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Author’s Note 

			The myths, legends, superstitions, and fearful phenomena described in this novel originate from the oral accounts of former residents of the village of Mórna (also known as Skotiná—meaning “dark” in Greek), in the region of Pieria. Over the years, they have attracted the interest of paranormal researchers and have been featured in several television programs focused on the village and its lore. The area continues to draw visitors year-round, many of whom walk its ancient paths hoping to witness some trace of the mysteries hidden in this dark and enigmatic place.

			This novel is a work of fiction. All names, characters, events, and incidents are purely the product of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to real events is entirely coincidental. 

			In addition, the depictions of the General Hospital of Kateríni and the Police Directorate of Pieria Prefecture are entirely fictional. They bear no connection to reality and serve solely the needs of the story. 

			The two facilities fully comply with all safety and protection standards for both employees and the public they serve. 

			The intellectual property rights of this novel belong exclusively and entirely to its author and creator, Vasileios GIARENTZIDIS. They are protected under Notarial Deed No. 9704, dated May 12, 2022, issued by the notary public of Thessaloniki, Alexandra Boudouroglou-Ioannidou. 

			
Prelude 

			February 9th, 9:30 p.m.

			The Man pulled over on a narrow, muddy dirt road outside a secluded farmhouse. He stepped out and drew two deep breaths of freezing air, filling his lungs with cold and damp. The scent of tall, rain-soaked plane trees and wet earth struck him at once. As he exhaled, thick wisps of warm breath escaped his mouth and rose like dancers, swaying in the wind. 

			It was drizzling. The rain hadn’t let up for four straight days, and the entire region—from the plains to the sea—had been drenched in torrents of water pouring from a furious sky. He tilted his head back, welcoming the heavy drops as they burst against his face. 

			It was a cold February night, and the northwesterly wind coming down from the nearby mountain peaks lashed the trees, making their foliage moan and murmur like a lament sung in a house of mourning. To his right, the irrigation canal gurgled, swollen with frothy water rushing downhill toward the coast, about three kilometers away. The current carried mud, tree trunks, snapped branches, and scrub down from the hills. 

			He reached through the open car window and pressed the horn twice, sharply. 

			A brown, shaggy guard dog came bounding up to the wire fence from the farmhouse yard, barking furiously. Its yellow eyes glowed menacingly in the dark. In the bare brick structure, one window was lit—a sign that someone was inside. Moments later, a pale outdoor light above the door switched on, and a male figure appeared in the doorway. Holding a flashlight, the man from the house pointed the beam at the newcomer. He didn’t seem surprised. The visitor was clearly expected. He gestured for the dog to quiet down, and it bolted inside, panting, its tongue hanging out, until it vanished behind the plastic coverings of the greenhouses. Then the man from the house approached the gate, opened it, and greeted the Man. 

			“What’s the news, boss?” he said. “You, showing up this late means you ran out.” His Greek was good, but any local would pick up that he was a foreigner—he had that accent, like he was speaking while rolling a candy around on his tongue. 

			“Yeah,” the Man replied flatly and handed him a demijohn made of thick, dark green glass wrapped in woven straw. “Fill it and bring it back.” 

			“The family must really love their tsipouro1, huh, boss?” the other man went on. “I’ve got a batch double-distilled with herbs and clove. I’ll give you the good stuff—from the barrel you always like.” 

			The Man nodded without a word, watching as the farmhand walked off toward a small shed of gray cement blocks with a sheet metal roof, behind the modest farmhouse. He knew the man—an Albanian, working as a laborer and watchman on the property, cultivating vegetables and vines. He produced small batches of wine and had a tiny still for tsipouro in the shed, mainly for friends and acquaintances. He must’ve been about sixty, with a slight limp in his right leg. The Man had nothing against him. He barely knew him; he came by roughly every couple of months to fill the demijohn with grappa. 

			But tonight, he had to kill him. 

			It was necessary, and he couldn’t delay any longer. His mind was burning, and the voice inside him was deep and commanding. The order had been given, and it was beyond human strength to defy the sovereign force that now ruled him. 

			His heart pounding erratically, he reached into the large black duffel in the back of the car and checked once more that the heavy object was there. His hand gripped its wooden handle. It seemed to carry its own hidden energy. Just touching it filled him with confidence and strength. His blood surged like the torrent roaring through the irrigation canal nearby. 

			He spotted the Albanian returning, carrying the full demijohn. His puffy, light brown fly jacket stood out in the darkness, and his tall plastic boots made a distinct flap-flap sound as they pulled free from the thick mud with every step. The guard dog trailed him closely, growling. 

			The man shut the yard gate behind him to keep the dog in. The animal, perhaps sensing something dreadful, was sniffing the air anxiously and pacing behind the wire fence. 

			“All set, boss,” the Albanian panted, glancing up. “You’d better hurry home to your family. Looks like another storm’s coming.” 

			The Man looked toward the mountains. A lightning bolt slashed the black sky, and thunder followed seconds later. The raindrops were getting heavier. The storm was drawing near. 

			“Put it on the floor, by the passenger seat, and come get your money so I can go,” he said. 

			The farmhand limped around the car, opened the passenger door, and hunched over to wedge the heavy container between the seat and dashboard so it wouldn’t tip over during the ride. 

			From the rear of the vehicle, the Man took the heavy tool from the bag and approached the stooped Albanian. As the other man started backing out of the car, still bent over, he raised the object and struck him hard with its flat metal end. 

			There was a loud crack, like splitting thick wood, and the man collapsed silently, in one piece. His forehead hit the metal step at the base of the door, and he lay there, motionless. 

			The dog went berserk, howling from the yard and gnawing at the wire fence. 

			

			The Man didn’t even look its way. He wasn’t worried. The area was deserted, full of farms. No one would think twice about a guard dog barking on a stormy night, especially with the wind howling, lightning tearing the sky, and rain ready to pour in sheets. 

			He dragged the man’s body by the legs and laid it face down on the wet ground. Planting one foot on the back, he raised the heavy tool again and brought its sharp edge down twice on the base of the man’s neck. 

			The head was severed completely with the second blow. Blood sprayed like a fountain onto the soaked earth of the dirt road. The headless body twitched and jerked erratically before falling still. 

			The Man bent down, grabbed the head by the hair, and shoved it into a plastic bag. He pulled the sides tight and knotted them to seal it shut, then placed the bag into a wooden crate in the back of the vehicle. 

			He was about to get in the car when he changed his mind. He looked at the decapitated corpse and decided not to leave it there. Better if it wasn’t found right away. Not that it made much difference to his plan, but it wouldn’t be wise to leave too many traces behind. 

			He grabbed the butchered body by the legs and dragged it to the edge of the irrigation canal across the road. With a push, it rolled down the steep bank and splashed into the black, rushing waters. 

			It vanished instantly. The canal emptied into the sea. The body would wash up there eventually, perhaps after days. 

			Rain now poured down in earnest. Good, he thought—it would wash away all traces from the soil. 

			He started the car and drove off into the storm-lashed night. Beyond the howling wind and the pounding rain, the only sound that lingered was the dog’s frantic barking, until that too faded far into the darkness. 

			
Chapter 1 
Approaching Dusk 

			February 10th, 10:50 p.m. 

			Outside, the rain was pounding. Heavy spheres of water hammered against the thick windowpanes of the police headquarters in the city of Kateríni, like a crescendo of frontline machine guns in wartime. The wind drove torrents of rain with such fury, it felt as if it meant to tear down every manmade structure in its path. The city, home to some 60,000 souls, stretched out beneath the shadow of Mount Olympus and the peaks of the Pierian Mountains, not far from the sea. It often suffered under unpredictable and fickle weather. 

			I was alone in my office on the second floor of the building, and the hour was already late. I glanced at my watch—ten minutes to eleven—and I hadn’t lifted my head since morning, buried in stacks of heavy case files. But it was necessary. As the new commander of the Kateríni Police Sub-Division of Public Security, I had to get up to speed on the area’s current crime issues—and more. 

			My office door was half open. I’d always made a point of not shutting myself in, following what they called the “open-door policy.” It was something my subordinates had always appreciated, interpreting it as a sign of friendliness, empathy, and a leadership style not detached from their day-to-day problems—even the personal ones. They knew they had a commander they could trust and rely on, someone whose experience and knowledge could support them. 

			A soft, tentative knock sounded against the doorframe. Sergeant Sotiriou entered. He was the duty officer on shift from 10 p.m. to 6 a.m.—a short, stocky man with a round face, thin metal-framed glasses, and a shaved head, a stylistic attempt to counter his steadily receding hairline. It suited him. Paired with his wide, bright smile, it gave the impression of someone you could confide in. That’s why the front desk job fit him so well. He could listen to anyone and give them the feeling that their issue would be treated seriously, no matter how trivial it might seem. 

			But not tonight. 

			“May I come in, sir?” he asked softly, glancing over his shoulder toward the adjacent office. 

			“Yes, of course, Mr. Sotiriou,” I replied. “Something happened?”

			A flash lit up the sky outside, followed immediately by a deafening clap of thunder. The heavy synthetic window frames shuddered in their casings. The storm was hanging directly over the city. Another violent gust of rain slammed into the building. 

			“Terrible weather, Commander,” Sotiriou said. “In the twenty years I’ve served in Kateríni, I’ve never seen anything like this. Rain and wind, five days straight.” 

			“You’re right,” I sighed. “Sometimes I feel like it’s going to lift the whole building right off the ground.” 

			“Well,” the sergeant continued, “as I mentioned at ten, when I started my shift, nothing significant has come up so far. No major incidents in the previous shift either. Seems like heavy rain is a decent crime deterrent.” 

			“Seems so,” I said, smiling. 

			“I’m disturbing you because there’s a man who showed up just now—in this storm, at this hour—and insists on seeing you.” 

			I looked at him, puzzled. Standard protocol was for complaints to be evaluated first by the duty officer and then passed along to the relevant department, or to the chief if deemed serious. From there, we’d determine the proper response through the wide array of procedural police actions, based on our standard operating protocols. Still, police work—especially solving crimes—was never routine. No two cases were ever the same, and next to the manuals and protocol charts, the investigator’s imagination was always a crucial tool. 

			“You spoke to him first? What does he want? What could be so urgent at this hour, in this weather? And why does he want to see me specifically?” 

			“He heard there’s a new commander at the Police Sub-Division of Public Security and insists on filing his report exclusively with you, in person. Refuses to talk to anyone else. I tried to get him to tell me what it’s about, but he wouldn’t budge. Stubborn old guy—he looks about seventy, maybe seventy-five. Says it’s serious. If you won’t see him, he says he’ll leave, but he’ll keep coming back until you do.” 

			I leaned back in my chair. I stretched my neck to ease the pressure on the vertebrae at the base of my skull. A painful cervical syndrome had been tormenting me for years, especially when the weather turned bad—like it had these past few days.

			It wasn’t unusual for oddballs or loafers to show up at police stations at improbable hours, wanting to talk about their personal problems—which often had nothing to do with police matters—or simply looking for someone to chat with. Every police station across the country, in every region, had two or three of these regulars, and it was part of the duty officer’s skill to welcome them in, but also to usher them out promptly, leaving them satisfied and content—at least until their next visit. 

			“For heaven’s sake, in this rain, and at his age?” I said in surprise. “Anyway, let him in. I was in for a long night with all this paperwork, regardless.”

			The sergeant returned a moment later with an elderly man in tow—one who looked as though he’d been dropped in a swimming pool and left there to soak all night. He walked in dripping wet, coughing, and removed his soaked flat cap the moment he saw me. A small stream began to form around his shoes on the office floor. 

			“Help the man out of his wet things and get him some hot tea,” I instructed Sergeant Sotiriou. 

			As he took the man’s old-fashioned wool coat and cap, I examined our visitor more closely. He had the look of a typical provincial elder—a man weathered from years of labor in the fields and forests; his face carved with deep lines that told stories of hardship and survival. He shaved himself, clearly, as a few white patches of stubble clung stubbornly to his wrinkled skin. His hair was gray and unkempt, but his eyes sparkled, bright and alert. Eyes that had seen a lot in seventy-some years of life. 

			Underneath his wet coat he was somewhat drier. He wore a worn gray-brown blazer and matching trousers, a little too wide for his frame. He looked like someone who wasn’t bothered by cold or rain—someone whose reason for coming here tonight had to be, in his eyes, important. 

			Sotiriou returned within minutes, carrying a steaming mug of black tea. He placed it gently on my desk and stepped back out, closing the door behind him. The old man wrapped his large, gnarled hands around the cup without flinching at the heat and took two deep, grateful sips. 

			“So,” I said, “how can I help you? You asked to see me personally, and judging by the hour and the weather, I assume it’s something serious. I hope it’s worth the trouble.” 

			He reached into the inner pocket of his jacket, pulled out a worn leather wallet, and slid his ID card across the desk. I gave it a glance. The card looked almost new. The photo, recent. Probably reissued not long ago. 

			“Thanks for seeing me, Cap’n,” he said. 

			I raised an eyebrow. 

			“Forgive me,” he added quickly. “Out in the villages, we call high-ranking police officers ‘Cap’ns’. It’s a habit.” 

			“That’s fine,” I smiled. “Call me whatever you like. I’m from a village myself—though I served for years in Thessaloniki. I transferred here just a couple months ago. No offense taken.” 

			He stared intently at the nameplate on the front of my desk, reading it aloud under his breath: “Alexandros Avyéris. Police Lieutenant Colonel…” Then he looked up. “Mr. Avyéris, my name’s Simeon Samaras. Says so on the ID. But everyone around here calls me Simo—after my grandfather. I’m a little past seventy. I live in Fotiná. All alone. Spent years abroad. No kids. No pets.” 

			Before transferring here from the Thessaloniki Division of Security Police, where I’d served before my promotion, I’d done my homework on the geography of Pieria. I knew where Fotiná was on the map. A small village of roughly four hundred people, twenty kilometers or so from Kateríni, the county seat. 

			“All of us old-timers in Fotiná used to live in another village, further out—Skotiná,” he went on. “Used to be called Mórna. Hard place to live. Tough terrain. That’s why we up and left. Built a new village, named it Fotiná—‘bright place’—back in ’65, if I remember right.” 

			I grabbed a notepad and pen, giving him a look that said, “Start from the beginning.” 

			Outside, a lightning bolt with a thousand branches tore through the sky above Mount Olympus. Thunder shook the windows. The old man glanced at the stormy window and licked his lips. It was clear he didn’t know where to begin. 

			“I’m going to tell you a story, chief,” he said, “one I told in this very office three years ago, to the man before you. Not saying he laughed at me. Not saying he ignored me. But let’s just say things didn’t turn out the way they should’ve. Maybe someone in here got wind of it—leaked it. You know what I mean. So, I ask you, whatever we talk about tonight, it stays between you, me, and God.” 

			I folded my arms and waited. I was certain I was about to hear some boring tale from a lonely old man, killing time and feeding his imagination with gossip and ghost stories. Probably the previous commander had thought the same—and the results of the “investigation” (if there had even been one) must’ve been nil. 

			The old man glanced nervously left and right. His lower lip trembled. Then he said: 

			“There’s an old family—rich folk. The Asvestás family. Everyone around the villages knows ’em. Big landowners, even back then. Fed a lot of mouths on their farms and livestock. But they weren’t kind people. Harsh. Cold. Didn’t mix with the rest of us. Me, I never got along with them. But three years ago, I discovered something. A secret. One of those locked-behind-heavy-doors kind of secrets. Don’t ask me how. Or from who. I came here and told the Cap’n before you. But nothin’ happened.” 

			“What kind of secret?” I asked, spinning the pen between my fingers. 

			“They’re from Mórna —Skotiná now. Been there for generations. One of the last to leave when the village emptied out. Then they built a mansion in Fotiná—just like the one they had in Skotiná. The father, Nikos Asvestás, is about my age—maybe older. Married to Theodora. Two sons, both around fifty, give or take. The real head of the family, though, is the grandmother—Nikos’s mother, Katerina. Strange woman. Folks said she was a witch.” 

			I jotted down the names. “And?” 

			“I heard some time ago that there’s a girl,” he said slowly. “A young girl. Seventeen or eighteen, maybe. Couldn’t say for sure. She’s likely one of the sons’—an illegitimate child, ’cause there’s no mother. The boys never married. Never settled down. This girl, no one’s ever seen her. They keep her locked in a basement like some kind of animal. Been that way for years. Since she was a little kid. She’s never seen sunlight. I don’t know what they feed her, or what else they do to her, but she’s in a bad condition. Barely alive, down in those dungeons.” 

			I dropped my pen and looked him in the eye. He stared back, calm and steady. I’d conducted hundreds of interrogations—some of them with ruthless criminals—and I had a good sense for lies. The old man wasn’t lying. 

			“Mr. Samaras, do you understand how serious what you’re saying is?” I asked. “You’re talking about a minor—possibly a child—being held captive by her own family. Abused, imprisoned, maybe worse. I’m asking you again. Are you sure about this?” 

			Another crack of thunder. The lights in the office flickered for a second, the current dipping briefly. A chill ran through me, though the temperature in the room was over twenty-three degrees. 

			The old man took two more sips of his tea and smacked his dry lips. 

			“I swear to God, that’s exactly how it is. I told the other Cap’n—before you—and spilled everything. That was three years ago. Back then, the Asvestás family still lived in Fotiná. In their new house. The police went over, sure. The next day, I think. Or the day after. They searched the place. But they didn’t find anything. The girl was gone. That chief insulted me. Told me I was imagining things. Called me crazy. I never set foot in the station again. The only thing I asked was that they not mention my name. Didn’t want to be labeled a snitch in the village. And they respected that. You’ll see it all in your files—what happened back then.” 

			“So why now? Why come back after all this time? What changed?” 

			“I heard there’s a new commander. That’s you. Understand this: for the old Cap’n, I was a burned bridge. I couldn’t show my face again. He’d have thrown me out. Kicked me if he could. And I still believe someone here leaked it back to the Asvestás family—warned them. That’s why the girl disappeared, and the search came up empty.” 

			“And you’re certain she’s still being kept like that?” 

			“Yes. After that whole mess, they shut the house in Fotiná and moved back to Skotiná. They’ve got a big house there too. A proper mansion. With cellars. Basements. That’s where they’ve got the girl now. Locked in the deepest one. That’s why I came to see you. Hoping you’ll do what the others didn’t. Hoping we’re not too late.” 

			I stood and walked over to the window. The rain continued to lash at the glass. It streamed down so heavily that the outside world had turned opaque. The avenue beyond the station was nearly deserted. A couple of cars passed, their headlights distorted through the rain-slicked glass like teary eyes. 

			I wasn’t convinced yet. Maybe the old man had made it all up—maybe it was vengeance for some past feud with the family. Or maybe there was something else he wasn’t telling me. I couldn’t justify getting the Department involved in what might be a personal grudge—not without a reason. But still, the weight of the allegation... I couldn’t ignore it. 

			I turned back to him. “Let’s say, just for argument’s sake, that your story is true. How do you intend to prove to me that this girl is still there—still captive, like you say? That she’s in danger?” 

			Samaras rose to his feet. His eyes were burning.

			“That’s the easy part, Commander. Tomorrow night, we go together. You’ll see her with your own eyes. After that, you’ll know what you must do.” 

			• • •

			It was past midnight when my visitor left, just as abruptly as he had arrived, vanishing into the rain and leaving behind an air of mystery—and doubt—about everything he had revealed. He had asked, and I had promised, complete confidentiality. In small-town precincts like this, where cops were few and the public knew them by name, it wasn’t unusual for official secrets to leak. Given the old man’s earlier suspicion that someone inside had tipped off the Asvestás family, I was determined to handle this myself. 

			We’d set a meeting for the next night, around ten, far from the Police building—somewhere in the center of town. The stormy weather would work in our favor. It was winter, cold and wet, and the mountain villages would be all but deserted. Samaras had promised to secure transportation—a borrowed four-wheel-drive pickup—so we could travel unnoticed on muddy rural roads. 

			I checked the weather reports and traffic bulletins. Conditions throughout the county were hazardous, verging on dangerous. The rain had been relentless—five straight days of it. The amount of water that had fallen in the past week equaled an entire year’s worth. Rivers had swelled, trees had toppled, basements had flooded, and several old bridges in the outskirts had collapsed. 

			I wondered if we’d even be able to reach Skotiná—thirty-five kilometers of rough, mountainous road—to verify the claims of a seventy-year-old man I wasn’t even sure I believed. 

			Still, something stirred inside me. A kind of rush. That electric feeling in the veins, the one I’d experienced before during key breakthroughs in high-stakes investigations. Rarely had my instincts failed me. 

			I looked at the clock on the wall. It was a modern piece with a vintage face, styled like a pendulum clock from a previous century—something you might find warping in a moldy, sunless house. Its quartz mechanism, however, was precise and silent. The hands read half past midnight. 

			Normally, I worked from morning until nine p.m., with a short break in the afternoon. As head of the Department, I kept a small private room on the third floor of the police building with its own bathroom, for overnight stays when duty called. Most nights, I drove back to Thessaloniki—about an hour away under normal conditions. But tonight, I’d stay here. 

			I picked up my phone and dialed home. I knew my wife, Elena, would still be awake. She worked as a pediatrician at the Ippokratio Hospital, on Konstantinou Karamanli Avenue. On nights she wasn’t on call, she liked to unwind in our quiet living room, the city lights spilling in through the sliding glass doors overlooking Thessaloniki and the waters of the Thermaic Gulf, with soft foreign music playing and a glass of rosé in hand. 

			I pictured her there, as always—still radiant despite crossing into her forties. Slim, toned, a cascade of jet-black hair. I’d often wondered how someone like her had fallen in love with and married someone like me—tall and dark-haired, yes, but no great looker, a bit overweight, allergic to gyms and sports, and worst of all, married to a job that never truly let go. 

			She picked up on the third ring. 

			“It’s me,” I said softly. “How are you? I imagined you right now, gazing out over the city lights with a glass in hand.” 

			She laughed. “That’s exactly what I’m doing. I was waiting for you. But judging by the time of this call, I guess I’ve lost all hope. You’re not coming home tonight, are you?” 

			“You’ve always been a proper police officer’s wife,” I teased. 

			“Figures. Let me guess—some mess came up for tomorrow. And now you won’t be back the next night either. Which means I’ll just have to miss you more.” 

			“No comment on that last bit. Besides, it’s not the first time you’ve gone days without seeing me. Even when I was stationed in Thessaloniki, the office might as well have been my second home.” 

			We’d met when I graduated from the police academy and got stationed in Thessaloniki. She was a year younger, still in med school. We fell hard for each other, and I asked her to marry me the moment she got her degree. We married soon after, and our daughter, Sofiana, was born the next year. She’s eighteen now—a first-year law student at Aristotle University of Thessaloniki. Unfortunately, we were never able to have another child. 

			I’d served many years at the Thessaloniki Division of Security Police headquarters, with a solid track record in criminal investigations. So, when I was promoted to Police Lieutenant Colonel, the higher-ups asked me to take over in Kateríni. I wasn’t thrilled at first, and Elena had her objections. But I accepted. The officers here welcomed me warmly. They wanted someone seasoned—battle-tested. 

			“Anyway,” she added, “I’ve got two night shifts this week, so your absence won’t be a tragedy.” 

			“How’s Sofiana?” 

			“Your one and only daughter is fine. Living in her own little world, dedicated to her classes and her little circle of friends. Don’t worry about her. She’s a strong kid.” 

			I pictured her face—so much like her mother’s. People often mistook them for sisters. Petite, dark-haired, with sparkling eyes and a mischievous smile. 

			“Alright then. Tell both my girls I love them. I’ll see you in a couple days, hopefully.” 

			I hung up, letting my thoughts drift back to our house. It sat on a side street off Akropoleos Avenue, near the old city walls of Thessaloniki. It was Elena’s family home, a two-story traditional house over seventy years old, fully restored, with a breathtaking view of the sea. Her parents had gifted it to us when they retired to their summer home in Halkidiki. On evenings when the sun dipped behind the Pierian Mountains, setting the waters ablaze with orange light, the scene outside our window looked like a painting—unreal, perfect. At night, the noise of the city seemed so distant it was as if we were watching from another world. 

			Sadly, because of my work, I couldn’t enjoy it every day. I only ever caught the sunrise—leaving early, before the city woke up. 

			I gathered my notes, closed the folders, and headed out of the office. Sergeant Sotiriou was logging incident reports into the official record book. When he saw me, he smiled and wished me good night. I nodded and made my way up to my room on the third floor. 

			I intended to sleep immediately, without thinking. But something deep inside was telling me that tomorrow was going to be difficult—full of shadows and unexpected turns. 

			Outside, the wild forces of nature continued their relentless concert. The wind lashed the windows, and the rain clattered like bones against the panes—sounding like the groaning wood of an old house deep in the forest. 

			• • •

			I slept poorly. 

			Twice I woke, feeling as though a cold fist had clenched around my stomach. I took two antacid pills, although I’d skipped dinner. The clock read 4:10 am. I thought of Elena and Sofiana, alone in that large, old house, and for the first time I felt an impossible distance between us—as if we were on different continents. 

			I lay back down, eyes locked on the ceiling, forcing my mind to still itself into sleep. 

			February 11th, 07:00 a.m. 

			I woke up feeling more exhausted than when I’d gone to bed. My dreams had been tangled and full of anxiety. Most of it slipped from memory—as dreams often do—but the last one had lingered. 

			I was running through a dark forest, chasing a cabin made of warped, rain-blackened wood. Something formless and terrifying pursued me, gliding through the trees like a shadow. Somehow, I knew that the cabin was my only chance at salvation. But no matter how fast I ran, the cabin drifted further away—like the whole landscape was receding from me. I woke with a jolt, my heart pounding, lips dry, and no idea whether I’d made it out. 

			Still groggy, I went downstairs to the office, unshaven and irritable. I picked up the morning shift report from the duty officer while sipping a hot coffee he’d ordered. 

			It had been a quiet night for us. That was to be expected—no petty criminal would be wandering around in this kind of weather. Other departments hadn’t been so lucky. The Traffic Police, Fire Department, and Civil Protection were all on high alert due to the ongoing state of emergency. With landslides in the mountains and roads submerged, there’d been several accidents and considerable property damage. 

			Once I’d given my morning report to Police Brigadier Stergios Alevrás, Police Director of Pieria Prefecture, I turned my attention back to the old man’s story. Samaras had piqued my curiosity—whether I believed him or not, something about it lingered. 

			I asked the archivist to bring me the personal files for both Samaras and the members of the Asvestás family. Before heading out with him later that evening, I wanted to understand who I was dealing with. 

			The files were thin. Samaras had no criminal record of any kind. Clean as they come. The Asvestás family wasn’t much different: the patriarch Nikolaos, age 72; his wife Theodora, 68; their two sons, Dimitris, 47, and Konstantinos, 43; and the matriarch, old Katerina Asvestá, a formidable woman who’d lived past 92. No prior offenses. No complaints. Nothing. They were, in short, a respectable family with a great deal of land in the fertile plains and two mid-sized livestock operations near Fotiná. Like most from Skotiná, they had moved to the newer village in 1967, where they had built a substantial home. 

			No mention of a girl. No child. No dependent. 

			I flipped through Nikolaos Asvestás’s file again. A thin subfolder caught my eye. Inside was an internal memo and a copy of a formal investigative report—a lawful search, executed in their home in Fotiná three years prior, in accordance with the penal code and departmental procedure. The internal memo and attached officer statement both referred vaguely to “reliable intelligence” concerning the presence of weapons and illegal drugs at the Asvestás residence. 

			I knew exactly what that meant. A seasoned investigator could see through the smoke screen. They’d used that language as a legal pretext to search the home—clearly based on Samaras’s tip—but they’d covered it up, not wanting to formally cite his name. Smart. That’s how we do it. 

			But the report came back negative. No weapons. No illegal items. No detained girl. Nothing. Other than two licensed hunting rifles, the search had turned up empty. Just like that, Samaras’s earlier allegation had evaporated. The case had gone cold. Understandably, the Department never followed up. 

			And now he was back—because the commander had changed. He wanted a new search, this time at their current residence: the family estate in Skotiná. 

			I stood and went to the window. The day was gray, the rain had stopped, but the cold was sharp. My breath, warmed by coffee, fogged the glass in little white clouds and strange, fading shapes. 

			I would give him his chance. 

			Despite the previous dead end, the accusation was too serious to ignore. Not just as a cop, but as a human being. No one—least of all a child—should ever be held prisoner in a civilized society. Not when we have laws. Not while people like me still wear a badge. 

			The day would pass quickly. 

			And tonight, our trip to Skotiná would reveal whether this old man’s story was truth… or the elaborate invention of a haunted conscience. 

			February 11th, 11:10 pm 

			It was past eleven when Samaras called me—from a public phone booth, he claimed—and whispered, as if someone might be eavesdropping on the line, that he was waiting for me at the far end of the pedestrian walkway in Kateríni. Alone, he insisted. He didn’t want to come near the police building. 

			I understood, at least in part. After the fiasco three years earlier, he was probably afraid of another leak. I respected that. We agreed to meet where he suggested—and to leave immediately in his car. 

			I bundled up. The cold was sharp, though the rain had stopped. The sky had opened just enough to reveal a full moon—round and pale, like the sulking face of a stubborn child playing hide-and-seek behind racing clouds. I slipped on tall rubber boots. Samaras had warned me we’d be walking on mud and rough ground. 

			When I reached his vehicle, I paused. The old man, in his seventies, was driving a monstrous four-wheel-drive truck. 

			He saw me staring and smiled. “It’s borrowed,” he said. “I wish it were mine, but I can’t afford something like this. We’ll need it, trust me. The rain may have stopped, but there’s still a hell of a lot of mud—on the roads, in the fields… everywhere. And we’ll be walking too.” He gave me a quick once-over. “But you dressed right. You don’t look much like a city boy anymore.” 

			I laughed. “I know how to blend in. Just make sure this wild goose chase of yours has a point.” 

			“Oh, you’ll see,” he replied cryptically. “You’ll see just how much we owe to the rain.” 

			He turned the key, and we set off. 

			On the way, he explained that the truck belonged to a relative. There was no way he could risk using his own vehicle—too recognizable to the Asvestás family. The full moon would help us navigate with the headlights off. The village was abandoned. Lights from a single car would be visible from hundreds of meters away. We’d have to park well outside and move on foot. 

			I glanced at Samaras. The dim dashboard lights cast faint shadows across his face. He looked resolute—not like a man telling tall tales, but like someone determined to prove himself, once and for all. 

			• • •

			We left the city behind and turned onto the narrow country road leading from Kateríni to Elassóna, passing through Svorónos, Moschochóri, Neokaisária, and Kato Miliá—villages glowing like tiny islands of light in a sea of darkness. After a long string of bends on the wet asphalt, we reached Fotiná. The name jogged a memory. This was the place that had made headlines in 1997, just before Christmas, when a Ukrainian aircraft had crashed into the mountains nearby, killing everyone on board. 

			From Fotiná we turned toward Ftéri, aiming for our destination: Skotiná. I’d never driven that road before, not in the short time I’d been stationed in Kateríni. It was tight—barely wide enough for two passing cars—and the towering trees on both sides created the sensation of driving through a tunnel. The pitch black only intensified the claustrophobia. 

			Samaras remained silent, lips pursed, eyes locked on the road. He’d cranked up the heat to clear the windshield but sweat glistened on his forehead. It wasn’t the warmth—it was tension. 

			Eventually, the trees thinned out. We reached a junction, and to the right I saw a downhill path—flooded and choked with mud. Samaras cut the lights and slowed the vehicle to a crawl. Then, he turned. We rolled to a stop behind a massive, decaying stone building—an old lumber mill, its walls smothered in ivy. 

			He parked the truck in the rear courtyard, invisible from the road. 

			Of course, I didn’t expect anyone to be roaming through this forgotten village at such an hour—in the dead of night and under this kind of weather—but I nodded inwardly, approving of the old man’s caution.

			After more than an hour of silence, Samaras finally spoke. 

			“This is the old sawmill. Been abandoned for years. No one comes here, not even the locals who still own summer homes in the village.” 

			“Why not?” I asked. 

			“They say it’s haunted. I’ll tell you that story another time. But if someone wants to hide out, trust me—no one’s going to come looking here.” 

			“So, what now?” 

			“Now we walk. It’s a climb. Steep in places. Lots of mud. But I know this village like the back of my hand. We won’t get lost.” He chuckled. “Told you—this place isn’t for city folk.” 

			“Don’t worry,” I said with mock offense. “Let’s see what city boys are made of.” 

			He sobered. “No jokes now, chief. Things get serious from here on. We need to be quiet. The moon will help us see. The house is at the highest point of the village. From up there, they can see everything. That’s why we left the truck so far away. If the Asvestás family spots us, it’s over.” 

			“Wait a second,” I said, halting him. “I need to know what we’re walking into. You mentioned a girl—locked away. But how do we confirm that without breaking in? We’re not just peeking through the windows, are we?” 

			He placed a hand on his chest, as if making a solemn vow. “Just trust me. Wait till we get there. You’ll see with your own eyes. I’m not spinning fairy tales, chief. You’ll see. And then… do what you must.” 

			I shrugged and gestured for him to lead the way. 

			We crossed a crumbling stone bridge, its arch spanning a dark, rumbling river below. 

			“That’s the Mórnos,” Samaras whispered. “The black river. Come back during the day, and you’ll see—its waters are pitch-dark. Spirits and fairies dwell down there, they say.” 

			We climbed winding village paths, sometimes on slippery flagstones, sometimes through thick mud. The moonlight was enough to guide us, even when passing clouds plunged everything into shadow. 

			We passed overgrown courtyards, collapsed houses, and one or two forgotten chapels. At times, thorns snagged my clothes, and I had to yank my boots free from the muck. The humidity clung to everything, doubling the cold, freezing my nostrils with every breath. Still, we pressed on, uphill, toward the final house at the very top of the village. My legs were burning, lungs aflame. And yet Samaras, decades my senior, trudged on without complaint. 

			The silence was uncanny. It was as if the village had been sealed off from sound, cloaked beneath a dome of stillness—like some hidden city from an Irish legend. No nocturnal creature stirred. No whisper of life. Just the breath of the mountain, still and cold. 

			We passed a tiny chapel with old graves out front—stone crosses gleaming faintly in the moonlight. Then, we arrived. 

			The house stood before us—or rather above us—perched on a small hill some fifty meters ahead. Unlike the others, it didn’t appear abandoned. Even under the cold gleam of the moon, it was clear the place was still lived in. Two side windows glowed faintly—someone was awake—and a third, at the front, flickered with the light of a fireplace. 

			Samaras pulled me further into the brush, deeper into the shadows, as if afraid even moonlight might betray us. 

			“Now look carefully,” he whispered. “I need you to see what I saw, the night I came back here.” He pointed toward the rear of the house. “It looks like a two-story home from the outside, but it’s deceiving. It’s built into a rise. I know for a fact there are two—maybe three—basements below it. The first is just a cellar, for storing food and wine like everyone used to. But the lowest… that’s where they’re keeping the girl.” 

			I gave him a skeptical glance. “You said I’d be able to confirm this with my own eyes. How do we do that, if the room is in the second or third basement? We’re not going inside.” 

			He snorted. “Let me finish. Just look carefully. Behind the house, there’s a slope—looks like a steep hill, thick with brambles. The slope leans against the outer walls of the basements. Think of it like an apartment building in the city. Up until a few days ago, the slope was solid dirt and brush. But with all the rain—God, I haven’t seen rain like that in years—some of the earth washed away. And something emerged. A small forgotten window. Just a tiny thing. If it hadn’t rained so much, it would’ve stayed buried under mud and roots for another hundred years.” 

			I understood at once. “So, you’re saying that from this little window, we might be able to see inside one of the basements?” 

			“Exactly.” He smiled, pleased. “Now follow me. We’ll approach from behind. We’ll need to climb the slope a bit—not too steep. If I can do it at my age, you can too. We’ll slip, get muddy, hang onto the brush—but that’s the price. Just keep quiet. I’ll show you the window. You’ll need to wipe away the mud just a little, enough to peer through. There was a gas lantern lit in there the other night. With luck, it’ll still be on.” 

			We crept around to the back of the house like two shadows, our boots slapping faintly in the mud. I glanced up—no lights in the rear windows. Good. 

			A freezing wind swept down from the mountain, cutting through even my heavy layers. The moon stared down like a pale, mocking child, watching us from above. 

			We began climbing the slope. In truth, it was more like a small cliff face. We pulled ourselves up by grasping slick shrubs and thorny vines. I silently thanked myself for wearing thick leather biker gloves. Samaras moved like a mountain cat despite his age—fueled, no doubt, by adrenaline and pride. He had to prove himself. 

			About halfway up, he stopped, panting. “This is as far as I go,” he whispered. He pointed to a dark patch five meters above us, half-covered in brush. “Climb up there, gently. Brush the shrubs aside. The window’s there. If there’s mud, clear a little with your hand—but only a little. I hope the lantern’s still burning. When you’re done, smear the mud back, just like it was.” 

			I grabbed onto the first holm oak and took a step upward. Samaras seized my hand. He was trembling—not from the cold, but from anxiety and fear.

			“Just take a quick look,” he hissed through clenched teeth. “One glance and we’re gone. And for God’s sake—don’t push the glass. If the window opens, they’ll know we’re here.”

			I nodded. 

			Slowly, I climbed—my boots slipping, fingers grasping at wet roots and brambles. My legs burned. My lungs screamed for air. The wind cut at my face, my eyes watering from the cold. I sniffed back the running of my nose and pressed myself low into the brush, just where Samaras had pointed. 

			At first, I saw nothing but mud and roots. Then, a faint glint—just a trickle of moonlight on glass. Holding myself up with one hand, balancing precariously on the slick slope, I wiped away a patch of dirt from the glass. A small window appeared. 

			I cleared it just enough to peer through. Inside, a gas lantern hung from a rough stone wall, casting a weak yellow glow. 

			I scanned the room. A dirt floor. Bare stone walls. No door, no stairs, no sign of entry. I narrowed my eyes, trying to adjust my focus through the filmy glass. 

			And then I saw it. 

			A human figure. Curled in a corner. Chained to the wall by both wrists. 

			

			It was a girl. Long, tangled black hair. A filthy, tattered dress in a color I couldn’t even guess. Her body was gaunt, almost childlike. 

			And then she moved. She turned toward me—slowly, as if sensing something. I know she couldn’t have seen me, not through the grime and that tiny hole I’d cleared. But her gaze locked onto mine with unblinking certainty. 

			Two yellow eyes. Glowing. Unnatural. 

			And that’s when the nightmare began. 

			I have felt intense fear before in my life. Terror that took my breath away. An invisible vise tightening around my mind, numbing every thought and disabling any capacity to react. But this surpassed it all. It was something born of the worst nightmares the human mind can conjure. The waves of horror and panic that overwhelmed me wiped the world from my sight and plunged me into the dark chasms of a shadowy madness. 

			The girl opens her mouth wide, and it keeps growing and stretching unnaturally, like a dark, damned lake… From within it, all the nightmarish abominations of hell leap out at me—an uproar of creatures with claws and wings, reptiles with scales and tentacles… In the middle, I make out in horror a repulsive being with black, glossy skin, multiple limbs with claws and sharp protrusions, and a mouth dripping with saliva and teeth, from which another monstrous mouth emerges, and within that, a third one still, aiming straight at my face to suck the life out of my eyes… 

			My hands let go, and my feet gave way in the mud. I began to slide down the slope, falling and tumbling through the shrubs without trying to hold onto anything, hoping the fall itself would carry me away from this living nightmare. 

			When I finally reached level ground, I started running in panic, breathing in short, rapid gasps, slipping and stumbling, unable to stop even for a second, driven by a single, instinctive thought—to get away, to distance myself from the monstrosity chasing me.

			
Chapter 2 
In the Grip of Darkness 

			February 12th, 01:05 a.m. 

			In my mad panic, I didn’t realize how I had fallen and ended up with my face buried in the thick mud. A viscous, disgusting mixture of soil, rotting leaves, and rainwater covered my face and seeped into my nostrils. The stench of the slimy substance was indescribable. 

			I felt something grab me by the armpit of my left arm and pull me forcefully. Flooded with unspeakable horror, I instinctively twisted my body to free myself from the grip of the demonic creature that was chasing me, and the moment I turned onto my back, I reflexively drew my pistol from the holster under my arm and aimed it at the devilish dark figure trying to grab me. 

			“Wait, what are you doing there?” shouted the shadow, and then I recognized the familiar figure of Simos Samaras trying to pull me up from the ground. 

			He, upon seeing the gun, recoiled in fear, raising his hands defensively. 

			“Whoa, easy now,” he said. “It’s me—calm down.” 

			I sat up and looked around. 

			I found myself once again in the familiar nighttime setting, about thirty meters from the base of the slope. Apparently, during my panic and frantic, terrified dash, I had covered that distance without realizing it. I didn’t know how many times I had slipped or fallen in the mud, or whether I’d hurt myself, because I felt completely numb, and my mind couldn’t grasp what had happened in the last two or three minutes. The nightmarish swarm of indescribable, terrifying creatures that had burst through that tiny basement window toward me was nowhere to be seen, and it seemed that they had not escaped into the outside world from that claustrophobic dungeon. 

			Samaras looked startled by my behavior, and at the same time worried that we might have been noticed by the occupants of the house. He sat there, trying to catch any sounds coming from the silent house amidst the hush of the night. But apart from the mountain breeze rustling the tree leaves, there was no other sound—none that came from a human being. 

			“Let’s get out of here before they realize we’re around and everything goes to waste…” he whispered. 

			I holstered my weapon, stood up, and we began descending in silence. 

			My heart was still pounding, each beat thudding against my temples, and my hands were trembling, but the panic symptoms were slowly beginning to subside. The icy air that filled my weary lungs with every breath felt refreshing and welcome. The movement of my body as I walked quickly sent waves of warm blood to my frozen limbs—and to my frozen mind—gradually pulling me back into the present moment and the physical reality of my surroundings. 

			We walked the same shadowed paths, silent and hurried, past the overgrown deserted yards, the abandoned houses, and the small forgotten cemetery, until we reached the back side of the old lumber mill and climbed into the safe interior of our four-wheel-drive truck. 

			There, I let out a sigh of relief and turned toward Simos Samaras, who settled into the passenger seat without starting the engine. 

			“What did you see?” he asked bluntly, without looking me in the eyes.

			I chose my words carefully, wanting to avoid recounting every detail of the terrifying moments that had just passed. I wanted to hear first what Samaras himself had noticed. 

			“I saw what you saw,” I replied. “A captive woman, chained to the wall.” 

			“So, I was right, then,” he said, visibly relieved. “But why did you jump like that? You fell and took off running like a madman. What scared you? Did someone come into the room? Did they see you? Did the girl see you?” 

			I looked him in the eyes, scrutinizing him for a few seconds. He didn’t seem to have perceived anything of what I had seen. In a way, it made sense—he had been five meters below me on the slope. The monstrosity that surged from the place where the captive woman sat hadn’t made it through the narrow window. No glass had shattered. No sound had been heard. From where Samaras had been standing, five meters away and further downhill, the only thing he could have seen was me losing my balance, tumbling down the slope, falling into the mud, and then suddenly bolting until I finally tripped and collapsed face-first on the ground. He must’ve simply followed me and tried to pull me back to my feet. 

			I decided there was no reason, at that moment, to explain the cause of my panic or my wild retreat. Nor could I describe the horror I had experienced peering into that tiny underground room. I needed to piece together everything calmly, to process and analyze what had happened in full detail. And that couldn’t happen now, not in my current state of confusion, and certainly not in conversation with the old man. 

			“Yes,” I finally said. “It seemed to me that the woman turned toward me, and I thought I saw some movement in the room. Nothing was clear, though—the light was dim and the window filthy. That’s probably what startled me and threw me off my balance. Then I just ran—instinctively.” 

			I sighed. “Sorry if I scared you with the gun. That was a reflex—part of the training.” 

			“Don’t worry about it, I understand,” Samaras replied, nodding with sympathy. “But now we need to go. Let’s head back and give you time to figure out what needs to be done—as a police officer. You saw I was telling the truth. And this… this is something very serious.” 

			He glanced at me from the corner of his eye as he started the engine. 

			“You’re quite a sight,” he remarked. “You rolled around in the mud like a sack of potatoes. You can’t go back to your office or your house like that. You’re the big boss—people will see you and start gossiping.” 

			He wasn’t wrong. My clothes had lost all semblance of their original color, replaced by a grimy brown crust of mud. My rubber boots looked twice their size, weighed down with layers of soaked soil. I couldn’t show up at the police headquarters like this—not when I was staying in one of the department’s staff rooms. 

			Samaras offered a solution. “I say, if you’re up for it, we swing by my place in Fotiná. It’s on the way. You can get some rest, I’ll see if I have anything dry you can wear, and we’ll have a hot cup of tea.” 

			The offer sounded good. I needed a bit of a break—to dry off, warm up, and maybe press Samaras a little more. I had the feeling he still hadn’t told me everything about this case. 

			“Sounds good,” I said. “Let’s go”. 

			• • • 

			We didn’t exchange a word on the drive back to Fotiná. He was tense, eyes locked on the slick, winding road ahead, as the truck devoured the distance. I sat in silence, staring out the side window at the landscape unfolding under the night sky—a restless sequence of shadowy vegetation and moonlit clearings. 

			I kept trying to summon back, with as much clarity and vividness as possible, the unspeakable horror I had witnessed in that dimly lit basement. All my life, I’d been a realist, always searching for rational explanations. But now, in this moment, I couldn’t fathom what it was I had seen—what had filled me with such unnamable dread, so powerful that it forced me into that wild, desperate retreat. 

			It simply couldn’t have been real. There was no way a monstrosity like that could exist in the tangible, physical world. Perhaps in a sci-fi film or a supernatural horror story—maybe as the figment of a screenwriter’s or novelist’s imagination. But not in reality. Not in this world. 

			My life, my studies, my profession—everything pointed toward this belief. My entire career in law enforcement, devoted to the pursuit of crime, was built on the logic of analyzing actions, evaluating clues, gathering evidence, and only then taking steps based on sound conclusions. Every threat I had ever faced was tangible and real. 

			But this? 

			Could it have been a hallucination, born of exhaustion and the tension of the moment? A trick of the light in that dim, half-lit basement? A terrifying vision conjured by my strained mind—one that Simos Samaras hadn’t even noticed? 

			I rubbed my eyes and pushed the thoughts away. I would shelve them for now, lock them in some corner drawer of my memory, and revisit them later. What mattered at this moment was the urgent need to devise a plan of action—what I was going to do about the captive girl. 

			It’s true what they say: the road back always feels shorter. Maybe it’s because, on the way there, everything is unfamiliar—there’s the weight of anticipation, the anxiety over what you’ll find, and whether your expectations will be confirmed or shattered. Somehow, it stretches the time, even if it’s only in your mind. 

			• • • 

			

			We reached Fotiná in less than half an hour—about the same time it had taken us to get there earlier. The warmth from the car’s heater was making me sleepy. A hot cup of coffee would’ve been welcome at this hour, even though it was already past 2:15 a.m. 

			Simos Samaras’s house stood at the edge of the village, near the cemetery. He parked the truck in front, and we got out.

			Not a soul was in sight. A dog started barking from a nearby yard, and two or three others joined in from somewhere deeper in the village, invisible in the darkness. 

			The house was a small single-story dwelling with thick stone walls and an old, tiled roof. The yard was enclosed by a rusty wire fence strung between wooden posts driven into the ground. It looked abandoned—no trees, no greenery. A rusted iron cart and some long-unused tools lay scattered in a corner. 

			Samaras unlocked the weathered front door, once painted with green oil paint but now peeling, and we stepped directly into a sparsely furnished sitting room with a stone fireplace in the corner. 

			“Make yourself comfortable,” the old man said, pointing to a vintage sofa draped with an orange flokáti2 throw. “I’ll get the fire going and brew you some mountain tea to bring you back to life.” 

			While he lit the fireplace, I took a moment to survey the room. The house was old, built of stone and mud. The walls were thick, and the window frames were wooden, holding plain glass panes sealed with putty. Cold air slipped through small cracks, making the thin country-style curtains flutter. A low carved wooden coffee table and two armchairs—same age and style as the sofa, covered with faded red veléntzas3—completed the furniture in the room. 

			On the walls hung old, embroidered pictures in heavy, worn wooden frames. Above the fireplace were two rusted, probably non-functional shotguns, suggesting that the old man used to hunt in his younger days. Three wooden doors likely led to the rest of the house. 

			The modest setting revealed Samaras’s difficult financial state—but that didn’t concern me. My mind was still consumed by the events of the night, already forming a mental roadmap for the day ahead. There were still details I needed to clarify—things the old man hadn’t told me. 

			Samaras came back into the sitting room carrying a tray with two steaming cups of tea. I took a generous sip and felt a warm, soothing current slide down my esophagus. The mountain tea—which, as Samaras began explaining, he gathered himself from the slopes of the Pierian Mountains—was a soothing balm. He brought me an old but spotless pair of trousers which, to my surprise, fit without being tight, and went into the bathroom to wipe the mud and moisture off my jacket. I’d left my boots outside the door, and for the first time since we’d begun our night-time venture, I began to relax by the warmth of the fireplace, whose flames were now rising cheerfully. The old man sat across from me in an armchair, stretching out his legs in ease. 

			He was nearly twice my age, and this sort of strain didn’t befit someone so not too old. 

			“Alright,” I said, “let’s start from the beginning. Before I make any move tomorrow, I need to know every detail.” 

			“I told you, Cap’n,” Samaras replied, using again that rural term for senior officers. “I’m at your disposal for anything you want to ask. I haven’t hidden anything from you, and I’m not about to.” 

			I looked him straight in the eyes. “Tell me again—when did you first learn about this girl? And from whom?” 

			He sighed. “Chief, once again I’ll say this: I’ve known the Asvestás family for ages. We never got along too well. We weren’t enemies, but we didn’t talk either. Two strangers in the same village. I left Skotiná around ’65, when the rest of the villagers abandoned the place. We built new homes here in Fotiná. The Asvestás clan didn’t come right away. I think they stayed in Mórna a while longer, until their new house was built just the way they wanted. I don’t know how long, because I left for abroad at some point to find work. It was a hard time for everyone, getting uprooted like that. Maybe not for the Asvestás. They were wealthy folks. Had plenty of land down here in the plains and livestock up in the mountains. The rest of us—most were poor. But we managed.” 

			“Why did all the villagers leave back then?” I asked. “Isn’t it strange that a whole village would relocate in a single year, leaving no one behind?” 

			He took a strong sip of his tea before answering. His eyes glinted like the firewood being devoured by the flames in the hearth. 

			“See, back then most folks worked at the timber mill—the one where we left the truck. There was work, there was bread on the table. Then the mill shut down and moved to Litóchoro. You know the place, right? Nestled beneath Mount Olympus. A big village––prosperous, full of life––set right along the national road that runs between Athens and Thessaloniki. Some people kept their jobs and commuted. After that, Skotiná… it was a sunless, truly dark village, built on the slope you saw, tucked inside the trees. We only got a few hours of daylight. Damp and cold all the time. The place was blanketed in mist from dawn to dusk. But there were also… other things.” 

			“What do you mean?” I asked, catching a fleeting flicker of fear in his eyes. “What other things?” 

			“Chief…” Samaras sighed, bowing his head. “We who live in villages like this, cut off on these wild mountains, we’ve got our tales and legends. No matter how false they might seem to you, city folk, we believe in them. And we pass them down to our children and grandchildren. We live with them—you’ve got to understand that.” 

			Outside, the wind picked up, and the wooden shutters groaned in harmony with the crackling of the firewood in the blazing hearth. 

			“If you talk to any of the old folks from Mórna, they’ll tell you the same. People said the village was haunted. Everyone was scared back in those days—illiterate and educated alike. There were stories about ghosts and neráides, the fairies. Many swore they saw naked women dancing under the moonlight in the river, in the Mórnos, just outside the village. If you looked one of them in the eye, you’d lose your voice or even die. Others talked about seeing tiny naked babies—gouliavoúdia, we called them—wandering the downhill paths toward the river on dark nights, only to climb back up and vanish into the mountain caves. Some houses, people wouldn’t even approach—they said they were cursed, and folks were afraid they’d die if they stepped inside. So many stories. Everyone had one to tell.” 

			“And the Asvestás family?” I interrupted. “The girl—how did that come up?” 

			“I came back from abroad about five years ago. You saw my ID—it’s brand new. I first heard about the girl you saw that they were keeping her locked up, around three years ago. Hidden in a basement room of their manor house, right here in Fotiná. I heard it from someone in the family. Don’t ask me who—I won’t tell you. Or maybe I will, once this job is done. Then, if you want, go easy on them. I told the police chief at the time. They searched the house like I said but found nothing. That commander took it hard—said I’d made a fool of him and told me not to set foot in the police department again.” 

			“That’s all been covered yesterday,” I interrupted him. “Now tell me—how exactly did you spot the imprisoned girl the other day and decide to come to me? And from what I gather, for you to be sneaking around your old village in this apocalyptic weather, this thing’s become an obsession, hasn’t it?” 

			“Yes, you’re not wrong,” the old man admitted, lowering his eyes with a note of apology. “I couldn’t rest. When the Asvestás family left Fotiná after the police raid and went back up to Skotiná, I was sure they did it for that reason. To make everyone forget about the whole thing so no one would investigate it again. All this time, I couldn’t let it go, kept digging. But the person in the family who used to speak to me—they stopped. So, I kept coming to the village at night, once or twice a month, just to watch and see if I could catch something. I never saw anything—nothing that would show the girl was still there. Until the other night, when heaven sent that downpour and the earth gave way on the slope. God lit the way for me to see that little window they must’ve forgotten to brick up from the inside. From outside, it had been buried under mud all this time. I peeked through it and saw what was inside. After that, I came to you. The rest you saw for yourself.” 

			I had finally reached the point where I could ask the one question that had weighed on my mind the whole night, from the moment we left that truly ominous village. 

			“Tell me one last thing. When you went to the house the other night and looked through that window—what exactly did you see? I want the truth, no matter how strange something might have seemed to you.” 

			Simos Samaras met my eyes; his cloudy gaze filled with silent questions.

			“I give you my word, I saw the same thing you did tonight. A girl chained to the wall in a basement with no door. Filthy and barely surviving. All alone. Just a plate of food and a water jug beside her.” 

			“Did she notice you watching her? Did she turn your way, show any sign she sensed someone outside the window?” 

			“No, no, chief. Not at all. She didn’t see me. The girl was lost in her own world.” 

			“Was there anything else that struck you as odd? That scared you, maybe?” 

			“No, nothing, I told you. Just a single glance. That’s all I dared. Then I ran off, in case someone from the house spotted me.” 

			I finished my tea, unsettled. The old man seemed sincere. But to my trained ears and eyes, sharpened by hundreds of interrogations over the years, it was clear he was holding something back. Some inner, unspoken truths he wasn’t ready to share. But now wasn’t the time to dig into them. I’d have time to go looking later. 

			It was already half past three, and I had to return to Kateríni, get some rest, and plan my course of action for the day ahead. Samaras brought me my muddy trousers in a plastic bag, and I put on my jacket—only half-cleaned of the mud—and the boots he had kindly scrubbed earlier with a wet sponge. I would hang on to the borrowed trousers for now. The very thought of standing under the scalding rush of water in the shower back in my room filled me with a sense of relief and calm anticipation. 

			We set off from Fotiná almost immediately, the old man driving his robust pickup truck fast and a little tensely. 

			As I gazed out the window at the lamplight and the glowing windows of houses in the small villages we passed, flickering past in the darkness, I felt somehow as if I were returning to civilization after a brief detour into a century long gone. 

			The vision I had experienced outside that old house on the outskirts of Skotiná crept back into my mind once more, sending a shiver down my spine. I still couldn’t make sense of what had happened. 

			I was neither a fantasist nor mentally unwell, yet the experience I had lived through—those few seconds of overwhelming, unprecedented terror—felt disturbingly like the hallucinations and visions described by addicts hooked on psychoactive substances. 

			Perhaps the Police’s psychologist might have had something to say about it, especially if it had been a product of stress, anxiety, or professional burnout. But that mystery, too, would have to wait. First, I had more urgent, tangible matters to deal with. 

			• • •

			We reached the vicinity of the Kateríni Police Headquarters in less than half an hour. Taking precautions, Simos Samaras dropped me off about two hundred meters away. He asked me once again to remain discreet about his identity during the investigation that would follow, then drove off in a hurry. 

			I entered the police building. The guard at the entrance greeted me with a polite nod, casting a discreet glance at my mud-stained clothes. 

			I went up to my room, undressed, and stepped under the soothing cascade of the shower. Then I lay down on the bed and closed my eyes. I didn’t realize when sleep overtook me or how long I managed to rest, until the internal phone rang—a signal that the duty officer from the Police Sub-Division of Public Security was calling. The morning light filtered in gently through the narrow gap left by the half-closed shutters and the drawn curtains. 

			“Lieutenant Colonel Avyéris,” I answered, glancing at my watch. It was ten minutes to seven, and in any case, I had to get up for the morning briefing in my office. 

			The officer on the morning shift sounded nervous. “I apologize for disturbing your rest, sir. The gate guard told me you returned at dawn, but we’ve got something urgent—and from the looks of it, extremely serious.” 

			“Go ahead,” I said quickly, and for some strange reason, my mind leapt to Simos Samaras, whom I had parted ways with about three hours earlier. Of course, supposedly no one knew we had been together until now. 

			

			“A body was just found in the rural area near Korinós, inside an irrigation canal. We were notified immediately. From the initial signs and the condition of the corpse, it’s a homicide.” 

			I snapped fully awake, as if someone had thrown a bucket of ice water in my face. 

			“I’m coming down to your office so you can brief me in person,” I interrupted. “In the meantime, call Lieutenant Rigas and the Homicide Bureau. I want them assembled and ready to move as soon as possible.” 

			• • •

			The Traffic Police vehicle was speeding ahead on the Thessaloniki–Kateríni National Road, its blue roof light flashing and the siren wailing whenever necessary to clear the way of slower-moving cars. 

			Right behind it followed the unmarked police car carrying me and Lieutenant Rigas, head of the Homicide Bureau. Further back, more vehicles brought the rest of the unit along with the specialized personnel from the Forensic Investigation Office. 

			Another officer had been tasked with picking up the coroner—whose presence was mandatory at every scene involving a body, whether it turned out to be a homicide, a suicide, or an accident. That same officer would also bring the prosecutor to the scene once we had formed a preliminary picture of what had taken place. 

			Lieutenant Konstantinos Rigas tapped his fingers rhythmically on his folder, betraying his nervousness and impatience. He was in his early thirties, with a pale complexion and light brown hair. Always simply and stylishly dressed, freshly shaved every morning, with a generous splash of Denim aftershave on his cheeks. There was something boyish about him, but beneath that lay a sharp mind and an exceptional ability to connect facts and patterns. Those strengths—combined with his knack for organizing the team into functional units—had led me to keep him as head of the Homicide Bureau under my command at the Police Sub-Division of Public Security. 

			“It’s been a while since we had a homicide in the area, Commander,” he said. “Since last March, if I remember right—and that one was a case of domestic violence gone too far.” 

			“This feels like something entirely different,” I remarked. “We’ll see when we get there and judge for ourselves.” 

			The sky had finally shed its heavy clouds, and the rain had stopped. A pale winter sun had risen behind the mountains of Halkidiki, beyond the sea, as if hoping to dry the drenched land. I glanced out the window at the shifting scenery—vegetation, trees, and fields flashing by—and recalled the duty officer’s earlier report. 

			A local man walking his dogs that morning near the irrigation canal in the rural area of Korinós, close to the monastery of Saint George, had noticed—actually, it was likely the dogs that noticed it first—a human body floating in the swollen waters of the canal, partially washed up on the bank. The man waded into the mud to help, only to suffer the fright of his life. 

			The body was missing its head. 

			Shaken, he did the only thing he could think of; left everything as it was and called the Police Emergency Response Center from his mobile. The dispatcher at Operations Center, following protocol, instructed him to remain at the scene and not to touch anything until the police arrived. That was the extent of what we knew so far—surely, much more would come to light once we arrived on-site. 

			“I’m glad you’re the one handling this, sir,” said the lieutenant. “I know you’ve seen your fair share of serious cases back in Thessaloniki, at the Headquarters, and I have to say, this one feel like it’s going to be especially tough. A decapitation in Kateríni! Unbelievable.” 

			“Every case has its own peculiarities,” I replied. “But don’t let it get to you from the start. What might seem novel and unsolvable at first glance may turn out to be simpler than you expect.” 

			“Let’s hope so,” Rigas sighed. 

			I understood him completely. Acts of brutal violence that were relatively common in the sprawling urban centers of Athens and Thessaloniki felt rare, extreme, even horrifying to law enforcement officers in small provincial towns—places where most homicides stemmed from fights, property disputes, or petty drug dealings. And a decapitation wasn’t exactly something you came across every day in a town of sixty thousand people like Kateríni. 

			We exited the highway and turned onto the local road leading to Korinós, a coastal village of around three thousand residents. It was a lively place in the summer, packed with tourists staying in rented accommodations, but during the winter, the locals mostly turned to farming the fertile plains surrounding it. We took the first exit past the village, following the Traffic Patrol’s cruiser as it tore down a dirt road alongside an irrigation canal. About two hundred meters past the monastery of Saint George, we came to a stop. 

			The small monastery stood on the opposite side of the canal—white buildings with red-tiled roofs, tucked behind a surrounding stone wall. The only visible structure from our side was the upper portion of the basilica, with a clock perched atop its white bell tower. 

			A patrol unit from the Kateríni Police Department had already arrived. Two experienced officers had cordoned off the area with red-and-white tape, blocking traffic in both directions and forcing passing vehicles to turn around. 

			We stepped out of the vehicles and gathered just outside the perimeter so I could issue instructions. 

			“Alright, listen up,” I said. “This is a crime scene. Everyone puts on gloves and protective shoe covers. Within the cordoned area, only myself, the lieutenant, the forensic team, and the photographer go in first. When the coroner arrives, he will go in too—but only after you call us so we can escort him in.” 

			I turned to Lieutenant Georgiou. He was part of the homicide team and an old hand when it came to preliminary investigations. The way he dressed was a nod to the old school. Clad in dark clothes and a long trench coat, he looked like he had walked out of a classic noir detective film. The thin mustache and the ever-present sunglasses glued to his face—regardless of the weather—completed the look. 

			“Lieutenant Georgiou will take the initial statement from the witness who found the body. The rest of you spread out radially from this point around the area, at least two hundred meters out. Keep an eye out for any evidence that could be connected to the body—or anything that seems odd or out of place. You’re all experienced, and I don’t need to say that nothing is to be touched until it’s recorded, photographed, and collected by the forensics team. Report any findings directly to me, and make sure you re-check each area in case something was missed the first time. Is that clear?” 

			All the officers looked at me with visible approval and nodded. Everyone wants a leader who knows what they’re doing and delegates tasks with clarity and precision. 

			Before they dispersed, I added one final remark. 

			“You all heard in the initial briefing that the body is missing its head. So, if anyone finds it, that becomes the top priority. Notify me immediately.” 

			We crossed the red-and-white police tape that marked the perimeter of the crime scene and descended the embankment toward the banks of the irrigation canal. 

			The thick, watery mud along the banks testified to the enormous volumes of water that had rushed down from the Pierian Mountains during the recent days of heavy rainfall. Three or four crows circled above our heads, likely drawn by the scent of the corpse. Alarmed by the presence of humans, they flew off toward the sea with harsh cries, only to return and resume their eerie circling in the air. 

			The body lay face-up on the bank, covered in so much mud it nearly blended with the ground. Its legs were still partially floating in the water. At first glance, the build suggested a man, and from what I could make out, he was wearing a puffy nylon fly jacket and a pair of classic jeans tucked into high olive-green rubber boots. The head was missing, and in its place sat a severed neck, caked in mud and dried blood—grotesquely solitary atop the shoulders. 

			It wouldn’t have been wise to turn or move the body before the coroner arrived, so we stood up and began carefully inspecting the surrounding area, listening to the clicks of the camera shutter as the forensics officers moved about, placing numbered markers on the ground wherever they spotted something of interest. 

			The findings, however—at least in the area where the body was located—were, in my experience, rather scant. There was no murder weapon in sight, no trace of the object that had severed the head, no footprints or impressions in the ground, not even the slightest indication as to whether the crime had occurred there or if the headless corpse had been dumped afterward—or perhaps carried by the torrent of water flowing from the mountains down to the sea. As for determining the exact time of death, only the coroner would be able to estimate it, based on the condition of the body. 

			The officer tasked with bringing the coroner from the Kateríni hospital was now pulling up on the dirt road. Dr. Antonis Maniadakis, a tall, wiry man in his fifties, with a receding hairline and thick glasses in a black plastic frame, stepped out of the official vehicle carrying a backpack and entered the perimeter, accompanied by one of our officers. Almost every coroner I had met over the years—including my professors at the Police Academy—had that same telltale gleam in their eyes and a vacant look, a reflection of their utter detachment from death. 

			“Can I even say good morning, Doctor?” I greeted him. “I don’t think it is.” 

			“We say it out of habit, Commander,” he replied with a faint smile. “Your colleague mentioned on the way that this is something rather unusual for the area.” The coroner had been serving in Kateríni for over fifteen years and was a local himself, so he knew exactly what he was talking about when he called the case unprecedented. 

			“See for yourself,” I said, pointing toward the scene. 

			The doctor put on gloves and shoe covers and approached the body. The officers from the forensic unit followed him closely, preparing their transparent evidence bags. 

			With swift but careful movements, Maniadakis emptied the pockets of the dead man’s clothes, handing each item to the forensic team one by one. There wasn’t much of value. A few coins and small-denomination bills, an old mobile phone—and, thankfully, a foreign national’s residence permit. At least we would know who he was. 

			The coroner then carefully cut away the clothes of the deceased with a pair of scissors and turned the body from side to side to check for any additional injuries, while also testing the flexibility of the joints. After completing the detailed examination of the torso, he bent down and spent several minutes inspecting the headless neck with a magnifying glass—a neck that gaped like a foul well, filled with mud and dried blood. 

			“The head?” he asked. “Have we found it or not?” 

			“We’re still searching the surrounding area,” I replied. “If you’re done here, let’s go talk to the man who found the body.” 

			The doctor took one last look around the crime scene, and we stepped out of the perimeter, heading toward the interview van where Lieutenant Georgiou was taking the initial statement from our first—and, so far, only—witness. 

			The witness had just finished giving his statement, and by the time we stepped into the van, the lieutenant was reading it aloud for him to sign. I studied the man closely before reading the report myself. He was a simple villager, around sixty-five years old, clearly shaken and nervous. His hands moved constantly, crossing and uncrossing, and he bit at his lips. Whenever our eyes met, he quickly looked away and fixed his gaze on the van’s floor. 

			The written statement said he owned a small farmstead about five hundred meters upstream from the scene and that he usually took his dogs for a walk every morning between 6:30 and 7:00 along the dirt road by the canal. He typically walked as far as the monastery of Saint George and then turned back. Occasionally, if he and the dogs were feeling energetic, they’d walk all the way down to the Korinós beach. That morning, he had woken up as usual around six. The dogs had woken too, growling in the yard, eager for their daily outing. 

			He set out along the dirt path beside the canal. It was the first time he’d seen the water level so high, but to be fair, there had rarely been such heavy, persistent rainfall in all his years living in the area. When he reached this exact spot, the dogs began barking furiously and tugging at their leashes, trying to get closer to a strange mound, half-buried in the mud along the canal bank. Curious, he struggled down the slippery slope, thinking at first it was a drowned animal. But as he got closer, horror gripped him: it was a human body. And the horror deepened when he saw that the head was missing. 

			He tied the barking dogs to a nearby tree trunk to keep them from approaching the corpse and called “100”4 to report what he had found. 

			I finished reading the written deposition and handed it back to Lieutenant Georgiou. Before filing it in the case folder, he turned to me and asked: 

			“Would you like to clarify anything else, sir, before we close it?” 

			“I’d just like to know in what position he found the body and whether he moved or turned it at all—something I think the doctor should know as well,” I said, glancing toward the medical examiner, who nodded in agreement. “Also, even though the head is missing, if by any chance he recognizes the man—perhaps from his clothes or general physique. I guess it’s difficult, but sometimes you never know.” 

			Of course, for obvious reasons, I didn’t want to reveal to the witness that we had found an identification document in the victim’s pocket. 

			“No, no, chief,” the witness replied firmly. “I didn’t touch anything at all. When I came down and saw it was a person, I got really scared. That’s exactly how you found him—lying on his back. And when I saw the head was missing… well, say no more. The dogs were barking like mad, frantic and relentless. I went back up to the dirt road and found a branch to tie them to, so they wouldn’t bite anything on the dead body. Then I called the emergency number and waited for you to arrive.” 

			He kept glancing between me, the lieutenant, and the coroner, as if trying to gauge whether we believed him. He was sweating profusely, wiping his brow with a yellowed handkerchief. 

			“And what about what I asked you before? Do you recognize anything about him? Think he might be local; someone you’ve seen walking around here?” 

			He shook his head. “No, chief. Neither his height nor his clothes mean anything to me. If I’d seen his face, maybe… but what can I say? From the beach to the mountains, this area is full of houses, gardens, sheds, and cabins. There are respectable families, sure, but also a lot of foreigners—mostly Albanians—who live around here, work the land, and keep an eye on the properties. Personally, I think the canal carried the body down from higher up. We’ve had a lot of rain lately. I’ve never seen anything like it.” 

			

			I turned to the coroner, who nodded, indicating he had nothing further to ask for his own investigation. 

			I instructed Lieutenant Georgiou to finalize the statement and to keep the witness’s phone number in case we needed to contact him again. Naturally, someone from the Criminal Division would be visiting him to take his fingerprints and a DNA sample, which he agreed to without hesitation. 

			Then the coroner and I stepped out of the van and headed back toward the body. 

			The officers from the Forensic Investigations Unit had already finished and were loading the numbered and sealed evidence bags into their vehicle. 

			I turned to the medical examiner, Dr. Maniadakis. “What’s your assessment, Doctor?” I asked. “Just an initial one.” 

			“Look, given the ambient conditions, I can’t make a precise judgment based on the body temperature. Rigor mortis has resolved, so we’re looking at a postmortem interval of at least twenty-four to forty-eight hours. Judging by the livor mortis on the back—since the body was found lying on its back here—I’d say it’s been in this position for over fifteen hours. The blood has coagulated within the vessels, and after that point the lividity no longer shifts, so we can safely assume the body has remained unmoved in this exact spot for at least that long. The pattern of the livor mortis even matches the contours of the ground underneath.” 

			“And regarding the decapitation site?” I pressed. “Your first impression—is it here or somewhere else, like you mentioned earlier?” 

			The doctor rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “I can’t give you a definitive answer until I perform the autopsy. My instinct says it happened somewhere else, and the body was dumped into the canal—then carried here by the current. With all the mud caked around the neck, I can’t tell whether the decapitation happened while he was still alive or postmortem. Let me get the body to the lab and do the autopsy. I’ll give you the answers you need. But one thing’s certain—he’s been dead for at least twenty-four to forty-eight hours. That’s all I can say for now. And of course, if you find the head, make sure it gets to my lab immediately.” 

			The doctor walked off to speak with the forensic techs about the evidence they had collected. 

			Lieutenant Rigas informed me that, despite an extensive search of the area, the severed head was still missing. 

			I looked down at the photo on the victim’s residence permit. He was an Albanian national, sixty-two years old, with a sun-weathered face and chestnut-blond hair that had mostly turned white. 

			It was already half past nine, and although I had a murder case hanging over my head to solve, the tormenting situation of the captive girl in Skotiná still loomed and demanded immediate action. I instructed Lieutenant Rigas to oversee the transfer of the body to the Forensics Department at Kateríni General Hospital, and to head out immediately with the Homicide Bureau to identify the victim’s residence and begin gathering background on his life, social ties, and any detail that could assist our investigation. 

			The victim’s residence permit included, along with his nationality, his full identity and stated address, so it wouldn’t be hard to track where he lived and worked—most likely somewhere in the greater area—for a thorough on-site inspection. Next, we’d investigate his acquaintances, his most recent phone activity, and run a wide sweep of all calls made both around his home and the general area where his body was found. A specialized team would also begin reviewing all available CCTV footage from Korinós and along the Thessaloniki-Kateríni National Road. 

			Lieutenant Georgiou, after receiving his instructions regarding the case documentation, headed back to the office to prepare the formal reports for the higher command, as well as for the relevant departments, and to submit the required requests to the medical examiner and forensic labs. 

			I departed quickly for the police headquarters with my driver. 

			As our service vehicle sped down the highway, I briefed the Police Director, Brigadier Alevrás, on the preliminary details of the homicide and then called the local public prosecutor. From the latter, I requested the immediate involvement of the assistant prosecutor so that a house search in Skotiná could proceed with judicial oversight. 

			I reached the headquarters around ten. The day was bright and sunny, with a cool breeze blowing down from Mount Olympus, carrying the mountain’s crisp scent into the plains below. 

			Apart from a few damp roads and shallow puddles still lingering on sidewalks and open lots, nothing remained of the deluge that had lashed the region in recent days. It was amazing how just a few hours of sunshine could evaporate or soak up all the water that had fallen so furiously, leaving behind widespread damage.

			I went straight up to my office and summoned the full staff of the Department of Public Security. Within five minutes, Police Captain Ioannis Varveris arrived with eight officers, clearly curious about the sudden morning assembly. 

			“All present, Commander,” Varveris said with a smile. “Ready for orders.” 

			I gave him a friendly pat on the back. He was a big, well-built officer—formerly in the army’s special forces—with a passion for mountain climbing. Tireless and perfectionist, he was always ready to chase down a case to the very end. He had personally handpicked his team: ten seasoned and fearless officers with a remarkable amount of patience. 

			“As you’ve probably all heard by now, we had a homicide with decapitation in the Korinós area,” I began. “The Homicide Bureau is already handling the case, and you’ll be assisting over the coming days. But there’s something more urgent for now.” I turned to the captain. “Yannis, I want you all fully prepped for an operation in twenty minutes, tops. We’ll move quickly in three unmarked vehicles, and one of you will escort the deputy prosecutor, who’s already standing by. I want full gear and breaching tools with us.” 

			I paused, looked around at each of them, then continued: 

			“From the moment we leave until we reach our target, I want total radio silence. No contact with anyone outside the team. That means absolutely no use of cell phones.” 

			The captain met my gaze directly, while a few of the men exchanged quiet remarks. 

			“Commander, it’s clear to all of us that we’re preparing for a raid on a closed premises and a lawful house search,” said Varveris. “It’s also obvious there’s some information you’re keeping to yourself for now. Totally understandable, and we’ll respect that. You’ve got more experience than us, especially from your time in Thessaloniki. But I want you to know that every man here is discreet to the bone—and silent as the grave.” 

			I tried to ease any tension building among the team. 

			“Listen,” I said in a calming tone. “The fact that I haven’t been with you long doesn’t mean I don’t trust you, or that I doubt your integrity or discretion. But today’s operation requires absolute confidentiality. Once we get there, I’ll explain exactly why we’re going in, what we’re looking for, and why I haven’t disclosed it earlier. I believe you’ll understand completely. Are we clear?” 

			They all nodded in agreement. 

			I turned to the captain. “Yannis, I need everything tightly coordinated today. Once we arrive, I’ll give, each of you, specific instructions. This is a delicate situation. We might encounter resistance. I want three of your most experienced officers as a strike team, armed and ready for anything. And one sharp guy to stay at the prosecutor’s side every step of the way—to make sure nothing goes sideways.” 

			“And the prosecutor?” Captain Varveris asked. “He won’t be told the purpose of the operation?” 

			“Leave that to me,” I replied. 

			• • •

			It was eleven in the morning, and nearly twelve hours had passed since the previous night when I had first set out with Simos Samaras for the same destination—Skotiná. 

			It felt like a much longer stretch of time, and the bright morning sunlight pouring through the windshield of the police vehicle, combined with the warm air blowing through the vents, made my eyelids heavy with drowsiness. 

			This time, under the full light of day, the route no longer seemed as dreadful as it had the night before. The towering trees lining the roadside created a scenic, almost idyllic landscape, and their branches didn’t resemble the nightmarish claws of some forest demon lurking in the shadows. 

			There were five of us in the lead vehicle of the convoy, and no one was speaking. No one asked about the details of the operation either. The men accompanying me were professionals and had fully grasped the reason why I hadn’t shared any information until now. The only one I had briefed—briefly and somewhat vaguely—was Deputy Prosecutor Gerasimos Fotiadis, who was with us. I had simply explained that we were following up on an anonymous report regarding a minor being held captive and possibly abused. That seemed to suffice for him to legitimize, with his presence as a judicial authority, the impending house search. 

			

			Even though it was nearly noon, the rural road was completely deserted, and we reached the Skotiná junction in less than forty-five minutes. We sped past the sign reading MÓRNA—the village’s alternate name, meaning essentially the same: a place of darkness. We crossed the narrow stone bridge over the Mórnos river, whose dark waters flowed steadily beneath it. 
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