at their office so late. Alida dialed the Moroccan area code and the number Jane had given, and to her great surprise, a firm male voice answered.

  She gave her name and apologized for the late disturbance. Then she politely asked if he was one of the lawyers. There was clearly a slight irritation in his voice when he confirmed this.

  Quickly, she told him that she was involved in solving a kidnapping case and that she worked for Jane Clarence. She had information for him related to the new production site of the firm San Rebate Chemical, which he had accused.

  He responded immediately with enthusiasm and asked if she could tell him more about it in a personal conversation. She explained where she was, and he said he would be at the ‘Bella Mare’ with his colleague, who was also still at their office, within half an hour.

  ‘We are waiting for you,’ said Alida, and then she hung up. With a little smile, she looked at everyone and then said in a cheerful tone: ‘Jane Clarence has apparently made a great impression on him.’

  Chapter 38

  It had become very quiet in the large hall of the Quiron hospital. The receptionists were chatting happily behind their desk, and occasionally a patient came up to make a new appointment. The workday was also over for the interpreters. Most interpreters spoke three or four different languages. Many also spoke Russian. In recent years, much real estate had been sold to Russians, and the number of Russian patients had also risen explosively.

  Jane had chosen a table in a corner of the hospital canteen. There were still few visitors, and at the bar, staff were having a cup of coffee or soft drink during their break.

  Mercedes came in and saw her sitting there. The conversation between the two women started with difficulty. Mercedes was still reserved and did not quite know how to begin. Jane asked her if she had eaten anything that evening, and Mercedes shook her head. After the visit from commissioner Cortez, she had been quite upset.

  Even later they were sitting together eating a toasted sandwich and a cup of tomato soup. Jane began to tell how she had ended up in this region and fallen in love with Tomas Bernado. Her lighthearted way of telling made Mercedes relax and feel more at ease. Jane asked her if she could call her by her first name, and Mercedes agreed.

  Mercedes herself had grown up near Tarragona. Her parents owned a small castle in the middle of the wine region of that area. At a wine fair she had met Adrian, and it was love at first sight. The memory still brought a smile to her otherwise so serious face.

  Adrian was then busy building his ‘empire’ and in hindsight, he had done quite well. They did everything together and enjoyed it. When their son Guy first struggled with a drug problem, they found a solution together and helped him time and again to get out of his misery.

  Everything went well until three years ago, when Adrian met Albert again at a trade fair in Valencia. She had to take a small break and turned her head away. It was difficult for her to continue her story. Jane had the impression that it was very important for her to be able to tell her version for the first time.

  Mercedes dabbed her eyes with a tiny handkerchief she had taken from her bag. 'You can't imagine how terribly difficult it is to lose your husband to a... man.' She spat out the last word venomously. 'Can you imagine that, Jane... two men in their mid-fifties who are madly in love with each other again?'

  Her face took on a sad expression. She continued and told that the worst thing during this period was not the relationship between the two men but the conversation their doctor wanted to have with her.

  He told her that her husband suffered from a special form of Alzheimer's disease which in the early stages showed symptoms very slowly, then rapidly undermined the whole body and ended fatally in a very short time. He knew of no cure for this disease. The doctor also warned that the patient could become alienated from his environment and develop a deep mistrust, even against the partner.

  'Do you know what the worst thing is, Jane? He started to see me as some kind of monster who had pushed him out of his own company and thought only negatively about him. He began withdrawing large sums from the company's bank accounts, and I really don't know where he deposited them. It took a while before I could stop him with the help of our doctor before he ruined the entire company.'

  'Do you know anything about contact with Jonas, Mercedes?'

  Mercedes rubbed her eyes wearily. She looked at Jane intently and shook her head. Adrian had always handled the business side, and she still did not know where all the money had gone.

  When she herself had to make decisions after the court declared that Adrian was no longer authorized to run the company, such immense sums had disappeared from the bank accounts that the company was on the brink of collapse. Adrian himself remained silent and worked against them... even though he had been suspended.

  Her Chinese partners apparently had no understanding of Adrian's illness and put considerable pressure on him by having him followed. For a few weeks, Adrian managed to escape by traveling to Argentina. She could and would not stop him.

  Jane saw how exhausted Mercedes was after her story. For people like Mercedes, it was humiliating to have to admit that something in their life had gone wrong.

  Jane had now gained a fairly clear picture of how some things had gone wrong. Only the question remained for Jane: Who killed Albert and the Arab man, and who wanted to kill Julius, Adrian, and Isabel???

  For this evening, Jane had heard enough from Mercedes. Mercedes looked up in surprise when Jane began talking about the claim in Morocco. 'Your partners don't care at all about you or your entire private situation and are already starting to sell substandard medicines under the name San Rebate Chemicals. And because of that, you become an accomplice as well. Why don't you sell your share to them? Then you would suddenly be free of all worries.' Mercedes didn't even look surprised by her suggestion. Apparently, she had already thought about it herself. Jane suggested stopping by the intensive care unit for a moment, but Mercedes didn't feel like it. They said their goodbyes warmly, and Jane promised to call Mercedes if there was any news. 'I'm glad I came and that we had this conversation,' said Mercedes. Jane embraced her in friendship.

  As Jane was on her way to the intensive care unit, her phone rang. It was a message from Tereza that Isabel was awake again.

  Chapter 39

  Slowly, the large Hummer entered the part of the Port Say harbor where the 'Bella Mare' was moored and parked next to Alida's car. Rubio had waited upstairs in the wheelhouse for the two lawyers. He put on his jacket and walked out into the storm to help the two men on board.

  They introduced themselves to the group as Adam Nabilsi and Nadir Amrani. Nadir laughed and said they always used the short version of their very long last name. Both were in their thirties, dressed in Western style, and their English was excellent, thanks to their education in England.

  Juan had made a mug of coffee for everyone again and received a compliment from the two men. Gamal and Kasim said they were policemen temporarily assigned to this task because they spoke Arabic, and their commissioner felt urgency was required.

  They began discussing the case currently occupying them and the cooperation with Sila and Alida, Jane's team.

  'Thanks to a message from Jane to Sila, it has now become clear where the new location of the Chinese partners of San Rebate Chemicals is,' said Gamal.

  Sila explained that Jane's niece was one of the kidnapped girls. Adam and Nadir were shocked when they heard it involved fourteen young women who had been abducted.

  Nadir took notes on everything and said that eight cases of missing women were also known in this region. The sea charts were brought out by Rubio, and he pointed with a pen to where the laboratory's location must be.

  Sila explained that Jane suspected there were still kidnapped test subjects in the cellars. Jane preferred a raid to be carried out in that building by the police or the army as soon as possible.

  But the storm raging outside threw a wrench in the works. Gamal's grandfather was still unreachable by phone.

  Nadir thought for a moment and then said he had to try something. He went upstairs to the wheelhouse to make a call in peace. It took a while before he returned.

  'So,' he said, 'that's arranged.' He looked at the questioning faces and smiled. 'Sometimes it has huge advantages that your father is a minister. His colleague promised him that he would send a group of commandos. They can be there in four or five hours... depending a bit on the weather.' He said it so casually that everyone looked at him incredulously.

  'Which department is your father minister of?' asked Alida. 'Navy,' answered Nadir. 'But for his people, the weather was too bad to sail out... just like for you. But tomorrow morning he has promised his support if you need it then.'

  The two lawyers told how they came to mainly represent people who were too poor to afford legal help. Both had grown up in immensely wealthy families where 'work' was a completely foreign word. And both felt that besides golf, tennis, and sailing, they wanted to do something else.

  Now they had established their name and sometimes had to choose not to be completely consumed by their work.

  It was already nearing midnight when Adam and Nadir drove back. Tomorrow morning would start an exciting day, and everyone could still use some rest.

  Chapter 40

  For a short time, the family members were allowed to see the deeply sleeping Isabel. One of the doctors explained to them that she was now out of danger and that she would be kept artificially in a coma for the time being.

  Five bullets had struck her upper body and one bullet had come within a hair's breadth of hitting her carotid artery. Tereza had walked over to her sister and held her powerless hand. Her face was wet with tears and she kept calling Isabel’s name.

  Filip put his arm around her shoulder and took her out of the room. Tereza knew that Isabel would not wake up yet but still wanted to stay a little longer. He looked at Amanda, who had remained stiffly standing at a distance, her face tense as she looked at her mother-in-law.

  Jane saw it too. She went to stand next to Amanda and put her arm around her. ‘Why don’t you sleep at the hacienda tonight?’ she asked softly. Amanda hesitated and then nodded in agreement. During the short drive from the hospital to the hacienda, the two women had barely exchanged a word.

  At the gate of the hacienda, one of the guards was smoking a cigarette. He had just been relieved by a colleague. The two men had meanwhile heard the news about Isabel and Adrian and were relieved that Isabel was out of danger.

  Amanda suggested to Jane that they have a drink on the terrace. ‘Shall we drink one of Isabel’s favorite wines to her recovery?’ she said, then added, ‘I need to ask you something.’ She placed a carafe of red wine and two glasses on the terrace table and poured the wine.

  Jane was no connoisseur of red Spanish wines. She preferred a Rosado or a dry Cava, but after the first sip she understood why Isabel had chosen this wine. ‘What did you want to ask me, Amanda?’ Jane asked, having made herself comfortable in the soft cushions of a terrace armchair.

  At first, Amanda skirted around the subject with a rambling story, but Jane quickly understood what she ultimately wanted to know. ‘Are you sure you can handle what I’m going to tell you tonight?’ Jane wanted to know. Amanda nodded vigorously. ‘Do you think after tonight any more misery can unsettle me?’ she asked in a firm tone. ‘You know, Jane,’ Amanda began, ‘when you’ve been married for so many years and worked so closely together, you develop a radar for things that don’t add up.’

  She went on to say that she had been friends with Maggy for years and suddenly had the feeling that Maggy knew something and wasn’t telling her. And then there were Albert’s excuses—the overtime, those meetings that never took place, and the trips to trade fairs that lasted suspiciously long. She didn’t dare ask Maggy if she knew anything. She was far too afraid that another woman was involved and that her marriage was ending because of it. She sighed deeply and looked at Jane questioningly.

  Jane thought for a moment and then decided to start with the most shocking point. ‘If you sometimes thought Albert was cheating on you with a woman, then I have to disappoint you, Amanda. It was Adrian de Silva.’

  She stopped and looked at Amanda, who widened her eyes. Then Amanda covered her mouth with her hands and burst out laughing. ‘Really, Jane... a man?’ And again she began to giggle. ‘And Adrian... really a...’ She couldn’t think of the right word.

  Jane also told her the sad story of Adrian’s illness, about the mixed feelings Maggy had when she saw Adrian and Albert together several times, and about the difficulties Mercedes de Silva had gotten into.

  Amanda had known nothing about this. Or she didn’t want to know. ‘Do you think Mercedes wants to talk to me, Jane? Did Isabel know about this?’

  ‘Isabel and Adrian had formed a friendship and cherished the memory of Albert. And as for Mercedes, I think you two could get along very well.’

  She drained her glass of that delicious wine and said to Amanda: ‘Come on... let’s go to bed. With a bit of luck, tomorrow you’ll be holding your daughter safe and sound in your arms again.’

  Chapter 41

  The gate that blocked the tunnel passage was secured with three large padlocks. Ramon was busy breaking them open with his tools. At first, he had looked at them and said it would be easy. Now he had been at it for two hours and had only managed to open one lock.

  Martin wondered if it was possible to pass through the entire tunnel and if it indeed emerged kilometers away. He still doubted it, but it could be possible. He didn’t like tunnels and would be glad when they were all out of here.

  The way up through the hatch was out of the question. He had seen cars coming down the mountain the last time he tried to go up. Now the question was whether anyone else knew about this tunnel and had access to it.

  He was worried about the electricity. It was certainly possible to switch off the power they had down here from somewhere else. Then they would have a problem using the sliding door.

  Kalif came over to the two men to see how far Ramon had gotten. He said he wanted to try to get in touch with Alida by phone but that didn’t work in the tunnel and the hatch couldn’t be opened.

  ‘That’s going to be difficult,’ said Martin.

  He walked with Kalif to the large sliding door. ‘I can open the door just a little bit, but outside you’ll get wet feet,’ he said with a mocking tone.

  Kalif squeezed his large body through the small opening of the door and recoiled from the strong gust of wind that nearly blew him over. He held his phone protectively under his jacket and dialed the number. After a minute, he gave up and came back inside. He shrugged and sighed. ‘You can close the door again,’ he said to Martin.

  Softly, Martin explained why he didn’t want to do that and asked Kalif to keep it a secret so as not to alarm anyone. He looked in the direction of the girls. Some were walking or strolling, and others were sitting on a blanket chatting with each other. If you didn’t know better, you would think this was a company outing. Only Julia and Melua were still sleeping in the van.

  Kalif and Martin walked back together to Ramon, who was triumphantly holding up the third padlock he had just broken open.

  ‘There you go,’ he said, ‘the way is clear.’ He pushed the gate aside, which opened with loud grinding and squeaking. This part of the tunnel was unlit, and the range of the flashlights was insufficient. Martin turned on the jeep’s lights, which he had parked just in front of the gate. They saw that the tunnel continued quite a bit further and then disappeared behind a bend to the left.

  ‘We’ll have to take a look ourselves. I have the impression you can’t go any further back there,’ said Martin in a doubtful tone.

  Martin was right. The first part was still wide enough to drive a car through, then the tunnel narrowed and after the bend turned into a spacious footpath. It was clear they were going uphill.

  After about ten meters, the path abruptly ended and gave access to a staircase leading up. Martin climbed the fifteen steps first and suddenly found himself outside. He had to find support not to be blown over and stepped back three steps.

  A few dozen meters below him, he saw the sea churning, and to his right lay the bay. A path ran from the stairs down to the woods a little further on. Judging by the tire tracks, one could easily drive a car there.

  ‘Kalif,’ he called down, ‘Go see if you can get a signal here.’ A few seconds later, Kalif had Alida on the line, and they learned that the ‘Bella Mare’ would not be here by tomorrow morning because the weather did not allow it.

  It would be possible to send Alida’s employee Abdul and his men, who were searching for the tunnel entrance at a completely different location, to them to maybe pick them up earlier. They agreed that Kalif would call Alida again in two hours.

  The three men walked back. They saw it immediately when they came around the corner of the tunnel. What Martin had feared had now happened... someone had switched off the power. All corridors were dark. Dana and Laura had lit the oil lamps and were waiting for them at the gate.

  ‘The light suddenly went out,’ Dana shouted, and Laura added, ‘And it suddenly stinks in here.’ The three men looked at each other and broke into a trot, shouting to the girls that gas was flowing into the tunnel. The lights had to be turned off and everyone was called together.

  The Jeep, which was still parked in front of the gate, was pushed back a bit to clear the way for the van with the sleeping girls, which Martin drove as far into the tunnel as possible, up to the footpath.

  Ramon and Kalif urged the startled girls to take only the most important personal belongings and leave this section as quickly as possible.

  Some girls had already started coughing and gagging. Ramon and Kalif relentlessly led everyone further into the tunnel to the start of the footpath. There, the air was considerably better and everyone could gradually breathe normally again.

  Dana had taken some blankets and cushions from the van with Laura and laid them down just in front of the opening to the stairs. Julia and Melua were carefully laid on them. Martin and Ramon had carried them from the car to there. For the time being, everyone had to make themselves comfortable on the ground on the blankets and cushions. Everyone had brought as much of their supply of bottled water and food as possible from the van.

  Martin said they had been lucky that Ramon had been able to open the gate, creating an escape route for the gas. Even where they were, faint whiffs of gas still reached them.

  The men briefly consulted with each other about whether they should rather scout outside the area. The tire tracks unsettled Martin. They decided it was better if Ramon stayed down here with the girls and Martin and Kalif went outside.

  Outside, they were nearly knocked over by the force of the storm in the exposed area they had to cross. By the bushes, they could breathe again and hold on to one of the trees.

  Martin scanned the surroundings with his flashlight and could barely understand what Kalif was shouting to him. Kalif pointed with an arm to the right. Now Martin saw it too. Through the trees, the outline of a house or hut was visible. Then they also recognized the path leading to it.

  The house was a wooden bungalow and had certainly once been used as a shelter or holiday home. Blinds covered the windows, and everything looked as if it had not been used for a very long time. Kalif pointed to the right, and a little further on another hut was visible. Perhaps there were more of these kinds of houses here.

  They stood around the corner out of the wind where they could hear each other again. ‘Do you think we can shelter here with the group?’ Martin asked. Kalif walked around the corner to the entrance door and then came back. ‘With Ramon’s tools, that shouldn’t be a problem. We’re going to get him...’

  A moment later, he fought his way back to the tunnel entrance.

  Chapter 42

  Around midnight, Dionni and Ana plopped down on the couch to rest for a moment after cleaning and tidying up the house. Ana had poured a nice fruit juice. She had quite a few fruit trees in her garden, and when people visited her, they always received a glass of homemade jam or fruit juice as a gift.

  Now everything was neat again, and there was no trace left of the havoc the burglar had caused. The burglar had clearly been looking for something special because everything had been taken out of the cupboards and scattered across the floor.

  In the kitchen, the mess had been even worse. The contents of all the storage jars had been spilled onto the floor, and you walked over a carpet of herbs, rice, and pasta.

  During their work, the conversation had naturally turned to Jonas. Dionni listened to Ana’s story, who spoke about him in a weary tone. Apparently, Ana had been wondering for months what was going on with Jonas. He was hardly ever home and hid behind his work.

  Even for his son, he was unreachable. No more time to come watch a football match or go for a bike ride in the mountains. It was as if they no longer existed for him.

  Even after Laura's disappearance, Jonas barely showed himself again. He avoided all conversations. Dionni could now understand that the past few days must have been very hard for Ana and that she was relieved to be able to tell her story to her.

  And now there was the dead man at Carmen's apartment as well. Ana did not know what Jonas's role was in this, but he was urgently wanted for questioning by the police.

  The police had made a report about the break-in and asked Ana to inform them if she noticed anything missing. Strangely, nothing else in the house had been disturbed, as if the burglar knew exactly that the sought-after item was only to be found in the living room or kitchen.

  The item could not have been large if jars of herbs had been emptied, and the police suggested that they were looking for a computer chip.

  Dionni finished her glass and said it was very tasty and that she would like to have the recipe sometime. She always asked for the recipe when she found something delicious.

  Ana looked at Dionni inquisitively. 'I think you've lost quite a bit of weight. Are you on a diet?' Dionni laughed and said it was the pills from Amanda’s magic kitchen that were doing their work.

  Ana walked Dionni to the door and was startled. Right in front of her stood her neighbor who was just about to ring the bell. 'Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you, but I saw the light on and thought I could bring you your mail.'

  He handed her a large envelope that he had accepted for her. The letter was sent by registered mail but had no sender, only some abbreviations.

  Ana thanked the neighbor. He asked how Jonas was doing and she gave him an evasive answer. He had his dog on a leash and continued down the street to walk the dog.

  Dionni had already walked to the car and was called back by Ana. 'Come take a look,' she called. Dionni approached curiously. Inside the envelope were three bundles of banknotes still wrapped with the bank’s band. They were all 500 Euro notes. There must have been at least seventy thousand Euros in the envelope. Ana stared at the money. 'What is this?' she asked in a hoarse voice.

  A folded sheet of paper had fallen out of the envelope, which Dionni picked up and gave to Ana. The sheet bore the logo of San Rebate Chemicals. In firm handwriting it read: Last delivery. Thanks in advance. Adrian.

  The two women looked at each other in astonishment. What arrangements did Adrian have with Jonas? Did those two know each other? This envelope suddenly raised a number of questions that neither Ana nor Dionni could answer.

  'What do I do with all this money now?' Ana lamented. 'Don’t you have a safe at home?' Dionni suggested. No... they did not have a safe. Dionni understood that Ana found it frightening to have so much money in the house.

  On the way back to the hacienda, she passed three banks. She asked Ana which bank they used and whether it would be a good idea to deposit the money in the bank’s night safe. The envelope was resealed and Dionni put it in her shopping bag. The two women said goodbye and Dionni promised she would return in the morning.

  It was a fifteen-minute drive to the hacienda and she was already exhausted after such a long day. Dionni had only a small car and it always took time to get settled with her large body. Out of habit, she folded in the side mirrors of her car after parking.

  At the moment the mirrors unfolded again, she saw a large black car parked a few meters behind her car. She froze and still had the image of the badly injured Adrian and Isabel in her mind.

  Without a doubt... this was the same type of car and for a moment panic rose within her. She could no longer go inside to Ana. She would be completely distraught.

  At that moment, it seemed a good solution to call Eva, one of her daughters. She lived two streets away from Ana. Eva answered with a sleepy voice. 'Mother,' she said irritably, 'Do you know what time it is?' Then she listened to her mother’s excited story and said only, 'Okay... He’s waiting outside for you,' and hung up. By 'he' she meant her husband Frank, who was a truck driver and a large man.

  Dionni saw in her mirror that the large car was following her at a distance. A minute later, Frank tried to squeeze into the small car and sat with folded legs next to Dionni, listening to her story. Shortly after, the large black car had disappeared.

  Frank liked his mother-in-law and understood how frightening this must be for her. Just to be safe, he called the Guardia Civil and explained the situation. They promised to keep an eye on Ana's house.

  Frank drove back home in Martin's jeep. Dionni watched him go and then immediately went to bed. Only the next morning did she remember the envelope with the money that was still in the shopping bag in her car.

  Chapter 43

  Ramon had little trouble forcing the door to the wooden hut. Martin was the first to go inside and shone his flashlight around. He stood in a living space that was Spartanly furnished. A wooden corner bench and a plastic table with two chairs, also plastic. There was a fireplace that looked rusty and heavily used. The doors to the two bedrooms were open. The large bedroom had a double bed and a worn mattress on it. In the smaller room were two narrow bunk beds with thin mattresses. It smelled musty, and dead vermin lay on the floor.

  'I think this hasn’t been used for a long time,' said Martin, 'but it’s better here than waiting in the stairwell with the smell of gas behind you.' Kalif and Ramon agreed with him. This hut, and perhaps the next one, could be used as a shelter. Kalif had found a primitive broom and was already sweeping the floor clean.

  'We have a problem,' said Martin. 'We can’t light a fire outside because it might be seen, since we are exactly on the other side of the bay.' The three men walked back through the storm to the tunnel.

  'Good news,' Martin called when he was downstairs. 'We’re moving. Take all your things, especially all the cushions and blankets. Leave nothing behind... okay? And then follow Ramon. Remember... outside you’ll be blown over... So form a chain and hold on tight to each other.'

  Martin and Kalif went up the stairs first. Each had a sleeping girl on their shoulder. Upstairs in the wind, they again struggled to stay upright and not fall.

  Slowly, the whole caravan walked toward the sheltered bushes and the protective hut. Ramon laid a blanket on the mattress in the large bedroom, and Julia and Melua were laid on the double bed. For the first time, Melua groaned but simply kept sleeping.

  One more time, Martin fought his way through the storm to the tunnel to pick up some remaining things. Now the gas had also spread throughout the entire pedestrian tunnel, making it impossible to reach the van.

  For the first time, Martin realized what enormous luck they had had. No one could have survived in the tunnel below.

  The tone was set. They wanted to prevent them from escaping. But who was after them? Was it the Chinese management of San Rebate Chemicals, or did someone else have a hand in it? For now, they were relatively safe because the opposing party had to assume the gas had done its work. He fought his way back toward the hut and laid the rest of the blankets down inside.

  The girls were excited to finally have a real roof over their heads and managed as best they could. They lit the oil lamps, laid some old blankets on the floor, and created an atmosphere that radiated optimism and cheerfulness.

  Martin impressed upon them that they absolutely must not use any lamps outside because they could be seen from the other side of the bay. Anyone who needed to make a sanitary stop outside in the bushes or at the wooden toilet house would have to do so by feel. All the girls began to giggle.

  Martin and Kalif wanted to investigate how far they were from the bay and whether they could look down. They didn’t have to walk far. Barely fifty meters to the right of the hut, you were already at the cliff edge and looked straight down onto the bay.

  In front of the hut below stood three cars, and the hut was lit inside. It was clearly visible that the bus that had initially blocked the road upwards had been moved aside, creating a passage. Martin assumed they were waiting to enter the tunnel.

  Martin simply felt that Kalif was looking at him intently. At that moment, they both thought the same thing. 'No, Kalif,' he said with a smile, 'I know what you're thinking. But who says they left the keys in the cars?' 'And then... suppose we are being followed? No... buddy... that would endanger our entire group.'

  Kalif nodded and shrugged. 'Okay,' he said nonchalantly. 'But the idea wasn't bad,' Martin added. On the way back to the hut, they suddenly noticed it clearly. The storm had lost some of its strength. 'It's time for your call again, Kalif,' said Martin, looking at his watch.

  They stood again in the lee of the storm behind the house, and Kalif dialed Alida's number.

  It took a moment before Alida answered. 'Listen, Alida,' Kalif began, 'I have to conserve my battery now.' Very briefly and concisely, he explained where they were and that it was a kind of holiday park with cottages directly above the right side of the bay. Alida said she understood and hung up.

  They returned to the hut, where it had now become somewhat quieter. Several girls had simply fallen asleep on the ground on blankets and cushions.

  Dana, Laura, and Anna were sitting at the table talking with Ramon. Ramon had known these three since their births. Laura was the first to fall asleep, followed shortly by the other two. Ramon lifted them one by one and laid them down with the other girls.

  Ramon thought of his own daughters and of Dionni and suddenly felt the desire to be home again.

  Chapter 44

  It was well past midnight when Mercedes de Silva entered Commissioner Cortez's office. She had called him and driven straight from the hospital to see him. Cortez did not quite understand what was so important that she wanted to visit him at this late hour.

  She told him that she had had a conversation with Jane Clarence and what she had advised her to do. The problems had overwhelmed Mercedes, and she was no match for her criminal business partners.

  She spoke about Adrian and his illness, his relationship with Albert, and the large sums of money he was siphoning from the company.

  Cortez was a patient listener. He understood that Mercedes was dealing with a tremendous problem and did not know how to handle it. He asked her if she had considered filing a complaint against her partners. She looked at him hesitantly and then shook her head.

  But the whole situation had now changed drastically since her partners in Morocco began producing a sedative under the name San Rebate Chemicals. She had tried to stop the production by going to court in Morocco but was too late. They had already gone underground and continued production elsewhere.

  Their conversation was interrupted by a detective who asked if he could speak to Cortez for a moment. Outside the room, he told Cortez that an incident had occurred at the hospital. Someone had tried to disable the equipment keeping Adrian de Silva alive but was disturbed by two nurses who had just entered the room. The officer posted outside Adrian de Silva's room was found unconscious in the stairwell. Two hospital guards had caught the perpetrator after a wild chase. 'Hold on, Commissioner... it's Jonas Fuentes. He is now waiting in interrogation room one. He is quite aggressive, and we have asked our doctor to take a blood test from him. As far as we can tell, he is under the influence of drugs.'

  Cortez gave his colleague a friendly pat on the shoulder and said he would join them shortly. Under these circumstances, he thought it best to have Mercedes de Silva escorted home by an officer.

  Cortez sighed... it was going to be a long night again. He told Mercedes what he had just heard. With an impassive face, she listened to him and then said she was very grateful that he had taken the trouble to send an officer with her. Cortez suggested continuing their conversation the next morning, but if she wanted to file a report now, that would of course also be possible. Mercedes nodded. 'See you tomorrow then,' she said coolly and walked outside with the waiting officer.

  Cortez had the impression that Mercedes wanted to tell him something else. He watched her leave and thought he had met few women who could react so calmly to bad news. It was as if she didn’t care at all.

  Just before she left, he had asked her for a photo of Adrian, and she had taken a brochure from her handbag that showed all the board members with a photo and their various positions.

  Cortez gently opened the door to the interrogation room and sat down at the table where two detectives were questioning a swearing and cursing Jonas. Jonas saw him enter and suddenly became calmer and more cautious. He looked in Cortez’s direction as if expecting a reaction from him.

  Cortez told him who he was and that he wanted to know what had happened to him. He confronted Jonas with all the facts that were charged against him, then fell silent for a moment and cast a questioning look at Jonas, who was pacing the room.

  The sedative that the police doctor had injected into Jonas took effect. Jonas began to calm down. Cortez had coffee brought for him and invited him to sit opposite him again.

  ‘What do you want to know?’ Jonas asked Cortez hesitantly. Then Jonas suddenly burst into tears. Stammering, he told his story... a story that involved doubts and disbelief, blackmail and extortion, and above all the pressing fear for his daughter’s life.

  Slowly, Commissioner Cortez began to form a picture of what had happened to Jonas. Without Jonas noticing, he gave a hand signal to one of the detectives, who immediately understood what Cortez meant. Jonas needed professional help from a psychiatrist who could patiently listen to his stories.

  A little later, the detective returned with Paola Santandér, a kind and understanding psychiatrist who wanted to take Jonas to her treatment room. There was no need to explain to Paola what was wrong with someone. She knew that Cortez always expected miracles from her because he considered her the best in her field. Many shared his opinion.

  Just before Paola wanted to leave the room with Jonas, Cortez impulsively asked what or who Jonas had come into contact with regarding the drugs he was now using.

  Jonas looked at him with raised eyebrows and had to let the question sink in for a moment. Then apparently the answer came to him, and he seemed surprised himself. He apparently struggled to say the name.

  ‘Who was it, Jonas?’ Cortez asked softly again. Jonas kept staring at him and then plopped back down in the chair. Then he whispered almost tonelessly: ‘Antonio!’ He threw the name out and then shook his head in disbelief. ‘Who is Antonio?’ Cortez asked him.

  Jonas still looked somewhat dazed ahead and then covered his eyes with his hands. It took a moment before he looked at Cortez again and gave an answer.

  ‘He...’ and he took a long pause ‘He is... the twin brother of Adrian.’ He looked at Cortez as if he still couldn’t understand what he had said.

  ‘Who do you see on this brochure?’ Cortez asked and handed him the informational brochure of San Rebate Chemicals. Jonas looked at it and then said spontaneously: ‘This is Antonio, he has a scar on his left cheek.’ He looked questioningly at everyone in the room.

  ‘We didn’t know that,’ Cortez explained. ‘We didn’t know Adrian had a twin brother. Where is he now?’ Jonas clearly had difficulty concentrating. Desperately, he shook his head. ‘I’m not sure, but I thought he was staying with Mercedes.’

  In a conspiratorial tone, he added that those two were constantly after him and Adrian to get the money back. Then he had another of his crying fits and was taken away by Paola.

  'Do you believe him, commissioner?' asked an investigator from his team. There was a hint of doubt in his voice. 'One thing is certain,' said Cortez, 'this man is terrified and fears for his life.'

  Double the security for Adrian de Silva in the hospital and have a surveillance team keep an eye on Mercedes' house. Tomorrow morning we will pick her up for questioning.

  He yawned, took another sip of his now lukewarm coffee, and tried to rest a bit on the sofa bed that stood in his office.

  Chapter 45

  Around three in the morning, Dana was awakened by a sound. From the large bedroom came a severe coughing. Stiffly, she rose from the floor where she had been sleeping and walked toward the sound. On the way, she grabbed a bottle of water that was on the table.

  Julia had woken up and sat confused on the edge of the bed. Wordlessly, Dana handed her the bottle of water, and eagerly, repeatedly interrupted by coughing, Julia drank the bottle dry. She gasped for air and slowly calmed down.

  Dana whispered to her that everything was all right and that it was better to go outside. There they could talk without waking everyone. She helped Julia up, who slowly shuffled toward the door, holding her arm.

  Outside, the girls recoiled briefly from the strong gust of wind, but then Dana quickly pulled the stumbling Julia around the corner into the shelter. She told her everything she needed to know and what had happened in the meantime.

  A faint smile appeared on Julia’s face when she said, 'And I’ve been asleep all this time?!' She took a deep breath of the fresh air and kept massaging her legs to get her circulation going again.

  They were still talking when Dana heard a strange noise. Apparently, the men had heard it too and came running back from their observation spot, sometimes stumbling and out of breath. Clearly, the sound of cars approaching their direction could be heard. Martin looked at Julia and gave her a beaming pat on the shoulder.

  'Quick,' he said, 'wake everyone up and take everything you can carry... We don’t know if this is already Alida’s team. So we must be careful!'

  Martin looked toward Kalif, who was just trying to reach Alida. Kalif shook his head and ended the call. 'No, unfortunately,' he said somewhat dejectedly. 'Alida’s rescue team can only be here in two hours.'

  Ramon was inside with the girls and emphasized that they had to be absolutely silent. For safety, they had to move and hope that Abdul’s team would arrive soon.

  The three men had discovered a small footpath a little further near the next house that led down toward the bay. Halfway down, a cave could be seen. In the dark, it was hard to tell if it was deep enough to shelter the whole group.

  Martin was the first to go down and had to keep holding onto the bushes repeatedly to avoid losing his balance from the strong gusts of wind.

  At the cave, he had to stoop because the first part was not very high. Behind it lay a second chamber that was somewhat taller. The roots of some bushes and trees had grown through the ground, giving the whole place a ghostly appearance. There must have once been a water stream here that had washed out the limestone. If necessary, this could serve as a hiding place. It smelled a bit musty, and the ground was damp and clammy.

  He gave a signal to throw the bundles of blankets down, and then the girls followed cautiously. Kalif remained above last to help Ramon, who still carried the sleeping Melua on his back. The sound of the slowly approaching cars grew louder, and in the distance, the bundles of light from the headlights could already be seen.

  The sleeping Melua was placed on a protruding ledge in the cave that looked fairly dry. The other girls stood a bit lost in the clammy space. Julia was introduced to the girls she had not seen before.

  Martin and Ramon cautiously continued further into the cave... always on their guard. The two men agreed with each other. The footpath outside was worn down, and there must have been a reason it had been used so often. They got their answer when the cave grew slightly larger and sloped downward.

  There must once have been a mining operation here, and the silent witnesses were still visible everywhere. Something special must have been extracted from the mountain for people to have gone to the trouble of bringing all those tools here.

  On a raised platform, a large winch was mounted. A staircase led up to it, and one could recognize the large hatch through which the carts were hauled up. This space was drier, and the air was neither cold nor clammy.

  Suddenly, the men also understood why the huts above had been built. They had been the housing for the miners and not a holiday park.

“I know that a lot of uranium ore has been mined in Algeria. Maybe here too,” Ramon suggested.

  “Let’s bring the rest of the group here,” Martin proposed. He looked at Ramon and said earnestly, “This must not go wrong anymore, Ramon. They have already suffered enough.”

  Chapter 46

  After they had listened to the latest weather report, Alida and Sila had fallen asleep on the corner sofa in the salon of the ‘Bella Mare.’

  It was nearly three o’clock when Alida was startled awake by the sound of her phone. On the other end was Nadir Amrani, one of the lawyers who had been with them a few hours earlier. His voice sounded happy as he told her he had succeeded. His father had contacted his colleague, the minister of the army. Meanwhile, a commando unit was on its way to the location by the bay to carry out a raid. He expected that despite the bad weather, they could be there within two hours.

  Alida was suddenly wide awake again and thanked him enthusiastically. “Wow... I’m impressed, Nadir. You owe me one.” Nadir laughed and said he would gladly follow up on that.

  “By the way... I just received an email from the director of the hotel near the airport. You might be interested to know that a man calling himself A. de Silva has recently taken up residence in the hotel.”

  Alida uttered a cry and said that this was absolutely impossible. Adrian de Silva was severely injured in the intensive care unit and therefore could not possibly be in Algeria. She asked if he could find out who the person in question actually was. Nadir promised to request a copy of the passport tomorrow morning and hung up.

  Juan Cerca and Gamal entered the lounge and took off their windbreakers. ‘The storm is already getting better,’ Juan said optimistically to the two women.

  They had just been to the harbour master to hear what messages had come in about the weather in the coming hours. That man had strongly advised them not to sail out yet. The coastal route was treacherous with its protruding cliffs.

  Juan had brought Gamal along as his interpreter, which turned out to be unnecessary since the harbour master spoke excellent English. It had been busy in that small harbour master's office because two ships had gotten into trouble off the coast of Morocco. Moreover, on the Algerian side, a small oil tanker had run aground on the rocks and the ship was now in danger of breaking in two. The cargo consisted of crude oil and could mean a disaster for the coast of Port Say.

  On the table in the office stood a bottle of anise liqueur with a set of small glasses around it. Gamal and Juan were offered a glass. Juan, who was used to strong liquor, downed the glass without a muscle twitching in his face. Gamal shuddered and gasped for breath. When his coughing fit was over, he looked at the bottle in amazement.

  The harbour master laughed broadly across his entire face and said teasingly, ‘This is my mother’s nightcap. She makes it herself... old family recipe.’

  When Gamal later told the story to Alida and Sila, he had to shudder again. ‘What a disgusting stuff that was! It was like...’ he gave up trying to find a fitting description.

  Alida relayed the content of the phone conversation with Nadir to the men. Meanwhile, Sila had already sent a message to Jane Clarence and was trying to reach Kalif and also Abdul by phone.

  Abdul succeeded immediately. He had decided with his group of friends to seek shelter. The route along the coast was impossible at this wind force. Moreover, one car was damaged by flying tree branches on the windshield and another vehicle had a flat tire. They wanted to wait for an improvement in the weather and continue at first light.

  Sila suddenly became very worried that contact with Kalif was not established. In the last phone call, he had mentioned cars coming their way and that they were going to look for a new hiding place. Every fifteen minutes she tried to get in touch with Kalif but without success.

  She did receive an email from Jane with the latest news. Jane had made a sort of agreement with Commissioner Cortez. That way, both were informed of everything that was happening. Jane’s message stated that Adrian de Silva had a twin brother named Antonio.

  Of course, that was it, she thought. It was Adrian’s brother who was staying here in the hotel. She looked sideways at Alida, who had fallen asleep again, and closed her eyes as well.

  Chapter 47

  They had talked for a very long time. Paola Santander had a pleasant way of dealing with anxious and deeply overstressed people who saw no way out.

  And Jonas Fuentes saw everything in pitch-black colors. His story was repeatedly interrupted by bouts of crying, and when those were over, he would talk a hundred miles an hour again.

  Jonas’s story of problems began with the friendship between Adrian de Silva and Albert Bernado. He witnessed how the two met again and how their relationship escalated rapidly.

  Jonas was a deeply religious man, raised in the traditional Roman Catholic Church. Albert was his colleague and best friend, and the burden of keeping silent from everyone gnawed at Albert’s conscience.

  At that time, he met him in the canteen of his son Antonio’s football club. He said that two of his sons also played at the club. The resemblance to Adrian was striking.

  When he confronted Antonio about it, he heard a sad story about a failed life. He had been ousted from his parents’ company by his twin brother Adrian, his marriage was a disaster, and he had become vulnerable due to a hereditary disease.

  After a while, Jonas thought he knew Antonio well enough to tell him about his problems. The understanding and friendship with him made Jonas feel comfortable again. Antonio knew a solution for Jonas’s many problems. Among other things, a pill he also took when everything became too much, he said.

  The worst thing during the whole period, Jonas found, was that both Albert and Adrian began to consider him their confidant. The two had wanted to start a new life in Argentina.

  He received large sums of money from Adrian to keep safe and then transfer to an account in Argentina. Increasingly, he felt burdened by this, and the only person he could talk to was Antonio. Gradually, he swallowed more and more of the pills Antonio gave him and ended the day with them.

  During that period, Albert Bernado Corporation had just made a big breakthrough with the slimming pill. Everything indicated that this would be a great success.

  Then came the accident with Albert, which Martin claimed was no accident. Jonas began to get anxious because he had had the appointment with the client, not Albert.

  Jonas instinctively felt when he was being followed and he became increasingly desperate. Then a terrible accident happened at the Albert Bernado Corporation, of which he should have been the victim and not one of their laboratory employees.

  Shortly after the disappearance of Laura and the other girls became known, he almost collapsed. Only then did it become clear to him what game Antonio had played with him. 'You only have to say where Adrian’s money is that Mercedes and I need,' he said the last time they saw each other. And he left, leaving behind a box of the devilish pills without which Jonas could hardly function anymore.

  He thought he would be safe with his cousin Carmen and survived the attack by jumping aside when the assailant charged at him. In the hospital, he had entered Adrian's room and saw that someone was trying to disable the equipment above Adrian's bed. He had shouted, and the perpetrator fled. He wanted to chase after him but was then mistaken for the assailant himself.

  And now he was relieved that his flight had come to an end. He was physically exhausted and at a loss. He looked at Paola desperately. Paola was used to dealing with addicts and knew all the dark sides of their lives.

  Sometimes she had to make a harsh statement because no one benefited from vague promises and false assurances. With a stern face, she looked at Jonas and simply said, 'Tonight you sleep in, Jonas, you are safe here, and tomorrow we will make plans for your future, okay?'

  She opened the door and gave a signal to the waiting officer who took the protesting Jonas back to his cell.

  Chapter 48

  Jane had received a small message on her mobile phone from the hospital where Julius was being treated. A few hours earlier, she had asked the management if it was possible to speak to Julius Mendoza now that he was stable and no longer in intensive care.

  Commissioner Cortez had given Jane permission to see him provided the attending physician agreed. Jane had made it clear that she did not mind at what time she could see Julius.

  The taxi that took her to the state hospital stopped right in front of the night entrance. The driver explained that she had to take the small left gate next to the canteen entrance. There she could ask the security where she needed to go.

  On the ward where Julius was, three nurses were on night duty. Softly, she asked one of the nurses in which room she could find Julius Mendoza. The nurse looked at her inquisitively and flipped through her agenda.

  Apparently, the name Jane Clarence was familiar to her, and she nodded smiling in Jane's direction. 'Around the corner... second door on the left, Mrs. Clarence,' she said kindly.

  The door to Julius's room was half open. Jane gave a small knock on the door and then hesitantly stepped inside. 'Julius?' she said very softly and heard a confirming groan from the direction of the bed.

  Julius still remembered Jane from the time she lived on the hacienda and was married to Tomas. He smiled faintly and stretched out his hand to her. 'Jane Clarence... What an honor.' He had to cough and smiled faintly at her.

  She took his hand and held it while sitting on the edge of his bed. 'You were lucky, Julius... how are you now?' 'You know, Jane, weeds never die,' and again he had to cough while trying to laugh.

  Jane looked at him thoughtfully and then asked if he could help her fill in a few open questions.

  Jonas had already been very cautiously questioned by Commissioner Cortez and had to admit that he could no longer remember many things.

  'Maybe you should write down everything that comes to mind,' Cortez had told him and left a notepad and pen with him during the next visit. Especially at night, when he couldn't fall asleep, fragments of his memory returned, and he now wrote them down every time.

  Jane had asked Cortez if there were things she should preferably not discuss with Julius. But Cortez said that Julius was now strong enough to process all the facts. Perhaps that would put him on the right track to regain his memory. Julius knew nothing about the kidnapping of the girls, the dead body on the 'Bella Mare,' or who had targeted him.

  Jane had the habit of saving photos of all the people she encountered in this case on her iPad. Julius recognized most of the people from the Bernado family and also the friends.

  She showed Julius all the photos and finally gave him a brochure from San Rebate Chemicals in his hand, on which the directors were pictured. Spontaneously, Julius pointed to a photo and shouted 'Antonio.' 'Oh,' Jane said surprised, 'do you know him?'

  Julius told her that this was a friend of Jonas. Apparently, he had to think for a moment about something that wouldn’t come to mind and then shook his head. He looked at Jane questioningly and asked her if he would be alright.

  She reassured him and said that sometimes it could take a while and that he especially had to be patient with himself. She promised him that she would come again soon and left her card with him. ‘You can always reach me, Julius.’

  Softly, Jane closed the door behind her and walked towards the counter where the three nurses had taken a short coffee break. Next to them stood a young man who approached her, introduced himself as Doctor Frank Molinero, and greeted her kindly. He told her that his mother was English and his father Spanish and that he had received his training in England.

  Jane felt that their meeting was not a coincidence and that he had been waiting for her here. ‘Okay doctor… what did you want to ask me?’ she said with a slightly ironic undertone.

  He looked at her surprised and was momentarily taken aback by her direct approach. ‘What I wanted to ask you is very simple, Mrs. Clarence. Does Julius have family living here? If so, we would like to have contact with them from the hospital.’

  Jane suddenly felt fear rising and asked softly, ‘Why, doctor? Is it that serious?’ Frank Molinero looked at her calmly and then began to explain that Julius had suffered a fracture from a blow to the head, which was also the cause of the paralysis in both his legs.

  ‘He is paralyzed?’ Jane asked Molinero, and the shock was visible on her face. Molinero began to apologize. He had no idea she was unaware of the paralysis. What mattered to him was that an operation was possible which, despite the high risk factor, had a chance of success.

  Jane understood immediately and assured him that the Bernado family would pay the extra costs and, if Julius wished, would also fly his parents over from Argentina. She would arrange everything with the hospital administration through the family’s accountant the next morning. Doctor Molinero looked relieved and thanked her warmly.

  When Jane was back in the taxi to the hacienda, it was already four in the morning, and she was struggling to keep her eyes open.

  Chapter 49

  Around half past two in the night, Melua finally woke up herself. Apparently, the hours of sleep had done her good. She seemed much cheerier and was friendly to everyone. She wanted to know everything that had happened in the meantime and was extremely thirsty.

  At three o’clock, Ramon and Martin quietly left the den and cautiously crept up the path to find out if it was safe for their group by then.

  Halfway along the path, they turned back. In the distance, shouting and dog barking could be heard, and due to the strong wind, they could not determine how far away it was. This only allowed the conclusion that they were being searched for intensively and it was only a matter of time before they were tracked down with dogs.

  Back in the room where everyone was waiting for them, Martin kept it short and to the point. He told the group that they all had to stay out of the hands of their pursuers because help was on the way. But absolute silence was of the utmost importance for the next step they had to take. ‘So,’ he said, ‘no chatter.’

  Dana took the floor and said that the girls’ group was well aware of what was at stake for them and that everyone would cooperate fully.

  ‘And one more thing, Martin… we have managed to get out of all that misery without your help, and we think it’s great that you are helping us now. Just consider us friends and not toddlers… okay?’

  Martin looked at Dana in surprise and then around at the girls. ‘Sorry,’ he said, ‘that’s not what I meant.’ ‘Just so you know… so what do you expect from us now?’ Laura said sharply.

  Martin explained that Ramon and he had carefully climbed the path upwards and that they had heard dog barking in the distance. That meant that they were being actively searched for and the dogs were doing the work. Apparently, they had started at the beginning of the park and were systematically searching towards the coast.

  For their group, Martin said, there was only one way out left and that was down to the bay and the huts. But no ‘Bella Mare’ could come there to pick them up.

  Martin saw Melua gesturing frantically and wanting to say something to him. She looked at him hesitantly and then explained awkwardly that the wreck blocking access to the bay was fake and could be hydraulically pulled aside by a lever in one of the huts. This way, unwanted visitors could be kept out.

  Martin decided not to show any of his doubts. With Melua, you were always in for a surprise.

  ‘Cleverly thought out,’ he said, thanking Melua for her information. ‘Do you also know how to operate it?’ Melua nodded and said she had often had to operate it to let various smuggler ships into the bay.

  Apparently, Melua was impressed that she had been transported along with them to the various hideouts all this time and not left behind. Perhaps she now also felt fully part of the group. She softly said that she knew of a hideout for the group down there which, she hoped, was not known to the current new owner of this area.

  This cellar space was located right by the jetty and had only one entrance. ‘So... We have to climb down and hide there until the ‘Bella Mare’ can pick us up this morning!’ Martin asked. He hoped there was enough enthusiasm in his voice to convince everyone that this was an easy thing to do.

  ‘We leave all unnecessary things here... only take your personal belongings with you. Help each other if needed but I beg you... no noises. That could betray us!’ He looked around to see if everyone had understood him.

  Kalif came into the cave and had to catch his breath. He had descended a bit down the path and had to climb back up against the strong wind. ‘The first part is a bit steep and winding but then it goes straight down. You’ll manage easily,’ he said with a broad smile.

  From up there he had seen that no vehicles were parked in front of the hut below and no lights were on either. They could only hope that their scents and traces were less detectable due to the strong wind and that no surprises awaited them below.

  Ramon was the first to set off with a group of girls. Then, after a few minutes, the rest followed. Kalif had offered to carry Melua on his back for the first dangerous part. She was still a bit unsteady on her feet and gladly accepted his offer.

  Martin followed last. He kept stopping to listen to the sounds reaching him, distorted strongly by the storm. The thought that something could still go wrong at the last moment was unbearable to him.

  Upon arrival below, everything was quiet. No one was on watch. Melua quickly walked with Martin across the open area towards the jetty. Nothing happened.

  Just a few meters from the jetty was the entrance to the cellar space. Melua had been right... Martin thought. He would certainly have overlooked it if he hadn’t known.

  There were seven steps down and the wide wooden door opened with a terrible creak. Martin hoped the sound had been lost in the storm.

  The space below was low but surprisingly large, and wooden crates and barrels were scattered around. There was even a wooden picnic table with two benches on either side. Above the table hung a fitting with a light bulb in it.

  Martin nodded approvingly at Melua and then went outside to signal the others to cross. He felt a huge weight lift from him when everyone was gathered in the space.

  Silently, everyone looked around and Julia whispered to Dana with a grin, ‘Charming!’

  Melua had meanwhile already walked with Martin to one of the storage buildings. She showed Martin where the lever was hidden. Apparently, the power was on everywhere again because, as if by magic, the polyester wreck in the bay slid to the right. Only the small ripples in the water showed that something was moving.

  Martin had been afraid that the sounds from the wreck or the hydraulic system might betray them. But there was only a faint humming to be heard. The way was clear for the ‘Bella Mare’.

  When they returned, Kalif was already quietly on the phone with Alida, explaining the new situation to her. ‘They are now on their way with the ‘Bella Mare’ he said to everyone and saw only happy, hopeful faces.

  Chapter 50

  Commissioner Carlos Lorenzo had been kept very accurately informed every hour about the recent developments in the kidnapping case. That night the tension was palpable. It was as if you were in a nerve-wracking film, waiting for the climax.

  He had just read Kasim’s message and had to admit that Jane Clarence had capable people in her service. Her name apparently already carried enough weight in this case to get an Algerian minister to immediately send a special unit of soldiers.

  Lorenzo was now on his way from Alicante to Manuel Cortez in Torrevieja. The car was driven by his assistant Pedro Caval, who had voluntarily given up his free night to accompany him.

  Commissioner Cortez was one of the smartest colleagues Lorenzo knew and he gave him all the support he could in this complex case. He had ensured that the press was restrained in its reporting and that the authorities adopted a cautious stance.

  Now that a raid was planned at San Rebate Chemicals and also at the villa of Adrian de Silva, he asked Cortez if he could be there himself.

  Lorenzo had read with surprise that apparently a twin brother of Adrian had appeared who until now was not known in the dossier.

  He sighed deeply. First, the rescue of the girls was of the utmost importance. Then they could concentrate on solving the two murders and the attempted murders.

  They had just arrived in Torrevieja when Cortez gave his final instructions to the men of the action team. They were ready to depart and the men knew what and who they were looking for. The permission for the searches had been handed to Cortez minutes earlier by a courier from the public prosecutor.

  The fatigue of the last few days was visible on Cortez’s face. He greeted his colleagues kindly and invited them to ride along in his jeep. That way they still had some time to discuss things. It was barely 20 minutes to the company and the villa of de Silva. Halfway, the convoy split into two groups.

  Each group consisted of about twenty well-trained police officers who looked impressive because of their outfits and heavy armament. Also, six detectives in plain clothes accompanied them in two other cars.

  Precisely at four thirty, the raids took place both at the de Silva villa and at the San Rebate Chemicals factory.

  Cortez did not know what to expect in the company premises of San Rebate Chemicals. In the last two days, there had been a lot of freight transport to and from the company reported by the local police.

  To his great surprise, all production rooms and also the storage warehouses of the company were completely empty. Everything from the laboratories had been fully stripped and nothing indicated that work and production had ever taken place here.

  Only the night porter at the entrance and two security men were present in the empty building. Those three men were not aware of what had happened in their company. They had been told that a reorganization would take place. A large construction company had already been commissioned to carry out a major renovation.

  Only the offices were still furnished but the entire administration and all computers were no longer present. For Cortez, this was a slap in the face. Whoever had planned this had long been working on the execution of his plan and now wanted to erase all traces.

  One of the detectives came to Cortez with the message that he had just been called by a colleague. Also, in the villa of Adrian de Silva, no one was found except a frightened housekeeper who only knew that the de Silvas were traveling. Everything that was administration and computers had been taken from the villa.

  The colleague in question had shown a company brochure to the housekeeper and asked if she recognized anyone in the photos. She pointed out two Chinese men and named Adrian de Silva. She said that the two Chinese gentlemen lived here in the basement in one of the guest rooms and confirmed that they drove a large black car with tinted windows.

  Cortez shook his head wearily and suddenly understood that it was possible he had been led on by Mercedes de Silva. Had she put on a show for everyone to buy time?

  He had the police station called to check on Jonas's whereabouts. His anxious suspicion was confirmed. Jonas had disappeared. Was he also involved in the conspiracy?

  Lorenzo saw Cortez's disappointment that these raids had come to nothing and his doubts about whether he could have prevented this.

  Cortez had just gathered everyone to return when his phone gave a subtle signal. A report had come in from the municipal police in Guardemar. A fierce fire had broken out at the industrial estate in the building of the 'Albert Bernado Corporation.' The building itself was completely burned down, but two people had been rescued in time. A vigilant motorist, who was driving to work early, had raised the alarm.

  The two people were a man and a woman who had both been held captive in the company building, bound and gagged. Apparently, they had also been severely abused before that.

  They were taken to the hospital with severe smoke inhalation. The rescue took place just before the building was destroyed by several violent explosions caused by all the chemicals present in the building. The names of the two victims were now also known. The man was Jonas Fuentes and the woman Mercedes de Silva.

  Chapter 51

  It was around four thirty when the 'Bella Mare' left the port of Port Say. The sea was still rough, but the storm had considerably lost strength. The boat plowed its way to the open sea, pounding through the waves.

  Shortly before, Juan had prepared a hearty meal for everyone in the small galley. Eggs with baked beans and Oscar Meyer bacon. 'Candy bacon,' Juan called the strips of fried bacon.

  Juan saw the hesitation on Alida and Sila's faces but managed to convince them that such a meal was absolutely necessary for their stomachs to brave the rough sea. Juan was right... the bacon smelled delicious and tasted exactly as he had said.

  Since Rubio and Juan were no longer actively engaged in commercial fishing, they had converted the trawler into a small cruise boat with the possibility to fish throughout the entire Mediterranean Sea. In total, there were six spacious cabins with twelve beds on board for guests and four small quarters for the crew. Julius Mendoza occasionally sailed with them and spoiled the guests with his Argentine culinary skills.

  Before the 'Bella Mare' departed, Kasim had a brief phone conversation with an optimistic Kalif. 'This time it will work,' he said cheerfully and explained once again where they were now located.

  Shortly after, a fax arrived from Commissioner Lorenzo with the latest developments at home. His messages were not very hopeful. Someone was intensively trying to erase their tracks by committing more and more crimes.

  After a while, Alida and Sila got used to the boat's rolling. Rubio insisted that everyone put on their life jackets. He stood behind the wheel as if the heavy waves hitting the 'Bella Mare' were perfectly normal and even made jokes about it.

  Everything on board that could break or fly around due to the rolling was strapped down or stored in crates.

  After half an hour of sailing, the boat passed a cape jutting out from the coast and then entered somewhat calmer waters for a short time. Rubio had stayed quite far from the coast. The radar clearly showed how jagged the coastline was. Around six in the morning, they reached their final destination.

  Carefully, at a snail's pace, Rubio maneuvered the 'Bella Mare' to the entrance of the bay. In the clear moonlight, he saw the jetty, which was definitely no longer than thirty meters. The bay was large enough to turn around to face the correct direction for departure.

  They were still busy setting up when Martin came walking up the gangway. He greeted Gamal and Kasim, who were loosely tying the boat to the bollards.

  They had to do everything very quickly before the sound of the ship's engine alerted their opponents. In groups of three, Ramon sent the girls outside and told them to run as fast as possible across the gangway and then climb up the rope ladder. The men helped them on deck, and Alida and Sila showed them the way down.

  Everything went so smoothly as if it had been rehearsed for months. The whole operation had lasted less than fifteen minutes, and everyone was safely back on board and the boat was heading out.

  Rubio and Juan had stayed on the bridge, keeping an eye on the surroundings. They saw some cars coming down the mountain at breakneck speed, but they were too late to stop them. The 'Bella Mare' was already on its way to the sea gate... heading for its homeland.

  There was a terrible clatter down in the salon where everyone sat close together with happy faces, being pampered by Juan with drinks and food. Some girls could not hold back their emotions and began to cry. These were more tears of joy, the release of the liberating feeling that their flight was now over. From exhaustion, a few girls fell asleep despite the pounding and shaking of the boat.

  Sila had ensured that the girls could change their clothes after all those days, and she promised that their families would be informed as soon as possible.

  She had meanwhile forwarded her report to Jane Clarence. She suggested that it would be nice if all the girls could rest together for a little while at the Bernado’s hacienda to find peace in the silence there and talk things over before returning to their own busy lives. She asked Jane what she thought and also asked Kasim and Gamal.

  Kasim had made the same suggestion to Commissioner Lorenzo. On behalf of the skippers of the 'Bella Mare,' he had also asked the commissioner in which port they were expected and whether it was wise to allow the press and television to be present. Some of the girls were quite traumatized. They needed some time and rest, and Sila’s idea was worth considering.

  Perhaps it would also be possible to record their statements about everything that had happened.

  Lorenzo’s response came almost immediately. 'Ask Rubio if ‘Cabo Roig’ works for him. Hacienda is a good idea... we’re working on it.'

  Kasim walked with Lorenzo’s message to the wheelhouse. Rubio knew the small sheltered, almost intimate harbor in a bay and knew it was not suitable for the 'Bella Mare.' He had once driven Julius there, who had applied as a sous-chef at the restaurant right on the water. He had sat on the terrace, watched the activity of the marina and the small shipyard, and thought it was a wonderful place to return to. Rubio presented his problem to Juan, who knew a brilliant solution.

  Chapter 52

  Cortez had just returned to his office when he was called by Sheng Wang. It took Cortez a moment to understand that this was one of the co-directors of San Rebate Chemicals, who wanted to speak with him as soon as possible regarding the police operation on the company premises. He was quite insistent and said his lawyer had advised him to have this conversation.

  They agreed to meet at seven o’clock in Cortez’s office. Wang’s lawyer and also his business partner Tao Chen would be present as well. This gave Cortez a moment to take a shower and a steaming cup of fresh coffee.

  Commissioner Lorenzo had just entered Cortez’s department. Relieved and happy, he told Cortez about the successful rescue of the kidnapped girls who were now on their way on the 'Bella Mare' to Torrevieja.

  Cortez told of the phone call he had just had and invited Lorenzo to be present at the meeting with the Chinese and their lawyer.

  At exactly seven o'clock, the two Chinese men and their lawyer, Dr. Alonso Ortiz, entered Cortez's office.

  Sheng Wang asked if Ortiz could first make a brief statement on their behalf.

  Ortiz explained that he had long urged his clients to report to the police, but they were too terrified to do so before settling their final transactions at San Rebate Chemicals.

  The initial period after the partial purchase of San Rebate Chemicals went very well.

  His clients had gotten exactly what they wanted... a base in Europe.

  Production and turnover were exceptionally good, and the cooperation with the de Silva family was excellent.

  The change began with Adrian de Silva's symptoms of illness.

  He neglected his duties, failed to keep appointments, and embezzled large sums of money from the company.

  Mercedes then took over his duties, but she struggled greatly to manage the company.

  She sent Adrian to Argentina for a few weeks, where his sister lived.

  During that time, Antonio appeared at Mercedes's place.

  Adrian had vaguely spoken about Antonio... always calling him the black sheep of the family.

  Antonio was everything Adrian no longer was: energetic and dynamic.

  He promised to bring the company out of the red with a new production line in no time.

  Mercedes was no match for the cunning Antonio.

  He simply used the company as a production site to manufacture narcotics on a large scale, especially party drugs.

  Most of the workers were replaced by cheap labor from Morocco and Algeria, where Antonio had also built a network.

  Their discussion was interrupted by the buzzer of Cortez's phone. He answered and listened. His face grew increasingly serious as he ended the call. He sighed deeply and ran his hand over his tired eyes. 'The fire brigade has found a severely mutilated body in the burnt-out laboratory of the Albert Bernado Corporation,' he said in a hoarse voice. 'They suspect it is Amanda Bernado.'

  Chapter 53

  Jane had encountered much violence and death in her professional life. She was used to tough situations, as the saying goes. But this morning, she struggled greatly to stay upright while identifying Amanda's body.

  The shock was immense. This was murder. Amanda's body was bound at hands and feet, and she had a large wound on the back of her head.

  One of the members of the investigation team, who was busy collecting evidence, took a small bottle of Spanish cognac from his briefcase and offered it to Jane.

  'For emergencies,' he said almost apologetically to her. Jane took a generous sip from the bottle and felt the liquid dispel the rising nausea. 'Thank you,' she said softly to the man and walked back to Cortez, who was waiting for her.

  She nodded and wiped the tears from her face. Now she had to be strong. There was no time for deep mourning at the moment. She wanted to help find out why this crime was committed and by whom.

  Cortez looked at her. She felt his probing gaze and said she could handle it. Cortez led her outside, and they got into his car.

  'Why was she discovered only later?' she asked Cortez. He explained that Mercedes and Jonas were found at the front of Jonas's office, but Amanda was in the laboratory where the fire had started.

  The fire there was continually fueled by the violent explosions of all kinds of chemicals. Moreover, the laboratory's access door was secured and had to be forced open.

  The forensic team still had to conduct further investigations, but they already assumed that Amanda had been killed before the fire was set.

  'If someone wanted to kill these three people, why were Mercedes and Jonas locked up separately? The chance they wouldn't survive was much greater in the laboratory. Did you see those two before they were taken away by ambulance?' Jane asked him hesitantly.

  Cortez looked at her in surprise and then shook his head. There was a moment of silence. Then Cortez took his phone and called one of his detectives who had accompanied him to the hospital to wait for the two security guards. He instructed him to ask the doctor treating the victims about the nature of their injuries and how severe the smoke inhalation was in both. Moreover, he wanted a blood sample taken and tested for narcotics. This task had the highest priority because this was a murder case.

  Jane had listened to his conversation with a stern face. Her attention was suddenly drawn by a young man waving behind the police tape. She got out of the car and walked towards him. It was Chris, Amanda's sympathetic intern, who looked at the smoldering remains of his former internship company with a pale face.

  He looked at her in disbelief when he heard about the tragedy that had unfolded here. Awkwardly, he wiped tears from his face with his sleeve, walked up to her, and embraced Jane. 'My condolences, Jane,' he said simply. 'She was a wonderful woman.' Jane was very moved by his spontaneous reaction.

  They apparently had the same thought. Shocked, they looked at each other. Both suddenly thought of Dana and how sad her homecoming would be. Her grandmother severely injured in the hospital and her mother killed.

  Jane sighed. She heard Cortez's phone ring and waited anxiously. Chris quietly asked her if she already knew who was responsible for the fire. Jane shook her head and looked expectantly at Cortez.

  Cortez came over to them and greeted Chris. Then he looked at Jane. 'Did you tell him?' he asked softly. Jane nodded.

  Cortez was apparently startled by the news he had just heard from one of his detectives. Blood was drawn immediately from both victims in the ambulance, and the result was surprising. Apparently, Mercedes had received a heavy injection of a sedative, and she had the most injuries of the two.

  The laboratory investigation showed that the perpetrator had never intended to wake Mercedes. Mercedes was still on the oxygen machine while Jonas could breathe normally again and was otherwise unharmed. Weak traces of some party drug and remnants of insulin were found in him.

  The detective had also spoken with the ambulance staff. The ropes around Mercedes’ wrists and feet were tied very tightly and had to be cut. None of the ambulance personnel could remember Jonas being helped with his handcuffs by them.

  ‘You had a suspicion, Jane?’ Cortez asked her. ‘It was more a distrust of drug addicts,’ Jane said, casting a sidelong glance at Chris. Chris looked at both of them and then politely asked, ‘May I ask who you mean by drug addict?’ ‘Of course, Chris. We suspected your friend Jonas,’ Jane said.

  Chris looked at both of them incredulously and then shook his head. ‘No,’ he said firmly, ‘this must be a mistake. Jonas was diabetic and had to inject himself… and he was gay… but drugs… that is really out of the question.’

  Cortez and Jane had to process Chris’s words for a moment. Cautiously, Cortez asked what he meant by ‘gay’.

  Then Chris explained that Jonas was an intelligent and upright man. He had learned a lot from him during his internship. But he was also very insecure about himself. Chris had once seen Jonas and Antonio when he went out in Alicante. The two came arm in arm from a well-known gay club and got into Antonio’s car.

  At first, it had been quite confusing because he had mistaken Antonio for Adrian and did not understand that they were twins. That Adrian had an affair with Albert only became clear to him later.

  Chris could imagine that Jonas must have been very afraid that his wife or one of his children would find out about his orientation. Chris shook his head again and repeated that he had never noticed any drug use in Jonas.

  Chris left again, and Commissioner Cortez looked at Jane and asked what she thought of this. Was it possible that twins with such different characters could still share the same sexual orientation?

  Jane thought for a moment and then said, ‘The story about Jonas’s drug addiction was told to us by only one person, and that was Jonas himself!’

  Chapter 54

  It was around half past eight in the morning when Filip entered Tereza’s bedroom with a cup of steaming coffee. At three o’clock in the night, the on-duty doctor at the hospital had finally convinced Tereza to go to the hacienda instead of waiting in the hospital until Isabel woke up.

  The doctor had explained that Isabel’s condition was now stable. She had been put into an artificial coma to give her body time to recover. The same had happened with Adrian. When Filip asked about Adrian’s chances, the doctor hesitated in his voice and said, ‘We keep hoping.’

  Tereza smelled the fresh coffee and opened her eyes. Occasionally during the past night, she had fallen into a restless sleep and then suddenly woken up. She smiled at Filip and asked him if he had managed to get any sleep.

  Filip avoided her gaze and sat on the edge of her bed with a tense face. She could see that something must have happened and that he did not know how to tell her.

  ‘Just say it, Filip,’ Tereza said softly. She sat upright in her bed and looked at him. He began with the fire at Amanda’s company and then told her about the rescue of Mercedes and Jonas and the discovery of Amanda’s body. He burst into a rage and cursed the murderer as tears ran down his face.

  Tereza understood how difficult Filip must be finding Amanda's death. The two had been working closely together recently to solve Amanda's problems in the company. Filip was deeply affected by her death. Amanda could have been the daughter they had always wished for. Tereza wrapped her arms around him and tried to comfort him.

  Through the open windows, they heard a car coming up the driveway. 'That must be Jane,' said Filip. 'She has driven to the company to…' he did not finish his sentence and rubbed his eyes wearily.

  Downstairs, they all gathered in the dining kitchen with Dionni. The women embraced each other wordlessly. It was clear that Dionni had been crying. She was unusually quiet for her and looked even thinner. She placed the coffee pot on the table with a bowl of freshly baked 'Magdalenas' that were still a little warm.

  Jane broke the silence that had arisen and began with the news that all the kidnapped girls were on the 'Bella Mare' and on their way home. Sila had asked her if it would be possible for the girls to stay at the hacienda for two days after their arrival. Then they could catch their breath after their turbulent days. Maybe that would also be good for Dana. Martin had already had a conversation with her about the attack on her grandmother, but how would she process the death of her mother on top of all this?

  'Can you handle this extra busyness, Dionni?' Jane asked her hesitantly. Dionni thought for a moment and said that she could certainly get help from her two daughters, Eva and Dolores.

  Then she told of her adventure last night and pulled the envelope with the money out of her shopping basket. Everyone at the table looked incredulously at the large bundle of banknotes, and they had to smile when they heard that the money had lain unattended all night in Dionni's car.

  Jane looked attentively at the note enclosed in the envelope. 'I have to check something,' she said mumbling and went upstairs. She came back with a paper in her hand and then said triumphantly, 'I knew this could not be Adrian's handwriting as someone wants us to believe. This here is Adrian's handwriting… very beautiful small letters with many loops.'

  Dionni glanced over Jane's shoulder at the sheet of paper. Then she gave a small cry and went to the kitchen cupboard where she kept all the shopping lists of the month in a basket to then process them in her household book. She fished out a piece of paper and laid it in front of Jane.

  There was a small simple recipe written on it, and it was without a doubt the same handwriting as on the paper that had been enclosed with the money. 'Who wrote this… Dionni?' Jane asked eagerly.

  Dionni apparently had difficulty naming the name and then mumbled barely audibly in a tone as if she could hardly believe it herself, 'Ana Fuente.'

  Chapter 55

  The 'Bella Mare' returned to the port of Port Say around eight in the morning. It had become clear that Melua urgently needed medical care. Her small emaciated body convulsed in cramps and asked for the anesthetics it was used to. She cried softly, and Alida rocked her like a small child in her arms.

  On the quay in Port Say, an ambulance was already waiting to take Melua to the hospital. Everyone on board said goodbye to her in their own way. Melua had saved their lives at the end, and no one would ever forget this.

  Alida and Sila also decided to stay in Algeria and promised to keep reporting on what happened to Melua. They would support her in the hospital and monitor her progress.

  Moreover, they would report on the results of the raid by the special unit of the Algerian army. Alida wished the girls a good homecoming and emphasized that Algeria was a beautiful and hospitable country. She hoped the negative experiences would soon be forgotten and that everyone would return on her invitation.

  When the ambulance and Alida's car had disappeared from sight, Ramon called the sobbing girls back on board. 'Come on, girls,' he said lightly, 'we still have many hours ahead of us.' By now, he was used to saying it in various languages. Usually, the girls would burst out laughing at his pronunciation. This time, everyone just nodded or gave him a pat on the shoulder.

  The atmosphere among the girls was very good. If there were language problems, there was always someone who could act as an interpreter.

  Dana and Elda were the leaders of the group. They shared a wonderful friendly bond. The feeling of having endured all this together gave them all the strength for the final part of the journey with the 'Bella Mare'.

  Juan was at the wheel as they left the port of Port Say. The terrible hurricane had now weakened to a small storm with wind force seven. Only the girls from Austria suffered a bit from seasickness, and Ramon had a great remedy for it. A large glass of homemade herbal gin. Whatever it was... it worked excellently.

  Karim suddenly entered the salon, looked around, and gave a signal to Martin. Martin followed him to the radio cabin below and looked at him expectantly. 'Go ahead,' he said to Karim.

  Karim was silent for a moment. Then he quietly said that he had to ask him, on behalf of Commissioner Lorenzo, to bring terrible news to Dana. Her mother had been murdered and her company destroyed. Someone there was killing people, and they did not yet know who.

  Martin uttered a kind of Romanian curse and turned pale. 'Damn,' he said, completely shaken. 'How did that happen?' He shook his head in disbelief and looked questioningly at Kasim and Gamal. 'Which maniac did this?' He sat down distressed on the narrow bench in the cabin and waited for further explanation. He could not quite understand why a woman like Amanda would have been murdered.

  When he had calmed down a bit, he understood why Lorenzo had given him this task. He was the only one who knew Dana well. 'I wish I didn’t have to do this. I already had to tell her about the attack on her grandmother, and now this on top of it.'

  Gamal nodded and made a conjuring gesture with his hands, and Kasim said that he was the only one who could convey it to her properly.

  Martin left the small cabin and climbed the stairs, adjusting to the rocking motion of the boat. Elda was standing with Juan on the bridge, looking with Dana at the coastline that was slowly disappearing. Juan had just explained to the girls that they still had many hours ahead before they could dock in the port of Torrevieja.

  When Martin saw the cheerful faces, he decided to tell Dana the terrible news at another time. He sighed deeply and went back down.

  Before he had even reached the stairs down, he heard his name called. Dana came after him and looked at him. 'Did you want to say something, Martin?' He avoided her gaze and mumbled that it could wait.

  He looked into Dana’s stunned and fearful face and knew there would be no other moment. They knew each other so well, and she sensed that he had bad news from home. They looked for a quiet place, and he asked if Elda could be there too. Bit by bit, Dana heard the story.

  Martin first cautiously told about the fire, the rescue of Mercedes and Jonas, and then the discovery of her mother’s body. Dana let out a scream of horror and asked him if she had understood correctly that her mother had died in the fire at the company building.

  She saw him hesitate and then said very calmly that she had the right to hear the whole truth. Elda had come to stand beside Dana and wrapped her arms around her. In a hoarse voice, Martin told her that Amanda’s death was no accident but that there had been intent.

  Dana was strangely calm and told him she was glad he had found the courage to tell her. 'I know you were good friends, and whatever happens, Martin... we will solve it together.'

  Elda took Dana to one of the cabins where they had temporarily taken up residence. Dana needed some time alone to process this.

  Sixteen years ago Martin had quit smoking and now he intensely felt the need for a cigarette. He went back to the lounge downstairs. Rubio could tell from him how his mood was and poured him a drink unsolicited. He slid the glass toward Martin, who drank it down in one gulp and shook himself for a moment.

  'Thank you, Rubio,' he said, giving him a pat on the shoulder. 'I needed that for a moment.'

  The bottles of liquor Rubio had on board all came from an organic farmer in the campo of La Mata, who was known for making delicious spirits and strong wines from everything he planted. His creativity paid off, and since his grandson had taught him how to use the computer, orders also came in via the internet.

  Gamal came back into the lounge, and from his face, one could see that this time he had good news to announce. He had just received an email from Sila and read it aloud.

  The Algerian army had successfully raided the building by the bay. Seven people were arrested, including a man from Spain. In four sleeping cells downstairs, young girls with Pakistani or Indian appearances were found in a deep sleep.

  On the first floor of the building, a complete laboratory was discovered. Most of the products were large quantities of party drugs such as amphetamines, cocaine, and the popular ecstasy. In addition to these products, large quantities of big cardboard boxes were found bearing a Spanish label, the contents of which were not yet known.

  Because Algeria was often used as a transit country for drugs and the like, the arrested persons could expect a long prison sentence of up to twenty years if convicted for transport or sale.

  In a short time, they had found out who was registered as the owner of the entire property in the land registry. It turned out to be the murdered waiter from the nightclub in Port Say, who apparently acted as a front man.

  Sila had added mockingly that tracing certain information in Algeria was very easy if one knew the relevant minister, who could exert pressure. Sila promised to keep everyone informed of further developments regarding this matter.

  Melua had been admitted to a private clinic for further treatment, and thanks to Alida’s mediation, Adam and Nadir, the two Moroccan lawyers, had taken on the costs of her treatment. According to Sila, Alida and Nadir Amrani Ben Sallah were deeply in love, and everyone could start saving for a wedding gift.

  When Gamal read this last sentence of Sila’s email, everyone laughed, and that was very liberating for a change.

  Chapter 56

  'What does this mean?' asked Dionni. Her heart was pounding terribly, and she had to take a deep breath. Without a doubt, it was Ana’s handwriting on the paper. She felt dizzy and could no longer think clearly.

  Jane asked her once more for certainty. Again, she could only confirm that it was Ana’s handwriting. Dionni had been trying out a recipe for a meat sauce with some coriander in it. She was not entirely satisfied with the taste, and Ana said that she knew a simple and refined recipe with coriander from her grandmother that she had often used herself. She wrote it on the back of the butcher’s receipt.

  Tereza and Filip urged Jane to report this discovery to Commissioner Cortez and have him investigate what Ana Fuente had to do with this case. Jane thought exactly the same and dialed Cortez’s number. He answered briefly and listened to her story.

  Then he asked her if it was possible for them to meet at the Quiron hospital. He had just been planning to go to Jonas. Half an hour later, they were sitting together with a cup of coffee at a table in the hospital canteen, exchanging their details.

  He read the report that Sila had recently sent to Jane about the army raid at the location in Algeria, and Jane showed him the two sheets of paper with the handwriting that, according to Dionni, came from Ana Fuente.

  Cortez read everything very carefully and then looked at her. 'Why don’t we simply ask Jonas if this is his wife’s handwriting?'

  The nursing ward was on the first floor, and at this time there was already a bustle of visitors making their way upstairs. The elevators were always full, and it was quicker to take the stairs.

  While Mercedes was still in intensive care, Jonas had now been moved to a regular room. Jane knocked on the door of Jonas's room and saw him smile when she stepped inside. The smile disappeared again when he spotted the commissioner behind her. He behaved like a small child and wanted to hide under his sheets.

  ‘Come on, Jonas, we just want to ask you a few questions and then we’ll be gone, OK?’ Jane said, laughing at his strange behavior.

  Jane took from her bag the paper on which Ana had written her prescription and asked Jonas if he recognized the handwriting. He stared at it and then nodded his head.

  ‘Whose is it, is it Ana’s handwriting?’ Jane asked softly. It was as if a switch had been flipped in Jonas. He burst into sobs again and curled up completely.

  Jane sat on the edge of the bed and put her arm around him. ‘Jonas,’ she said seriously, ‘we want to help you but we don’t know how. Isn’t it better that you tell us the whole story now? We see that you are heavily burdened by something and don’t know how to deal with it. Whatever it is, Jonas, we won’t abandon you.’

  Jonas calmed down a little and blew his nose into the paper tissue Jane handed him.

  Manuel Cortez had placed a chair next to Jonas’s bed. Softly, he told Jonas that they already knew he was not addicted to drugs and that he had an intimate relationship with Antonio.

  Jonas sighed deeply and asked if they had already spoken to Ana. At the mention of her name, he welled up again.

  Then he blurted out that Ana was not to blame and that it was all Antonio’s fault. Ana had met Antonio while helping out in the football canteen, and the two had fallen madly in love.

  He himself knew nothing of this affair until Albert Bernado accidentally made a wrong remark. He had seen Ana twice with a strange man at the large Melia hotel on the beach of Alicante when he visited clients there for a business meeting.

  At first, he was shocked because he thought at first glance it was a friend of his. But the hairstyle of that man was different, and he had a conspicuous scar on his face. Albert also said he was sure Ana had noticed him in that hotel.

  Albert had a big secret himself. He considered Jonas a good friend and told him about his relationship with Adrian de Silva, their passion for each other, and that they planned to start a new life in Argentina. Not long after, Albert had the fatal accident that Martin was still convinced was deliberate.

  After that, there were increasingly unexplained accidents at the ‘Albert Bernado Corporation,’ and twice it looked as if someone had it in for him specifically. He began to be more cautious and checked everything extra thoroughly at his workplace.

  The confusion was complete when he met Antonio, who took him into a world that had been totally foreign to him until then and seduced him into things he himself had never thought possible.

  His relationship with Ana was then at a low point. She avoided him and hardly paid any attention to him anymore. She acted as if he no longer existed. His world collapsed when Julius Mendoza told him in a confidential conversation about the double game Antonio was playing with him.

  Julius had been instructed by Amanda to keep an eye on Dana because threatening letters had been received at the company address mentioning kidnapping and extortion. Julius had found a lead thanks to an acquaintance from Algeria who worked at San Rebate Chemicals. The outcome was known. The Algerian was dead, and Julius was dumped seriously wounded.

  Jonas paused his story and looked at Amanda and Cortez with tearful eyes.

  ‘Shall we take a break?’ Jane asked. But Jonas wanted to continue with his story.

  He said he felt increasingly pursued. On the evening of the robbery at the company, he gave Chris some extra practical lessons. Chris was a very gifted young man and he gladly sacrificed his free time for him. The robbery happened just as Chris was about to get a pizza and forgot to reactivate the code.

  Because he no longer felt safe in the hospital either, he asked Carmen for help. But even in her apartment he was not safe because the robber tried to finish his work this time. Jonas took a deep breath and then looked at Jane and Cortez. ‘That was my story,’ he said and sighed.

  ‘No, Jonas,’ Cortez said, looking at him challengingly. ‘You forgot something very important. Who drugged you and who left you handcuffed in the company’s office together with Mercedes and then set the fire? You know, and I think I know.’

  The despair on Jonas’s face was clearly visible. ‘It was Antonio,’ he shouted in Cortez’s direction.

  ‘No, Jonas. Antonio couldn’t have been it because he was arrested this morning in Algeria where he had been staying in a hotel for two days. Someone else loosely tied your handcuffs and the drug you received was not enough to never wake up again like the others. You saw that person, Jonas... was it Ana?’

  Jonas shrank as if struck by severe pain. ‘No no no!’ he screamed, looking desperately at Jane and Cortez.

  Jane knew they now had to pressure Jonas to get the truth out.

  Urgently, she told him he had two children he now had to care for. Tonight Laura would return with the ‘Bella Mare’ and then she would need the support of him and her brother. And he also had an obligation to Dana whose mother had been murdered and whose grandmother lay seriously injured in the hospital.

  At that last sentence, he looked at her blankly and then whispered, ‘Is Amanda dead? Murdered?! That can’t be! That can’t be!’ Jane had to restrain herself from grabbing him by the shoulders and shaking him.

  Then Jonas began to cry softly again, repeating over and over like a kind of mantra, ‘She murdered Amanda… Oh heaven, she murdered her… she’s going to kill everyone…’

  While Jane tried to comfort Jonas, Cortez went to the hallway and called his office to bring Ana Fuente in for questioning at his office.

  Chapter 57

  Marcus Fuente had left home early that morning. He had been very quiet so as not to wake his mother. Afterwards, he had played a practice match with his football club at home against players from one of the neighboring villages.

  Marcus was an enthusiastic player and very popular with his friends. For his 14 years, he was quite tall and the local basketball club wanted him on their team as a player.

  Returning home, he rode his bike into his street and saw several police cars, an ambulance, and a coroner’s van parked in front of their driveway.

  Slowly he came closer and was stopped by a police officer. He said in surprise that he lived there and asked what was going on. The officer took him onto the property and asked him to wait outside on the terrace until the commissioner came to him.

  A few seconds later, Cortez sat with him at the garden table. ‘I’ll keep it brief, Marcus. Your mother survived an attack and is now ready for transport to the hospital. You can’t go inside yet because there are two dead and one injured in your living room and they are still conducting forensic investigations.’

  Marcus stared at him with wide-open eyes and ran his hands confusedly through his hair. He didn’t know what to say and stammered something unintelligible.

  ‘I called Dionni and she’s coming to pick you up soon. Is that alright with you?’ Marcus nodded hesitantly and then asked about his mother’s condition. Cortez avoided his questioning gaze and replied that he didn’t know exactly. She had been resuscitated and was currently stable. Cortez saw the fearful question in Marcus’s eyes and tried to reassure him. This boy had already been through so many terrible things in the past few days.

  They saw Dionni’s small car speed down the street. She ignored the police officer who tried to stop her and went straight into the garden towards them. Cortez thanked her for coming so quickly and briefly informed her about the drama that had taken place here.

  ‘Good heavens, what else has to happen?’ Dionni lamented, wiping her tears away with her hand. Cortez offered her his handkerchief, which she gratefully accepted.

  They saw the ambulance with Ana inside drive away, and shortly after, one of Cortez’s assistants came out to ask if he wanted to be present at the interrogation of the other injured woman. Her wound had now been treated and she had regained consciousness. Moreover, the Fuentes’ neighbor was still waiting for him to tell his story. Cortez made a soothing gesture and said he would be there shortly. He stood up and prepared to leave.

  Dionni stopped him, handed Marcus the car keys, and asked him if he would wait for her in the car. When Marcus had left, she looked at Cortez challengingly. ‘I still don’t understand what happened. How did Ana get involved in something like this and where did she get a weapon?’

  ‘Dionni,’ Cortez said softly, ‘you know I can’t tell you yet. We’re still trying to figure that out. So give me a little more time, okay?’ Dionni sighed, nodded, and then disappeared towards her car.

  Cortez went inside and asked his assistant what they knew so far about the whole incident. He was told that the Fuentes’ neighbor had been walking his dog around nine o’clock that morning. He noticed a large black car parked in the street that he didn’t recognize. Because of the tinted windows, he couldn’t see inside. Not trusting it, he only walked a short distance with his dog and then went back inside his house.

  From there, he saw three people walking towards the Fuentes’ house: two Asians and a white woman. He called Ana’s number and got her on the phone shortly after. Apparently, he had woken her up. She sounded quite sleepy. He told her what he had noticed, and she thanked him before hanging up.

  A little later, the three people had disappeared into the house, and moments after that, he heard the gunshots. He was also the one who called all the emergency services.

  ‘We don’t know who the two dead people are. They had no papers on them. Photos have been taken, and since we assume they are Chinese, we have sent their photos to the Chinese Embassy. The tattoos in particular might provide identification. The remaining question is how a housewife like Ana Fuente got hold of an automatic assault rifle.’

  He showed the weapon Ana had used, now wrapped in plastic on the coffee table. ‘She just fired through the closed door... better said, mowed them down. The Chinese had pistols with silencers but... no chance to fire them. They must have been dead instantly. The third person, who was only wounded, must have picked them up and shot back in the same way. That’s how Ana Fuente was seriously injured and lost consciousness. When we arrived here, they were both lying on the ground.’

  Cortez looked around the living room. The curtains were still drawn, muting the sunlight from outside. In one of the chairs, he saw a young woman sitting. Her left shoulder and left leg were heavily bandaged, and she looked at Cortez indifferently. Handcuffs were placed around her wrists, and the white of the bandages starkly contrasted with her sun-tanned skin.

  Cortez turned to his detective and asked if he knew who she was. He shook his head and said that she also had no papers on her. Cortez said with a sweeping gesture to him, 'That is not necessary in this case either. May I introduce you to Carmen Fuentes. She is Jonas's niece and, if I am correct, also a good friend of Antonio de Silva.'

  Chapter 58

  Jane had just finished a conversation with the funeral director, who would arrange Amanda's funeral once the police investigation was completed. She had agreed with Tereza and Filip that they would meet at the hospital to visit Isabel. A message from the intensive care unit had come through on her mobile phone. Isabel had briefly woken up early in the morning and had spoken with the night nurse.

  In the cafeteria, Jane drank an espresso and looked at the message she had just received from Sila. Alida and Sila had been very worried about Melua's health. But Melua was responding well to the medication that was supposed to replace her drugs. She had even eaten a small portion of yoghurt and a mini slice of cornbread, which was an enormous amount for her small, thin, and emaciated body. Sila called it a small modest success on the long road Melua still had to travel.

  Jane suddenly heard her name called and looked up. Dolores was standing in front of her, who worked here at the Quiron reception. She was Dionni's eldest daughter. 'Sorry if I am disturbing you, Mrs. Clarence,' she said with a serious face. 'But I just received a terrible message from my mother.' Her voice trembled completely and she breathed heavily.

  Jane asked her to sit down and calmly tell what had happened. Dolores said that at the request of Commissioner Cortez, Marcus Fuente had been picked up and that he was now at the hacienda. There had been a shooting at the Fuente's house. Ana Fuente had just been brought in seriously injured to the intensive care unit. Two dead bodies were found in the Fuentes' house and a wounded woman had been arrested. Jane asked Dolores if her mother had mentioned any names, but that was not the case.

  'I just wanted to pass on the message from my mother,' Dolores said a little relieved. 'And...' she added, 'I have to get back to work.' She gave Jane a faint smile.

  'I am also worried about my mother. She has lost a lot of weight lately due to stress.'

  Jane looked at her amused and then said laughing, 'But Dolores... hasn't your mother told you that she has been taking Amanda's slimming pills? I admit that the result in such a short time is astonishing.'

  Dolores looked at her in surprise and then answered with a smile, 'No, I didn't know that. Then I am not surprised either. A colleague of mine took them too and is no longer recognizable. It has become quite a craze here in the hospital. But... there was something about a side effect the product could have. I forgot what it was.'

  She told Jane that she still had duty at the reception until five o'clock in case she might need her and then walked back to her workplace.

  Jane thought about what could have happened in Ana and Jonas's house. Two dead and two wounded... those were Wild West scenes you wouldn't expect in a quiet residential area.

  She was so lost in thought that she only noticed Tereza and Filip when they sat down at her table. They too were shaken by the terrible news and speculated about what could have happened. Jane told them about the arrangements she had made for Amanda's funeral with the funeral director.

  Before they arrived here, Filip said, he had gone back to the smoldering ruin that had once been Amanda's company. Then he looked at Jane and Tereza intently.

  'After everything that had already happened, I had the strange feeling that more could still happen at Amanda's company. I talked about it with Amanda, and the evening before, we had our entire production stock moved to their storage by another company two plots away. Moreover, I also secured the entire administration. Only the attack on Amanda...' he had to break off and rubbed his face wearily.

  Jane placed her hand on his arm. ‘You did what you could, Filip. You couldn’t prevent Amanda’s murder. Someone had already planned all of this, and it’s as if that person wanted to ruin both companies. It must be someone who quietly obtained information…’

  She was interrupted by a man in a white coat who suddenly stood beside their table. ‘Mrs. Clarence?’ he asked somewhat uncertainly. She nodded and looked at him questioningly.

  ‘I am Doctor Valenti and I have a request for you. Ana Fuente has just woken up and urgently wants to speak with you. And I just heard that you were here…’ and he pointed towards the reception desk.

  In the elevator, the doctor explained that Ana was fortunately less seriously injured than they had initially thought. Jane accompanied the doctor to the small room in the intensive care unit where Ana lay hooked up to an IV and faintly smiled when she entered. Jane sat beside her bed and simply said, ‘I’m glad to see you, Ana, and I’m listening.’

  It was clear that Ana was in a lot of pain when breathing despite the medication. She grasped Jane’s hand and slowly told her story. Despair was written all over her face when she spoke of her children, and her breathing became somewhat calmer when Jane promised that they would be cared for.

  After a while, her medication began to work better and she fell asleep. Quietly, Jane left her room to urgently have a conversation with Commissioner Cortez.

  Chapter 59

  Everything was calm aboard the ‘Bella Mare’ and the wind had meanwhile died down to a light breeze. It was as if there had never been an autumn storm in the eastern part of the Mediterranean Sea.

  It was nearing midday and the sun was already high. A few girls had sat on deck leaning against the wheelhouse, enjoying the warm sun rays. Others needed rest and sleep.

  Rubio and Juan Cerca enjoyed all the activity aboard their boat. Of course, it was always exciting which guests they would have on board their trawler when their boat was hired out for a fishing trip again.

  But this time, rescuing the girls had also been a physical effort for them. It was as if they had saved their own children, and that gave them a satisfied feeling and smiles on their faces.

  When the Spanish fishing fleet they were part of was taken over by a British organization, they had dropped out and decided to look for another source of income. Both were widowers and neither had children to carry on their business.

  One day they would have to sell the boat and spend their old age with the money in one of the overcrowded nursing homes. They had invested heavily in the ‘Bella Mare’ and their decision was clear: if they ever met someone who could continue their work, they would not hesitate to ask him.

  They had seen too often that colleagues worked far too long and paid for it with their health.

  The end of this adventurous journey was now in sight. Around midnight, they would be in the port of Torrevieja.

  For the helpers, it would mean they had successfully completed their mission, and for the group of girls, it would be the end of days of fear.

  Dana and Laura were the two girls who could still have a very hard time with all the misery that awaited them at home.

  Kasim had only passed on his recent report about the shooting at the Fuentes’ house to Martin, Ramon, and the Cercas. They had all consulted together about what to do, and Martin had the idea to involve Dana. The two girls had known each other their whole lives, and Dana could better convey it to Laura and comfort her.

  Dana was very shocked by the story and said she would choose the right moment to tell Laura herself.

  She had a long conversation with Martin. He prepared her for all the negative things that could come at her from home. Dana said she was glad to have him as a friend to speak so openly with each other.

  In Martin's eyes, Dana had only become stronger and more mature through all the misery, and she had formed a friendship with Elda, the Finnish woman, who had shown the same strong leadership in the group.

  ‘You are helping and comforting everyone, but how do you process all this yourself, Martin?’ Dana's question took him completely by surprise, and she looked at him inquisitively.

  He looked shyly aside and then said flatly, ‘I manage.’ There was a moment of silence. Then he said softly, ‘You know, Dana… she was, besides Julius, my best friend, and I still can't imagine what my life will look like without her.’ His face took on a sorrowful expression. ‘When I fled Romania, it was your parents who welcomed me and gave me a future again. If someone believes in you, Dana, you can move mountains.’

  There was silence again before Martin continued his story. It was as if he did not quite know where to begin. ‘It is certainly not easy to say goodbye to your old life and find your footing again in a completely different environment and culture. You have to believe me on that.’

  Dana nodded but said nothing. Martin sighed. ‘This story, Dana, concerns your father. I would like you to hear it from me and not through gossip from others. Perfect parents do not exist, even if you would like them to. A few months before his death, your father met again his great love from his student days, and he lost the battle to suppress this passion. The feeling was so strong that they had plans to live another life in another country.’ He paused again.

  ‘So, another woman…’ whispered Dana.

  Martin looked her directly in the eye and said softly, ‘No, Dana… it is a man, and his name is Adrian de Silva.’

  The disbelief and confusion on Dana's face spoke volumes, and Martin knew she would need a lot of time to process this.

  ‘I am glad you speak so openly with me, Martin,’ she whispered, ‘and I do indeed prefer to hear it from you. Maybe one day I will understand it too, when the pain has lessened.’

  Comfortingly, Martin put his arm around her with an almost fatherly gesture and wiped the tears from her face.

  Chapter 60

  The call came at eleven thirty. There were always taxis waiting in front of the Quiron hospital building to bring or pick up people. This time, there had been two taxis waiting for customers. It was thanks to the attentiveness of an elderly lady that the taxi robbery became immediately known.

  She was sitting in the garden in front of the hospital on a bench that was exactly opposite the taxis and was waiting for her friend who was inside with a specialist.

  A man of middle age had caught her attention; he stood for a while by the window in the hall, watching the taxis. When the first taxi drove away with a customer, he quickly went outside. He opened the door of the second taxi at the back and sat behind the driver.

  The elderly lady was the widow of an arms dealer, and she clearly recognized the small-caliber pistol he held in his hand and pressed against the driver's neck. She quickly wrote down the taxi number on the back of her left hand so as not to forget it.

  When the taxi drove away, she immediately went inside and ignored all the waiting customers at the desk. Fortunately, she reached Carmen, Dionni’s daughter, who was on duty at the desk and reacted immediately, calling the police.

  The taxi dispatch tried to call the taxi using a special code, but the driver did not respond. To avoid endangering the taxi driver, they only asked for reports via a special number of the taxi dispatch.

  Meanwhile, the taxi had been seen in one of the small villages near the airport, and it was suspected that the robber was heading to the airport.

  Alicante was the domain of Commissioner Lorenzo, who immediately deployed several of his men.

  The coastal road and other access routes were monitored by plainclothes officers in unmarked cars, and at the airport, national police officers stood ready in both uniform and civilian clothes.

  When the taxi took the road around the old airport building and blended inconspicuously with the other traffic, it was clear that the taxi would stop directly in front of one of the entrances to the airport building.

  The main intention was to ensure the safety of the taxi driver.

  The kidnapper swiftly got out of the taxi when it stopped in front of one of the entrances to the departure hall and then drove off. For the first time, the surveillance cameras clearly captured the assailant on film. It was Jonas Fuente.

  He entered the departure hall and looked around. Then he saw a man with a briefcase walking toward the restrooms. Fuente followed him. That man had almost the same build as Jonas.

  Lorenzo gave the signal to intervene to prevent a second hostage situation or worse. A surprised Jonas Fuente was pinned down by four officers at the entrance to the men's restroom.

  Two plainclothes officers showed their identification and asked Fuente to come with them because there was an arrest warrant. They also made him aware that more of their colleagues were nearby, ready to intervene if he did not comply with their orders.

  Jonas Fuente saw that fleeing was hopeless, and an hour later he was sitting in one of the interrogation rooms waiting for Commissioner Cortez.

  Cortez had just reviewed the footage from the Quiron surveillance camera together with Lorenzo. They had found what they were looking for. At 7:30, a group of hospital staff entered through the night entrance, and Carmen Fuente had joined them. Another surveillance camera had picked her up again as she walked to the patient rooms in a white nurse’s coat. She entered Jonas’s room and was seen minutes later in the hospital parking lot.

  One of Cortez’s assistants came in with two files, and Cortez briefly glanced at Carmen’s file. 'It says here that Carmen only started working at the San Rebate Chemicals office when Antonio also appeared there.' 'Okay, let’s see what Jonas has to say about that,' Lorenzo replied.

  They entered the interrogation room and signaled the officer at the door that he could step outside and wait in the hallway.

  Both Cortez and Lorenzo sat down at the table at length, looked into their files, and paid no attention to Jonas.

  He began to grow restless, fidgeting back and forth in his chair.

  'Jonas,' Cortez began, 'things don’t look good for you. Your last crime was kidnapping a taxi under threat of a weapon. But we also suspect you of a series of other crimes.'

  Jonas started to apply his usual tactic again: denying everything and pretending to be the victim.

  'This time, Jonas, the kidnapping of the taxi alone is enough to lock you up for years,' Cortez added.

  'And on top of that, incitement to murder, arson, extortion, possession of weapons without a permit, and kidnapping in fourteen cases.'

  He fell silent and looked at Jonas questioningly. Jonas only asked for his lawyer and wished to say nothing further.

  He disappeared into a police cell and his place was taken by Carmen. She was very nervous, shifting restlessly in her chair and looking at the two policemen with a scrutinizing gaze.

  Cortez explained to her that the investigating judge had issued an arrest warrant against her. The charges against her included various items such as attempted murder and illegal possession of weapons.

  Carmen burst out in curses.

  'Carmen,' Cortez said to her in a calm tone, 'we need to know what you say happened.'

  Carmen shook her head and asked for a lawyer. She sat with her arms crossed in her chair and looked indifferently at the wall. She did not respond to Cortez's questions.

  Cortez turned to Lorenzo and then said to him in a casual tone, 'In fact, we don't even need her statement. Antonio and Jonas have burdened her so heavily that it would be enough for a prosecutor's indictment.'

  Carmen sprang up and cast a fierce glance in Cortez's direction. At a signal from Cortez, the female officer present handcuffed Carmen again in order to take her to the cell complex.

  Carmen resisted fiercely and a second officer had to be called for assistance. She repeatedly called out for a lawyer before the door of her cell was closed.

  'I bet five euros that Carmen will be the first to talk,' Lorenzo said to his colleague.

  'Okay... you lose!' Cortez said with a smile, extending his hand to him. They had often made such small bets before, and the stakes would go towards having a beer or a glass of wine together on a terrace.

  But never before had the case in question been as serious as now.

  Chapter 61

  Jane had briefly fallen asleep in one of the comfortable terrace chairs on the hacienda's terrace. She woke up when she heard the 'tingle' of her phone. She had instructed her staff in London to find out who the two dead Chinese men with the conspicuous tattoos were.

  Now her people sent her an email from the Chinese embassy in Madrid stating that the two men who had been shot dead were not known to them. But from the Chinese consulate in Barcelona came the message that those two did not have visas for Spain but had come to Europe as tourists via Germany. After that, they apparently went into hiding in Europe until they were arrested in England during a shooting incident. They were released on bail only to disappear again.

  There was an arrest warrant for those two in England and they were wanted by Europol throughout Europe, also in connection with shooting incidents.

  When Jane read this report, she had to smile at the thought that these two criminals had been taken down by a small Spanish woman who did not even really know how to handle a weapon.

  That Ana had found the weapon in the garage had been pure coincidence.

  Marcus had asked her if she still had some old stuff to sell at the annual football club flea market, and they decided to look in the garage.

  The automatic weapon was in a case and hidden in an old golf bag that stood in a corner of the garage… it was ready to be used. In an old weekend bag lying next to the golf bag were stacks of Euros in large denominations and an envelope with a computer chip inside. Moreover, there were two forged passports on top, issued in the names Mariah and Juan Parodi with the photos of Jonas and Carmen. She was deeply shocked by her findings and decided to take everything to her study. She examined the computer chip on her laptop and understood immediately. It contained combinations, passwords, and data about various bank accounts in Europe and the Middle East.

  She knew this information was not meant for strange eyes and that it was better not to inform Jonas about her discovery. The burglars in their house had been looking for these items, that was especially clear to her.

  Jane sighed and wished she had had the chance to talk to Ana about this earlier. Maybe then everything would have turned out differently. Ana had told her in the hospital that the night before she had almost wanted to tell Dionni everything but then hesitated to burden her with it as well.

  That morning, when her neighbor called to warn her about her ‘visitors,’ she knew she would have to fight for her life. The very thought that Jonas might be involved was unbearable for her.

  Jane had read the report from the forensic team. Initially, it was assumed that the two Chinese men had no chance to shoot. But then it became clear that first the door lock had been targeted with the Chinese men’s weapons. Then a volley was fired from Ana’s weapon, and then the Chinese weapons were fired again by Carmen.

  Jane had always admired the police’s craftsmanship in determining the exact course of a shooting incident. In this case, it would mean that Ana had fired in self-defense, which was very important for the legal assessment.

  What Jane now blamed herself for was that she had been unconditionally convinced of Jonas’s innocence. What a performance both Jonas and Carmen had put on. It was planned that she would find the body in the front yard of Carmen’s neighbors. That was why Carmen had arranged the meeting with her.

  And Jonas’s acting in the hospital deserved an Oscar. Ana had assured her that she did not know Antonio at all and certainly had no affair with him. Ana was a practicing Catholic for whom infidelity was an absolute mortal sin.

  But the worst thing for Jane was that a dirty game had been played with Mercedes and Adrian. At Jane’s request and with Mercedes’s permission, a blood test with Adrian’s blood was carried out in the hospital. Jane’s suspicions were confirmed.

  In Adrian’s blood was a substance that caused a delay in the body’s motor skills. It produced the same symptoms found in Alzheimer’s patients. The question remained for Jane who had administered this substance to Adrian and who knew about it. Was Mercedes being blackmailed and cooperating? Was she therefore to be eliminated just like Amanda?

  But the greatest mystery of all was still the kidnapping of the fourteen girls. Was the kidnapping of the other girls merely camouflage and only meant to put pressure on certain parents?

  Jane would sooner or later get an answer to her questions. Now one thing was very important, and that was the homecoming of the ‘Bella Mare’ with its passengers. It would not be easy for Dana and Laura to cope with the changed family situation.

  Isabel had asked her to be there when the boat arrived that night. She had spoken with the attending physician, and he had strongly advised against it. Isabel was tough but still too weak to endure this.

  Instead, she had promised Isabel to come with Dana the next morning when she was a bit more rested.

  There were still so many open questions to which Jane would have liked to have answers.

  Sometimes she would worry about things that later had a very simple explanation. But sometimes… and those were the questions that kept coming back… sometimes all her alarm bells went off. Again and again she had to think of Filip’s explanation that he, in agreement with Amanda, had secured all the supplies and the entire administration before the fire.

  How coincidental could that coincidence be.

  She hoped there would be a very simple answer to this question and felt a little ashamed of her ever-present suspicion.

  Again the 'tingle' of her phone interrupted her thoughts.

  The message was very short and came from Sila. She wrote that at Alida’s request a group of soldiers had gone looking for the three people, one of whom had been shot by Dana. They found the location and arrested all three. The wounded man had meanwhile been taken to the hospital. He was in bad shape but no longer in life-threatening condition.

  Jane leaned back in her comfortable chair. She was tired from all the hectic days and there was no one with whom she could talk about these problems and lean on. On impulse she dialed the number of Tomas, her ex-husband. She heard the happiness in his voice when she said her name. 'I think I need your support, Tomas,' she said softly. There was a moment of silence on the other end, then he answered, 'I'm already on my way.'

  Chapter 62

  Around twelve o’clock Lorenzo and Cortez were again in one of the interrogation rooms opposite Jonas. Wordlessly Lorenzo slid a five Euro note towards Cortez. 'You won our bet,' he said softly with a smile.

  Jonas had been able to get in touch with his lawyer. Doctor Carlos Montanero was an old hand in his profession and had often made things difficult for Cortez in interrogation rooms or courtrooms.

  This time Dr. Montanero was unusually calm. He had just been informed by the investigating judge that Jonas Fuente’s detention was extended and that release on bail was denied due to flight risk. That meant Jonas would have to await the start of his trial in prison.

  Dr. Montanero was also shocked by the number of charges filed against Jonas and requested more time to study the files.

  Cortez pointed out that the number of charges was still incomplete but that Montanero could count on his cooperation. Meanwhile, a report had also been filed by the robbed taxi driver with the national police and added to Cortez’s dossier.

  Moreover, there were several injured people in the hospital whose statements could not yet be added to the protocol. Everything indicated that here too Jonas would be accused as the perpetrator or co-perpetrator.

  Jonas began to protest wildly and repeatedly insisted on his innocence.

  Cortez looked at Jonas and asked him if he wanted to make a statement. But Jonas remained silent and sulked.

  Suddenly Cortez thought he had found a way to force a reaction from Jonas.

  'Tonight,' he began, looking Jonas intently in the eye, 'tonight, Jonas, your daughter comes back home, and do you know what surprises me so much? You haven’t once inquired how she has been since we told you she was safe. And do you know what else surprises me? You haven’t once asked how your wife is doing. Apparently, you’re not very interested in how they are.'

  Jonas looked away shyly and mumbled something about forgetting.

  'You are an excellent storyteller, Jonas. Your good friend Antonio gave a sworn statement in Algeria at his arrest and especially accused you of orchestrating the kidnappings of the girls as test subjects and setting up the new production site on the mountain. You incited an Algerian family to abduct mainly white test subjects around twenty years old from Spain, and it was incredibly unlucky that your daughter was among the kidnapped girls. You did nothing to bring her back! Nothing, Jonas.'

  He was silent for a moment and looked at Jonas inquisitively. Jonas shrank back, and it was clear to Cortez that it was not Jonas but another person who dominated him and held the reins. There was only one person left who could be his master, and that was Carmen.

  Cortez paused for a moment and then continued, ‘But Carmen certainly didn’t allow that, and Carmen was the boss. Carmen said you had to be strong and promised you fame and a lot of money in your new life… wasn’t that so, Jonas?’

  Jonas collapsed and had a complete nervous breakdown. Cortez knew he had struck the right chord and that he was on the right track with his suspicion.

  Dr. Mantanero asked for his client to be taken back to his cell and for a doctor to examine him. The two commissioners agreed.

  Jonas was taken back to his cell and given a sedative injection by the doctor who was called in. The duty prison officer was instructed to check on Jonas every half hour.

  Cortez and Lorenzo were just about to take a short break when there was a knock on the door of his office and Paola Santander peeked around the corner. She looked as if she urgently wanted to discuss something.

  ‘We were just about to go for a drink at our favorite pub opposite the office,’ said Cortez. ‘I just won a bet against Lorenzo. Are you coming?’

  Paola smiled. She knew the habits of the two commissioners all too well. ‘Okay,’ she said with a smile, ‘Just for a little while.’

  After taking the first sip of her beer, she could no longer wait to deliver the message she wanted to share. ‘Sorry, Cortez,’ she said somewhat anxiously. ‘I believe I made an error in judgment in the case of Jonas Fuente. I had the blood test reviewed again and inquired at various institutions and hospitals to see if there was a file on him. The blood only shows traces of insulin and a minimal trace of drugs. But you might have already known that. What I am really worried about are two files from two different psychiatric institutions, both reaching the same conclusion. Jonas Fuente suffers from a severe form of arteriosclerosis in his brain that can take on schizophrenic forms. Surgery is not possible and so far he has refused medication.’

  The police psychologist took a long sip from her glass and looked expectantly at the two men.

  'Do you mean that Jonas is terminally ill and might go completely mad later on... to put it simply,' asked Cortez.

  'Exactly that! I have to get back to work. I'll send you the file and then you can ask a specialist about it. Thanks for the beer,' she took the last sip from her glass, waved, and then headed back to her office.

  Chapter 63

  The invitation came via Alida’s phone. The secretary of the Minister of Defence asked Alida if she and Sila could handle a job for the government. In the basement of the building by the bay, four girls had been found who came from Pakistan.

  They wanted to get them out of there as soon as possible and especially asked for Sila’s help as an interpreter. The information that Sila could help because she had Pakistani grandparents had come from Nadir Amrani. A small frigate would be waiting in Port Say to transport them to the bay.

  Of course, Alida and Sila wanted to do this job, if only out of pure curiosity to see the building they had heard so much about from the inside.

  At the entrance to the bay, they transferred to a small dinghy that dropped them off at the side entrance with the large iron door that was open. They took the elevator up.

  They were greeted warmly by a major of the Algerian commandos. He knew Nadir Amrani and also his father.

  Since the capture of this 'stronghold,' as he put it, he had been busy caring for various wounded detainees. One of his men had been hit by a stray bullet from the opponents and had to be stabilized first. He was expecting a helicopter shortly to pick up the wounded man.

  He asked Sila and Alida above all to have a conversation with the four frightened Pakistani girls who had been found in the sleeping quarters downstairs. And if possible, to take them away from this place so heavy with meaning for them.

  The four young women sat very anxiously in the large room that had such a beautiful view of the Mediterranean Sea. A sea that was now so wonderfully calm and peaceful that it was hard to believe that just hours earlier a hurricane had raged in this region.

  Sila’s grandparents had come from Pakistan to England, and she still spoke a mix of Pakistani and English with her grandmother.

  She saw the relief on the young women’s faces when she greeted them in their own language and explained who Alida and she were.

  Then she very briefly told the story of the fourteen kidnapped girls and their rescue. Sila asked about their story and how she and Alida could help them.

  Faria was the name of the oldest girl in the group, and she was just eighteen years old. She said that the other three girls were called Nida, Bushra, and Camila, and that they all came from the same village. Their village was very poor. They had never had the chance to go to secondary school. They saw their parents toil day and night, and everyone in the family had to contribute. For them, there was only one option: marry early or find a job.

  They had heard stories of girls who had successfully obtained a good job or education abroad through an agency, without knowing whether these stories were true. This was an opportunity to leave, and they seized it.

  They had been told by the agency that sent them out that they would end up in a wealthy family, would only do light household work, and would look after the children.

  The second day after their arrival, the fairy tale was already over. Their passports were confiscated. They were separated from each other and divided into various shifts for work in the pharmaceutical factory in Morocco. Faria was certain that at first there had been twelve girls from Pakistan. The others had disappeared over time. All that time they had been terribly afraid and did whatever was asked of them out of pure desperation.

  All four began to cry softly. Perhaps it was the relief that their terrible ordeal was now over and that they could finally feel truly safe again.

  Alida and Sila did not yet know what would happen to them now because this was the decision of the Algerian authorities.

  Alida went back to the major and told him that they would take the girls to Port Say to temporarily accommodate them in a hotel there. There they could await the decision of the Algerian authorities.

  Casually, she also asked the major if they might have a brief conversation with Antonio de Silva. The major looked at her in surprise and began to beam.

  ‘Ah... is that his name. He wouldn’t say anything to us. What a surprise this will be for him!’ He had a mischievous expression on his face as if he had just heard a naughty joke.

  He led Alida through the hall to the other side and opened the door to a kind of canteen that was temporarily serving as an infirmary. In the corridor lay a collection of weapons. ‘Our loot,’ said the major with a sweeping gesture.

  She saw four Chinese sitting on the floor leaning against the wall. All four were injured in their legs. Two men who looked Arab had injuries to their shoulders and hands and were sitting at a table together with Antonio de Silva.

  Alida looked around and then told the major that she was missing one person. Dana had also mentioned the Chinese nurse who had attacked Julia and given her the injection.

  ‘Oh, that little brat,’ said the major. ‘We locked her up downstairs in one of the cells. She was kicking and swearing the whole time. So we hoped that a taste of her own medicine would calm her down! Sorry... you may not take her. She belongs with the detainees.’ And he grinned from ear to ear again.

  Then he said that at any moment his second group of men could come in with five Chinese and three Arabs who had been taken out on the other side of the bay near the miners' huts after a firefight.

  Alida took that as a hint to keep it brief and approached Antonio de Silva. He was a handsome, slender man in his fifties with dark hair that was graying at the temples. The only discordant note was a scar on his left cheek.

  Alida greeted him in English and gave her name. He looked at her admiringly and pointed to her red curly hair. 'Irish mother?' he asked.

  'No,' she replied with a slight smile, 'I have a Scottish father.' She asked him if she could do anything for him.

  To be fair, she added that she was in the service of Jane Clarence.

  'Well now,' he said with mild admiration. He invited her to sit down. She looked questioningly at the major, but he nodded and said he would come to fetch her later.

  Antonio leaned back in his chair, and only then did she see that he was handcuffed. Amused, he asked her if she wanted to record their conversation since that was customary in her circles. Alida immediately placed a small mini-recorder on the table, which she had taken from her tiny shoulder bag, and switched it on.

  She asked Antonio what his story was. Antonio was silent at first, then began to tell his version. He was an adventurer who had roamed the world and done mischievous things. 'Okay,' he said, looking at her seriously, 'I have lied and deceived people but never have I used violence myself.' His favorite city, where he had also spent most of his adult life, was Singapore. After the surrender of Hong Kong to China, he discovered a new market for his products. He earned millions and spent them just as easily.

  Then suddenly he shifted uncomfortably in his chair and became very serious. 'Alida, I have absolutely no illusions about my future. The Algerian state has enough material to lock me up for decades. Drug trafficking is still not popular in this country,' he said with a sarcastic undertone and smiled briefly.

  He paused for a moment. Then he continued his story. When he heard about the kidnapping of the girls, he took off. He did not want to be associated with these kidnappings. Especially since a daughter of one of his business partners was among the abducted girls.

  Alida leaned forward in suspense and asked almost breathlessly if he meant Amanda.

  'Smart girl,' said Antonio. 'She is a top-class businesswoman who knows when it is time to sell. Did you know she sold me an almost worthless object? She and her husband developed a slimming pill that works wonders and really delivers results.' He leaned toward Alida with a big grin and then said, 'Only this pill has a small drawback. You don’t get beautiful red hair like yours but green hair. Somewhere in the salt compound, a mistake occurred.' He began laughing exuberantly. 'Can you imagine, Alida... all those claims Amanda would have gotten? She was smart and sold at the right time.'

  Alida grabbed his arm and shook it vigorously. Then she said calmly, 'Antonio... Amanda is dead... not just dead... she was murdered and then her company was set on fire. And Mercedes also had to die in the same fire, but she was rescued in time.'

  Antonio looked at her with his mouth open, and her words only slowly sank in.

  'She is dead?' he repeated incredulously. It took a moment before he recovered. He shook his head in disbelief. His eyes were dull when he looked at her. He was touched, deeply touched by her death.

  It took a while before Alida dared to ask him another question. Antonio almost automatically answered everything.

  She asked him about the dismantling of San Rebate Chemicals and heard from him that the company had long been on the brink of bankruptcy and had been bought up by two Chinese and one Spanish shareholder.

  'We know the Chinese, Antonio, but who is the Spanish shareholder?'

  It was as if Antonio had been shaken awake. He looked at her and smiled. 'I found out by chance. It was the stockbroker Bordas who smelled money.'

  The name meant nothing to Alida, but she gave no sign. Later, she or others would find out who was meant by this.

  'And Carmen Fuentes… do you know her?'

  He sat up and told a story full of suspicion, jealousy, blackmail, theft, and murder. And Carmen and her Chinese bulldozers were involved in all these matters. For a while, he was impressed by her ingenuity in fraud and deception. But then he thought it was time to end their relationship.

  'Did you know, by the way, that Carmen and that Bordas had an affair? That will interest Jane Clarence… they are family, aren’t they?'

  Alida thought it was time to close her story with one last question she found important and asked if it was true that he was gay and had had an affair with Jonas.

  Antonio began to laugh loudly and asked who had told her this nonsense. Much could be said about him, but certainly not that.

  'You’re confusing me with my brother!' he said very amused. He said he considered Jonas a very capricious man and doubted whether he was indeed homosexual.

  'You know what I find so sad, Alida, that my dream to one day live here and hide in this building will never come true. This area here is beautiful and full of surprises.'

  He surprised her with his question about what she would do with this building if she were the owner.

  She thought for a moment and then said convincingly that she would set up a rehabilitation center for addicts here, thinking of Melua’s small, tormented body. She told him how this girl fought to survive and how much that had impressed her.

  Alida stretched out her hand to thank him for his openness and promised to check in from time to time to see how he was doing.

  She felt his gaze follow her as she went outside and closed the door behind her.

  Chapter 64

  When Jane’s phone rang and Alida was on the other line, Jane knew something very important had happened. Alida told her what she had just experienced a minute ago.

  'You did WHAT?' An interview with Antonio?' Jane almost shouted. 'Wow, Alida, great work.' 'Yes… I can record it.'

  Her newest iPhone was equipped with an app to record and play back conversations and had even once been used in court as evidence with the judge’s approval.

  Jane was not very tech-savvy, but she always made sure that

  her people and herself were equipped with the latest communication tools.

  Jane could hardly believe what she was hearing. This interview cast a very different light on the whole matter. Commercially speaking, she had material for several broadcasts, but now it was something else. Her own family was involved, and you don’t air your family’s dirty laundry in public.

  She listened to the entire conversation again with her eyes closed and then thought aloud. So Antonio wasn’t gay. Chris, the intern at Amanda’s company, had seen Antonio and Jonas at the gay bar. Could he have misinterpreted something?

  She looked up Chris’s mobile number and got him on the line immediately. She went straight to this point in his statement and asked him to think carefully again about how the situation had been. Chris confirmed that he had the impression of having seen a gay couple leaving the bar and getting into the car. But now that she asked him so directly, it could also have been just a friendly gesture that he had mistaken for romantic affection.

  Jane sat at the desk in Isabel’s delightfully cool study. Outside she heard Filip’s voice and then Tereza’s cheerful laughter. There was little point in postponing the conversation with Filip. Jane needed to know whether Antonio’s claims were true. She wanted to give him the chance to express his opinion in a private conversation and to keep Tereza out of it.

  She walked to the terrace and asked if he had a moment to talk with her. Filip looked at her questioningly and saw from her expression that it was important. ‘Whatever it is, Jane, I would like Tereza to be present at our conversation if she wants to be.’

  Tereza nodded and asked Jane to come and sit with them.

  Jane began cautiously by saying that her questions to Filip were very personal and not just about business matters.

  Filip made a hand gesture and then told her that he and Tereza had cleared the air and that she was fully informed.

  Hesitantly, Jane said, ‘If that’s the case, then I would like you to listen to this interview that my colleague Alida had this morning with Antonio de Silva in Algeria. He makes a few claims here to which I would like to have your reaction, Filip.’

  Filip didn’t flinch while listening to the interview and afterwards said that everything Antonio had said was true. He glanced sideways at Tereza and said that she even knew about the affair with Carmen.

  Filip began his story with ‘San Rebate Chemicals’. In stock market circles, there was always a lot of gossip, and he had vaguely heard something about difficulties the company was having due to mismanagement.

  A large hotel chain had shown interest in the land and buildings because of the location and was looking for an intermediary to handle the negotiations for them.

  At that time, Filip was under a lot of pressure because of the losses he had suffered with other failed construction projects, and he accepted the job because he was well paid.

  He quickly discovered that the company was in serious trouble. Adrian de Silva had been sidelined by his wife Mercedes for quite some time.

  Mercedes had managed to recruit two Chinese businessmen to invest in her company. They discovered too late that Adrian had siphoned off large sums of money from the company and that their investment had become worthless for their purposes. The main production continued in a reduced form, but the profits were small.

  Then Mercedes made a mistake. She needed help and contacted Antonio because he was one of the shareholders of the company with a small percentage.

  He came immediately, and in his wake were Carmen and her ‘bodyguards’. They stayed in Mercedes’s house against her will.

  For Antonio and his team, this location was a godsend. In no time, the company was transformed into a production site for narcotics. The staff were simply dismissed and replaced by simple workers from North Africa.

  Filip paused before continuing his story. From their very first meeting, he had been deeply impressed by the athletic Carmen Fuente and her charm. She didn’t even have to make it clear to him that she held the reins at this company… he noticed that quickly.

  Their relationship lasted only a very short time. Carmen quickly grew bored again and was looking for another adventure. He had the impression that she had nymphomaniac tendencies and that it didn’t matter to her whether she seduced a man or a woman.

  ‘She should have become an actress,’ Jane said with some bitterness in her voice. ‘What a fool she made of me with her little play!’

  She laughed scornfully and thought of how Carmen had ensured that she would find the corpse in the front yard of her downstairs neighbors.

  ‘Sorry, Filip, for interrupting you, please continue.’

  Tereza had briefly gone to the fridge on the terrace and returned with a jug of Dionni’s homemade Sangria and three glasses.

  Filip took a large sip from the glass handed to him by Tereza.

  ‘Jane… if I had had enough money back then, I would have bought up San Rebate Chemicals and thrown the whole gang out! Did you know that Albert, when he was still alive, had plans to mass-produce the slimming pills together with Adrian in Adrian’s company? But then the accident happened…’ He faltered and looked helplessly at Tereza.

  Tereza took over from him. ‘Jane,’ she said very slowly. ‘Jane, what we are about to tell you must remain between us! Albert’s accident was not a real accident.’

  Amanda was furious that day. She had heard about Albert’s plans and decisions without him having spoken to her about them beforehand. She felt sidelined, and that hurt. She knew nothing of the relationship with Adrian and could not understand why he wanted to go into business with a competitor.

  Amanda went for a short walk to clear her mind and passed the garage where they always had their cars serviced.

  She saw Albert’s car parked there. The key was in it, and she thought he was finished. She called to the mechanic in the back that she would take the car already. He waved to her and continued with his work. In hindsight, he hadn’t really heard what she said. His colleague had been working on the car, and because she showed the key, he thought the car was ready. What he didn’t know was that the front tires had been replaced and still needed to be tightened during the final inspection. Because his colleague was called away for an urgent job for a customer, he couldn’t finish his work, and that had fatal consequences for Albert.

  Jane had listened to her story with wide eyes and suddenly grabbed her glass of Sangria, which was still untouched on the table. She drank it down in one gulp.

  ‘Heavens... I understand,’ Jane whispered. ‘You have decided to sweep this under the rug. And poor Amanda… she must have suffered terribly under her feelings of guilt.’

  She sat shaking her head in her terrace chair and looked at Tereza and Filip with understanding. She assured them that their secret would remain a secret as far as she was concerned.

  She suddenly sat up straight because something had just occurred to her. ‘There is one person you should still tell this to, and that is Martin. He saw and examined the car and still believes that there was intent involved.’

  Filip told Jane that he had worked very closely with Amanda to solve her problems. Amanda came to him with all her problems.

  Tereza and Filip had always wanted to have a daughter alongside their three sons. Amanda could have been that daughter.

  ‘And one more thing, Filip. You heard that Antonio claims Amanda sold her company along with the important product to him. Did she ever talk to you about this?’

  ‘Never,’ said Filip. ‘She actually wanted to keep the company running, and we had everything well arranged. With Isabel’s bank guarantee, we got some breathing room again. Believe me, Jane, in two months’ time this would have been a healthy company again. And... the product was still selling phenomenally!’

  ‘But I can’t just dismiss Antonio’s claim like that. If the product really changes hair color and claims arise from that, it would indeed have had serious consequences for Amanda’s company. It’s safe to assume Jonas knew this as well.’ Jane fell silent again and thought it over. She was convinced she had overlooked something.

  It was Tereza who gave her an idea by asking if she had checked all the staff in Amanda’s company to see if there was a rotten apple among them. Suddenly, the puzzle pieces fell into place. One person was so inconspicuous and came across so innocently that people simply overlooked him.

  Chapter 65

  Mateo Cantaro was a civil servant at the Town Hall in the fishing village of Santa Pola. Once every two months, he had to be available on weekends for unexpected events. However, such an event had never actually happened.

  That morning, he had simply gone to church in his parish and also had a glass of wine at the bodega opposite the church, as he always did. Then he received a message on his mobile phone from his bureau chief that he had to go directly to the town hall and provide information to a lady named Jane Clarence.

  Mateo Cantaro had initially been very reluctant and did not want to provide information without written confirmation.

  To his considerable surprise, he received a phone call from Commissioner Lorenzo promising that a fax confirming that Jane Clarence was to be given the requested information could be found at his office.

  Apparently, that made a big impression on Mateo, and shortly afterward, Jane had the desired copy in her hands.

  Jane was so absorbed in reading the document that the clerk had to remind her twice that her change from paying for the duplicates was still on the counter. She thanked him profusely for his effort and left.

  It had only been a suspicion, but this paper was the confirmation that she had been right.

  Forty minutes later, she was sitting in Cortez’s office together with Lorenzo.

  The two policemen listened to the conversation between Alida and Antonio, and Jane explained the points concerning Filip.

  She thanked Lorenzo again for his support at the town hall and then showed them the paper.

  ‘Wow, Jane, a bullseye, I’d say,’ said Lorenzo with admiration in his voice. ‘How did you come up with this?’ Cortez wanted to know. Jane enjoyed the success she had achieved with her action.

  She explained that it was a remark Tereza had made. She had talked about the staff in Amanda’s company.

  After that, she had gone through the personnel list together with Filip, which Filip had pulled from the database for her. Since Friday afternoon, no staff had been present on the company premises. Only Jonas and Chris.

  She had already been deceived by various figures and had been subjected to Oscar-worthy performances, but now she had had enough.

  Cortez looked at Lorenzo and then said, 'I’ll give you the chance to win your money back. I bet five euros that she knows!'

  'Agreed!' was Lorenzo’s answer, and then the two of them looked at Jane expectantly.

  Jane had to laugh a little and then continued: 'We know the first and last names of everyone involved here. Except for Chris!'

  Jonas was drugged and knocked out in Amanda’s company. Who happened to leave the door open and didn’t set the alarm... Chris. And he recognizes the assailant. Then Jonas disappears again from Carmen’s apartment... but had he even been there? Or did Chris want to lead the police to Jonas and present him as the murderer?

  And Jonas disappears again... this time from Chris’s apartment. Jonas flees from the hospital and hijacks a taxi. Again and again, the emphasis is on Jonas. Chris passes on the information in such a way that we must assume Jonas and Antonio are homosexuals.

  We now know when Chris was born, what his name is, and who his mother is, but who is his father? Jonas, Albert, or perhaps Adrian or Antonio?

  'You’re forgetting Filip,' Cortez added. 'It seems as if revenge had to be taken on one person and a lot of material damage caused. I wonder if that’s why the girls were kidnapped. If we assume the revenge was aimed at a father of one of the girls, then we can exclude Adrian, Antonio, and also Filip.'

  'We need to deal with Chris,' said Lorenzo with a sigh.

  And Cortez and Jane nodded.

  Cortez gave the order to bring Chris into the station for questioning, and at the same time, he wanted Paola Santander at the station. She was to observe the interrogation from the adjoining room and then give her professional opinion.

  Upon his arrival, Chris made the same sympathetic impression as always. He wanted to know why he had been urgently brought home and what was going on. Interested, he asked if something had happened.

  'You could say that, Chris. We have now found out who your real mother is, but we still don’t know who got her pregnant at sixteen. We have a suspicion.' He paused briefly and looked at Chris understandingly.

  Nothing could be read from Chris’s face. He acted as if none of it concerned him and looked indifferent. He shrugged and said he didn’t know. He had been raised by foster parents and couldn’t have wished for better parents.

  Jane slid a paper toward Cortez. It read: Jonas – is his illness hereditary... anger about it?? Albert – gay... Chris too??

  Cortez discreetly passed the paper to Lorenzo and looked sharply at Chris again.

  Softly, he said to Chris, 'How was the illness discovered in you, Chris? Jonas is only now dealing with real symptoms, but you are still so young.'

  Chris sat up straight and suddenly shouted whether Cortez knew what influence that damn disease had on his life. He would never be able to lead a normal life, never finish his studies because of the sporadic memory loss, never have children without passing on the disease.

  He sank back into his chair and had a kind of rage attack, wildly pounding the table with both fists.

  Cortez continued to ask cautiously and asked him if it wasn’t time to clear the air and talk away all that misery.

  Chris calmed down a bit and then began haltingly to tell what had happened recently.

  He knew who his father was. Jonas had told him himself and was so proud of him for choosing this course of study.

  When Chris asked him if he could also present him as a son to his family, Jonas came up with all sorts of excuses and empty promises, and Chris felt doubly betrayed.

  At ‘San Rebate Chemicals’ he met his real mother for the first time, whose name he had read on the birth certificate.

  He began to observe her cautiously and also to follow her, and then suddenly he knew what game she was playing. She and Antonio.

  At that time he thought it would not surprise him if Adrian was being systematically poisoned by this couple with some kind of drug.

  Meanwhile, preparations to move the company to Algeria continued as usual. The staff were told that a reorganization was underway.

  He was informed that he would do better to look for another internship placement.

  His mother had ensured that the Chinese bodyguards she paid were doing their job.

  Chris took a short break and eagerly drained the glass of water that had been placed in front of him.

  'And do you know what was so ironic about this?' he said with a mocking smile. 'They were simply on the payroll... these killers.'

  'Just to be clear... why did you continue to use your mother's name as your family name? Alonso Garcia de Ramón is a well-known name in the national history,' Lorenzo asked.

  'To be honest,' Chris said with a hand gesture, 'I hadn't really thought about it.'

  'Well,' Lorenzo replied, 'not many Spanish families had a member in the 16th century who had been governor of Chile twice.'

  Chris shrugged. Apparently, that didn't mean much to him.

  'What else can you tell us, Chris, besides the fact that you always wanted to mislead us regarding Jonas? Is your grudge against him really so great that you wanted to have him chased and commit a crime with a fake gun?'

  Chris only laughed sheepishly and said nothing further.

  ‘Can you tell us anything more about the attacks later carried out on Adrian de Silva and Isabel Bernado and, of course, about the fire and the death of Amanda.’

  Again Chris shrugged and said he really knew nothing about this. He indicated he was very tired now and wanted to rest for a while. He looked very pale and suddenly felt unwell.

  Cortez asked a detective to take Chris home and thanked him for his openness.

  A quarter of an hour later, the detective reported that Chris had fallen into a deep sleep in the patrol car and that he had to carry him into his apartment. He didn’t fully trust it and after that had taken him to the hospital annex anyway.

  Chapter 66

  Alida had spent an hour finding out that Antonio had not been in Algeria himself two days ago. Someone had signed the guestbook with his name and details. She had circulated Antonio’s photo among the staff of the hotel where he was supposed to have stayed, and no one had actually seen him in the past few days.

  That meant Antonio had no alibi and could very well still have been in Spain during the attacks on Adrian, Isabel, Mercedes, and the murder of Amanda.

  With this result, his alibi was on very shaky ground. Lorenzo had immediately made a request through his government to Algeria to arrange for Antonio’s extradition.

  The only chance that Antonio would ever be extradited to Spain was if it could be proven that the crimes in Spain were committed before those in Algeria. But that would lead to a legal battle, and the chance of that happening was very small. Drug offenses carried very heavy prison sentences in Algeria.

  Lorenzo and Cortez had Carmen brought out of her cell for an interrogation. Carmen had asked if her lawyer could be present during the entire interrogation.

  Her lawyer was called Francesca Nevares and was a seasoned veteran in her field. She stated that she had advised Carmen to cooperate in solving the cases.

  The commissioners listened patiently to Carmen’s story. Passion and jealousy, suspicion and betrayal were the main ingredients in Carmen’s account.

  Carmen began hesitantly to tell that her relationship with Antonio had lasted for years. They had mostly lived abroad for the last two years. Antonio had not seen his family for years, and then came the call for help from Mercedes.

  Antonio was immediately very taken with his sister-in-law and tried to seduce her in every possible way. Mercedes, however, was only interested in managing the company properly.

  Antonio quickly lost all scruples and was unstoppable regarding his negative influence on the company, ignoring the wishes of Mercedes and her partners.

  Then came the kidnapping of the girls. Antonio had a new Moroccan product and urgently needed test subjects.

  Excitement had arisen in Morocco about the disappearance of women from the border area. So Antonio came up with the idea to have young tourists kidnapped and smuggled to Morocco via their freight service.

  He found out that Julius Mendoza, the Argentine, was watching them, and Antonio’s henchmen took him out and killed his informant.

  Carmen had been sitting unsuspectingly next to Antonio in the back seat when the attacks on Adrian and Isabel were carried out. Antonio had initially planned to carry out the attack on the hacienda.

  The uncertain factor was the security guards and the cameras that were placed everywhere. One of the guards had been bribed and gave them the signal when Adriaan’s car left the hacienda and took the lonely winding road. Then suddenly Dionni’s small car appeared, apparently following Adriaan’s car.

  The decision was made by Antonio: he gave the order to overtake Dionni’s car and open fire on Adriaan’s car.

  Carmen was able to stop him from turning the car around and also from mowing Dionni’s car off the road. Carmen had the strong impression that Antonio was under the influence of some drug. He behaved strangely and laughed constantly.

  To her he said that Mercedes was now free to go with him to Morocco.

  She only fully realized that he also wanted to get rid of her when one of the guards from ‘San Rebate Chemicals’ attacked her in her apartment. It came to a fight and the guard’s fall from the balcony was due to a quick turn by her which caused him to lose his balance and fall over the balcony. By then she had already planned the conversation with Jane Clarence and it suited her well to let Jane find the body.

  She also confessed to the break-in at Jonas’s house. She knew that the money Adriaan had siphoned off from the company had been given to Jonas for safekeeping. Jonas was supposed to ensure it was safely transferred to various bank accounts, of which details should also be found. But she found nothing.

  When the break-in led to nothing, she began to change her tactics. She knew that Antonio was no longer trustworthy and that her life was in danger.

  A few days ago, an envelope from a notary in Guardamar was delivered at the counter of ‘San Rebate Chemicals’ via a courier. Naturally, she could not resist her curiosity to take a look. To her great surprise, the envelope contained the deed of sale of the ‘Albert Bernado Corporation’ to Antonio de Silva. A separate clause stated that the rights for the production of the new slimming agent were also part of the purchase agreement.

  Carmen did not know what to make of this. Had Amanda been so pressured by Antonio that she was going to sell her company before her daughter’s return? She made copies of the document and gave one to her lawyer for safekeeping.

  With the other copy, she went to Jonas to ask what he thought of it. Jonas was furious. The product had also been his work. And now Amanda just sold everything without telling him anything. That same evening they were to have a meeting at the company itself.

  She did not know if the two had seen and spoken to each other that evening. Still that night, the company was set on fire, Amanda was killed, and Jonas and Mercedes were barely saved.

  Of course, Carmen had thought about this and initially suspected Jonas of these horrific crimes. Then that morning she decided to wake Antonio from his bed and ask him directly. He was still under the influence of something he had injected, smoked, or drunk.

  She shook him until he was awake enough to ask him the question whether the fire had been his doing.

  He looked at her with a grin and made a grand hand gesture.

  ‘Traitors,’ he slurred, ‘all traitors! Just ask….’ He was still too drunk or too stoned to finish his story.

  Carmen still shuddered when she thought of that morning. She had then looked at Antonio’s desk and discovered something he had apparently noted the day before.

  In his handwriting was written: ‘Ana is cheating! Jonas knows about the sale… who betrayed this to him? Kill that business!’ She took a photo of the note with her iPhone.

  Carmen decided to go to Jonas’s house to find out what Ana knew about the fire. In hindsight, she would have been better off going alone but decided to take the two Chinese guards with her to put more pressure on the conversation.

  She wanted to explain to Ana that they had only come to talk to her, but by then the two Chinese men had already aimed at the door lock, and Ana's response was a salvo.

  Only then did she notice that she was wounded in her legs and could no longer walk.

  She had told her story in one go. Now she leaned back in her chair and looked questioningly at the two commissioners.

  Carmen's lawyer asked if Carmen could be released from the police cell since she had now cooperated with the investigation.

  There was a knock on the door, and a detective came in with a message that he immediately gave to Cortez.

  Cortez read it and silently passed it on to Lorenzo. It took a moment before Cortez regained control of himself. With a stern face, he looked at Lorenzo and then said in a tired tone, 'Could we have prevented that?'

  Chapter 67

  Jane had been worried when the detective's message about Chris arrived and decided to inquire about him at the small hospital annex.

  A friendly lady at the reception showed her the way upstairs where the wards were and called the nurse on duty.

  Chris had just arrived half an hour ago, and they were waiting for the doctor for further examination. He looked very pale and still seemed to be asleep. Automatically, the nurse went to him and took his arm to feel his pulse. Jane saw that she was startled and then pressed the alarm above Chris's bed.

  Within a minute, they were busy resuscitating Chris, but the monitors showed no brain or heart activity.

  Chris had died.

  The doctor who was called in confirmed his death and expressed the suspicion that Chris must have ingested a huge amount of sleeping pills or other drugs. If that was the case, it would have been suicide. But the autopsy would have to determine that.

  They were still waiting for the police to arrive to transport Chris to the University Clinic of Alicante, which specialized in determining causes of death.

  Meanwhile, Jane had examined Chris's jacket and found what she was looking for. Chris's farewell letter was heartbreaking and at the same time a confession.

  He wrote that he was increasingly troubled by his illness in daily life and feared it would get worse. And then the guilt feelings came. He had seen Jonas crying and wailing when he was told that the company where he had invested years of knowledge and effort was sold... just sold... without a word of explanation. Jonas was devastated, and his anger grew worse. At Jonas's request, he drove to the company, and to their surprise upon arrival, they saw Amanda and Mercedes bidding each other a friendly farewell.

  They approached the women. Jonas only shouted at Amanda and uttered all possible curses.

  Suddenly Carmen stood behind him. She asked if he wouldn't be better off taking Jonas home again. On impulse, he said: 'Okay, mother... if you say so!' She looked at him in surprise and asked what possessed him to call her mother. He told her.

  She pushed him in shock and said she had no son. Then she turned around and left. He felt an enormous rage rising within him about her behavior and got a kind of haze before his eyes. After that, he could not remember anything else that might have happened.

  The next day he heard about the fire and that one person had died and two were injured.

  He could no longer live with the thought that he was responsible for this and humbly asked everyone for forgiveness.

  Jane wiped the tears from her face. She had learned to be tough in her profession, but this boy had deserved a better life.

  She took a photo of the farewell letter with her iPhone and sent it by email with an explanatory message to Cortez’s office. ‘Deliver immediately,’ she added.

  She suddenly felt empty and exhausted. She knew this feeling all too well. Every time a case was closed, this emptiness and a hunger feeling came as if she hadn’t eaten for days.

  She suddenly thought of the delicious things Dionni could prepare and longed for the lovely terrace at the hacienda. Sitting there with one of Isabel’s wonderful wines and simply thinking or doing nothing.

  She was startled by the ‘tingle’ of the phone.

  Cortez was on the line and asked if she had a moment to talk with him and Lorenzo. About Chris and the arrival of the ‘Bella Mare’ tonight in the port of Torrevieja.

  She said briefly and concisely that she was going home and if they wanted to talk and join for a tapa and a drink, they were welcome at the hacienda.

  Dionni crossed herself three times when she heard about Chris’s death. ‘That poor boy,’ she lamented, ‘we will give him a beautiful funeral if the family does not want to.’

  Then she disappeared to the kitchen to give her daughters, who had come to help because of the expected guests, the necessary instructions. Jane watched her and thought she must have lost at least twenty kilos. Could one really turn green from the waist down as was claimed?

  Jane sank into one of the lovely lounge chairs on the terrace and was awakened by Cortez and Lorenzo when they arrived.

  They talked about Chris’s death. He must have planned this carefully and especially estimated the effects of the substances he took precisely. Jonas had meanwhile learned of his son’s death and had completely collapsed.

  Mercedes could not yet be informed due to her health condition. She had inhaled a lot of smoke during the fire at Amanda’s company and was still receiving oxygen.

  Experts had concluded from this that she was first near the fire source and then moved to another location.

  With Jonas, the expert was certain that he was placed at the location much later because hardly any effects of smoke were noticeable on him. There was still the possibility that Jonas was the perpetrator who, after committing his acts, had joined the others as a victim.

  Unfortunately, they could no longer ask Chris where he had woken up that morning after the fire.

  Dionni came to interrupt them to say that she had everything ready at the back terrace table. From there, one could see in the distance the Mediterranean Sea and the salt lakes of Torrevieja, one of which this time had an emerald green color while the other salt lake showed a beautiful old pink color.

  Jane did not know exactly why, but it had something to do with microbes. It had long been claimed that Torrevieja had one of the purest airs in the world. But by now, that could be doubted due to increasing tourism, car traffic, and construction. Yet the view was and remained breathtaking.

  Halfway through lunch, Tereza and Filip came to join the table. They had been in Alicante. The realtor managing their house had found a buyer willing to pay their asking price, provided they made an immediate decision and the house was available to him within a week.

  They had taken a short walk through their garden and then made the decision: their house was no longer for sale! Of course, it was far too big for just the two of them. But Filip had listened carefully to Tereza, her enthusiastic stories about her investment club, the successes, her desire to expand, and especially to give workshops to newcomers or advanced members. According to her, their house would be perfectly suited for all those activities. Moreover, she had also asked him if he wanted to build this together with her. Filip had immediately agreed.

  Tereza had more news. A few times a day, she went to the hospital to see Isabel. Isabel was very brave despite all the discomfort and considerable pain. Progress with Isabel was slow, but she had not yet been able to tell her the terrible news about Amanda. However, Isabel did know that Dana was safe and would return tonight on the ‘Bella Mare.’

  Because the rooms were quite close to each other, Tereza also went to check on Adrian’s room. He was still kept in an induced coma, and the doctors had estimated his chances of survival at sixty-five percent. Tereza found this such positive news that on impulse she said, 'Come on, Adrian... you can do it,' and kissed him on the forehead. For a moment, she thought his mouth twitched, but that must have been imagination.

  ‘She has lit all the candles in the hospital chapel and prayed ten Hail Marys, and I think if anyone needs God’s help, it’s Adrian,’ Filip added with a smile.

  ‘Good news,’ said Jane with a serious expression on her face.

  ‘But I’m still struggling with a few questions, Filip. Why the sale?

  I mean, the slimming pill was supposed to be a billion-dollar business in Africa, Asia, and South America, not to mention the United States and, of course, China. We’ve all seen how wonderfully it works for Dionni.’

  ‘I said exactly the same words to her, Jane. Amanda was not stupid. She had tests conducted through five different laboratories at Spanish universities when the first doubts about the product’s reliability arose. They discovered that the product not only changes the user’s hair color but can also affect her genes. For example, a baby could be born with sea-green hair.

  This is due to the salt used in production. I don’t know the exact details either. But there were other factors that could influence and lead to changes in skin structure and eye color.’ Filip paused briefly when he saw the astonishment on the listeners’ faces.

  ‘She asked me what consequences this could have for her company, aside from a bad reputation. I roughly calculated the amounts she might face in damage claims. Then she told me that Antonio was interested in buying the product for a ridiculously low price. The contract they signed pointed out that the product could show defects with long-term use and that claims related to the product would be the responsibility of the new owner. Antonio paid little attention to this point and only saw the enormous profit.’ Filip said the last sentence with a broad smile.

  ‘Goodness,’ Jane blurted out, ‘You really had the guts to offload a ‘bad business’ to a ‘bad boy.’’

  Filip shrugged and smiled again. Then his face grew serious once more. ‘Unfortunately, Amanda could not benefit from this deal... I had wished it so much for my little ‘buddy.’’ He choked up again, and Tereza put her arm around his shoulder to comfort him.

  ‘One more question, Filip,’ said Lorenzo. ‘What do you do with the products you had stored before the fire broke out?’

  Filip gave him a broad smile and then said to Lorenzo, ‘Ah … commissioner … you surely have a brilliant solution for that… don’t you?’

  Chapter 68

  When the first lights of the Spanish coast came into view, everyone was on deck. The ‘Bella Mare’ had made a trouble-free crossing. None of the girls had suffered from seasickness, and it was as if, after the intense time they had experienced, they were being compensated by the calm sea.

  Around midnight, the ‘Bella Mare’ docked at the pier designated for ships loading salt from the Salinas in Torrevieja. A conveyor belt had been specially installed to transport the salt from the factory to the quay.

  Salt had been, and still was, an important export product of the city of Torrevieja for centuries. The history of the city and salt extraction were closely intertwined.

  At Commissioner Lorenzo’s office, more and more phone calls came in asking if and when the kidnapped girls would be back in Spain. Apparently, the press had caught wind that something might happen, and they wanted to find out.

  He had issued a press release stating that the ‘Bella Mare’ was expected in the port of Alicante… but a day later.

  He wanted to give the girls some time to rest for a night without the press, television crews, and without the emotional reunion with their families. All family members had been informed and, as far as they had come, were accommodated in the large Melia hotel on the beach of Alicante.

  They had all promised to keep silent about the arrival in Torrevieja. The next day, a meeting was planned at the hacienda with the family members. Afterward, everyone was free to leave or stay.

  For each girl, Kasim and Gamal had separately taken a statement on the boat about the circumstances of the kidnapping and their experiences, which would be added to the police file.

  Lorenzo was glad that the time of fear and worry for the girls was soon over and that he could hand over responsibility.

  The mayor of Torrevieja had sent one of the small city buses to the quay and was also present when the ‘Bella Mare’ docked. Fortunately, his speech was short and concise.

  The most important news was that the city of Alicante would cover all costs for the girls and their family members regarding accommodation and tickets.

  When the small convoy came up the driveway to the hacienda, Dionni was ready to welcome the whole group. She had tapas prepared for everyone.

  Ramon walked up to Dionni and embraced her. Then suddenly he took two steps back and looked at her critically. ‘Good heavens, Dionni… have you missed me so much that you’ve lost weight?’

  Dionni and her daughters laughed at his remark and said they would tell him later what had caused it, which only confused Ramon more.

  At his special request, Julius Mendoza was present in a wheelchair from the hospital, accompanied by a nurse, to welcome his buddy Martin.

  Then there were two ladies standing next to Lorenzo on the quay who looked stunning in their sporty outfits. They turned out to be the wives of Gamal and Kasim. Shortly after, those two ladies had a tour of the trawler with Juan and, of course, also tasted his famous coffee.

  Nonchalantly, Juan had also told them that he and his brother wanted to quit this work and that the ‘Bella Mare’ would be put up for sale. Apparently, the ladies were quite impressed.

  So later everyone was sitting on the large terrace of the hacienda, eating, drinking, and chatting in a relaxed manner. Suddenly most people had disappeared to their sleeping quarters, and it was wonderfully quiet.

  ‘I’m glad that Dana and Laura have each other to find comfort in. Martin and Ramon have taken very good care of them. And it’s heartwarming to see how everyone empathizes with them. It’s a pity Isabel and Adrian couldn’t be here,’ Jane said to the two commissioners.

  She smiled all over her face, leaned back relaxed in her chair, and took a big sip from her glass of ‘Ramon Bilbao,’ which was Isabel’s favorite wine.

  ‘Tomorrow,’ Lorenzo said with a slightly worried undertone, ‘Tomorrow the press will realize that we played a dirty game.’

  ‘Tomorrow,’ Jane said with carefree enthusiasm, ‘Tomorrow they will get exclusive access to everything that happened from us, won’t they… mates.’ She seemed to enjoy calling the two policemen her ‘mates’ the most. Cortez and also Lorenzo smiled.

  ‘It is a great honor for us, Jane, that you call us your mates, and in this case, we gladly want to be. You have helped us a lot.’

  They heard a sound and looked up. Standing before him were the wives of Gamal and Kasim. Apologetically, Gamal’s wife Selia said that their husbands were already asleep and asked if it was okay for them to join them at the table. Of course, they were welcome.

  Selia Ahmadi was a self-assured modern Muslim woman who was firmly grounded, just like Arashia Malik. They were already the fourth generation living in Spain.

  Together they ran a successful boutique in one of Alicante’s busy shopping streets, which turned out to be a trendsetter and was known throughout the province.

  They were very proud of their husbands and understood that contact with their men was made difficult by the bad weather conditions.

  ‘I understand what you want to say,’ Lorenzo interrupted. ‘Sorry, I didn’t think about it for a moment. Of course, I should have called you and said that everything was fine. Simply forgot.’

  Very softly, Arashia said that they had never been apart for so long since their marriage and that she had just heard that their first child was on the way.

  ‘So we have a little party to celebrate,’ Jane said and stood up to embrace Arashia and congratulate her, and Cortez and Lorenzo followed her. They chatted for another half hour about everything and anything, and then it was really time to go to sleep.

  Tomorrow there would not only be problems to solve but also the joy of parents seeing their children back in their arms.

  Jane’s phone ‘tingled.’ She looked at the message and let the two men read it.

  Alida had sent a short message that read, ‘Antonio charged with kidnapping minors, setting up a criminal organization, extortion, drug trafficking, tax evasion, production of illegal medicines, and kidnapping of indigenous persons. For the last alone, he would never get out of prison again. His possessions in Algeria and Morocco were seized.’

  Alida had added a personal note: ‘Hi hi.’

  Knowing Alida, Jane was convinced that she had jumped for joy and performed a little dance of happiness instead of the restrained 'Hi hi.'

  Chapter 69

  Three months later, Dana, Laura, Anna, and Julia were sitting together on the terrace of the hacienda, discussing everything that had happened in the meantime. They had all four endured a difficult period in their lives but were greatly supported by their families and friends. Julia had been on a two-month cruise in Asia with her parents, which had done her a lot of good.

  Now she wanted to know how everyone from their adventurous period had fared. Like Dana, she had stopped her studies at the conservatory.

  In conversations with Tereza, she had discovered that she was more interested in financial matters. She had managed to multiply her modest financial contribution sixfold in a very short time.

  For Dana, once again, the loss of her mother had hit very hard. Amanda had been the driving force behind her studies. Suddenly, she found herself confronted with the winding up of her mother’s affairs.

  Every day she had gone to the hospital with Laura to visit both Isabel and Ana and Adrian. Isabel was recovering remarkably well from her various gunshot wounds. Only mentally did she still have a lot to process. She was sometimes very anxious and struggled with memory loss. Her therapist said that with time it would improve significantly and that she needed to be patient.

  Isabel had long conversations with Dana and Filip about her company and that she was temporarily or perhaps permanently unable to continue leading it. Dana would now be the next in line to carry on the Bernado family business.

  Dana, in turn, had had an intense conversation with Elda, the Finnish girl. Elda’s father was an architect and builder of modern houses with lots of glass, straightforward and no-nonsense. Perhaps, Dana thought, it was time to try something different. The construction of the first houses had already started and the model home was ready for viewing. Especially young families showed great interest, and the waiting time for such a ‘block box,’ as Filip called the houses, was steadily increasing to everyone’s surprise.

  After two weeks in the hospital, Ana was already able to walk with crutches again. Laura and her brother Marcus helped their mother as best they could but could not take away the pain and sorrow Ana felt over Jonas. Jonas, like Carmen, was still in pre-trial detention, waiting to see what the judge would decide.

  Adrian’s condition was worrying during the first weeks, but he fought bravely and the doctors even spoke of a small miracle that he had survived everything.

  Perhaps that recovery was mainly thanks to Mercedes, who cared for him with great love. After the attack on her life, Mercedes had undergone a true metamorphosis. The cool and distant woman had completely changed and was kind and friendly to everyone.

  The company grounds of ‘San Rebate Chemicals’ had now been sold to a large hotel chain that planned to build a luxury resort there with various facilities for tennis, golf, and spas.

  Mercedes had made a wise decision. She had booked passage for Isabel, Adrian, and herself on a large cargo ship to Argentina. She knew that Isabel wanted to be present at the birth of her grandchild and that she and Adrian wanted to celebrate their son’s wedding. The boat took fourteen days to arrive, which was already a wonderful period of rest for the two injured.

  Adrian’s tests had shown that the previously diagnosed symptoms of Alzheimer’s were much less present and that it could not be ruled out that these symptoms were artificially caused by a certain drug. This had also been communicated to the public prosecutor.

  In Argentina, the family was looking forward to their arrival and everything was already prepared to make things as easy as possible for the sick.

  Dana had been happy when the three left and had taken them to the boat. She was very surprised by how much luxury and space the cabins on the cargo ship had.

  The idea for the passage with the boat had come from Jane. Jane’s team had produced a documentary following her instructions, which was already airing on TV in England the day after the ‘Bella Mare’ arrived. It had been a tremendous success with the audience. Everyone wanted to know more about the brave girls who had endured it all.

  Jane herself had been a guest with the two commissioners on a Spanish talk show. She especially emphasized that their success was due to the excellent cooperation with the Algerian government and the teamwork of the Spanish police officers with her own people in Algeria. In particular, she mentioned the heroic deeds of the skippers of the ‘Bella Mare’ and their ‘crew’.

  The talk show’s editorial team was inundated with responses from viewers during and after the broadcast, and the newspapers had the story of the rescue on their front pages with large headlines, a rescue that would not have been possible without little Melua.

  Julia regretted having missed the broadcast, and all four of them agreed that Jane knew her craft and could captivate the audience.

  Jane also had a new employee, and to everyone’s surprise, it was Martin. Dana was very sad when she heard that he was leaving the hacienda. Marcus had promised to take care of the dogs, and to Martin’s surprise, they listened to him excellently.

  But Dana also understood that he wanted to exchange the quiet life at the hacienda for some action. After all, he had previously been with a group of special commandos before fleeing his country. Another point was that there was a good connection between Jane and Martin.

  Martin’s mate Julius Mendoza also regretted his departure. He had recovered well from his operation and was already walking without crutches. Julius had just been offered a job at a new restaurant that Anna’s parents were going to open. Anna said that Dionni wanted to come help him occasionally.

  Another piece of news was the story of Gamal and Karim. They had enrolled in various navigation courses and were seriously planning to take over the ‘Bella Mare’ from the Cerca brothers. Rubio and Juan had no children to take over and wanted to retire soon.

  Dana showed an invitation from Alida addressed to all four girls. Alida was going to marry Nadir Amrani, and they had been asked to be bridesmaids.

  Julia let out a cry of delight when she heard that. Of course, they would all go with mixed feelings. Alida also wrote that all of Antonio’s property had been confiscated, and the building on the mountain was now, at Alida’s suggestion, to serve as a rehabilitation center for addicts. Alida was in charge, and Melua was going to help her with hosting guests from all over Europe.

  The wives of Gamal and Karim had suggested the idea of giving Alida and Nadir a very special wedding gift. They wanted to offer the two a special honeymoon: sailing with the ‘Bella Mare’ to Spain and holding a large reunion there with the whole group at the hacienda. And of course, Melua was their guest of honor.

  The two commissioners also thought it was a wonderful idea and wanted to be there, as did Jane. The three had by now become good friends through all the events.

  Commissioner Lorenzo was now nationally well known due to his appearances on various talk shows. He had received a promotion and had decided to retire soon. Moreover, he was very enthusiastic about Gamal and Karim’s idea to take over the ‘Bella Mare’ and signed up as a volunteer after his retirement.

  Cortez had been offered a well-paid position as head of security by the hotel chain that had bought the ‘San Rebate Chemicals’ site. He had seriously considered it and then politely declined.

  Dionni came up the terrace carrying a bowl of delicious tapas. It was clearly visible that her figure was regaining a waist. When she walked back from the terrace, her hair shimmered in the sun with a beautiful green glow….

