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-Chapter One-


Guilt
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It was the first week of April, and the leaves had begun to unfurl on the trees. Hyacinths and tulips decorated the gardens in front of the houses, and the small town where Aldan was staying smelled of spring flowers. The streets of Sakar were clean, and the people were smiling. It was as if spring had awakened not only nature but humans too.

Aldan was sitting in one of the comfortable chairs on the small terrace of the hotel room he had rented, looking at the mountain. A casual observer would think he was enjoying the view, but if they looked into his eyes, they would have seen that his gaze was focused on only one place: a large white building high up on the mountain. Some people in town called the building “The Psycho”, although if you visited the spa’s website, you would find information about spa treatments and therapies for calming and relaxation.

Aldan sipped his coffee and thought that under normal circumstances, he would have used the spa’s services and paid the high prices for their massages. But the circumstances weren’t normal, and after a few weeks of research, he had realized that while everything looked fine on the outside, there was something very wrong with their “soothing” practices. The rumours in the small town were that strange things were going on at this spa.

Aldan looked away from the spa and down at the street. Sakar was a lot like Balkan. The town was small, and the people were hospitable. The mountain wrapped the village like a blanket. Everywhere you looked, you could see only forests and mountain peaks. On his first visit to the mountain town, Aldan’s breath had been taken away by the beauty around him. Spring had made the sight even more stunning. However, the mountain’s beauty contrasted with the actions of the people in the city. It had taken Aldan several weeks to explore not only the surrounding area but also the inhabitants of Sakar. He had befriended some of them, and used others as tourist guides to show him the mountain trails around the town, including the ones that led to the spa. All the while, he had questioned the people he met very carefully. He was afraid they would find out the real reason for his stay in Sakar.

It took Aldan a long time to research the spa staff, but he finally got the information he was looking for. Cassy was there. She was alive, and he needed to get her out. The only problem was that the spa director was deliberately hiding certain “special patients” by moving them from one room to another. Aldan hoped in the evening to find out where Cassy was, and if he was lucky, he could get her out of there that night. He had to succeed, he thought; he couldn’t fail. Not again, not after he had failed to keep her safe at Sam’s lodge. The memory of what had happened then made his heart sink. It was his fault that Cassy was in this prison. His, no one else’s, and he knew it. The thought that he had not protected her then gave him no peace at all.

A light nudge on his leg interrupted his thoughts. Aldan had brought his dog, Bandit, with him and the spotted Jack Russell was nudging him with his upturned nose as if asking if he was okay. He bent down and patted the dog on the head.

‘I’m fine,’ he said aloud to his four-legged friend, and the dog lay down calmly on the ground again.

After his divorce from Anna, his second separation in his not-so-long life, Aldan had felt lonely, and although he rarely found himself in such states, he had given himself up, become depressed, and cut himself off from the outside world. He had taken three weeks’ leave and spent most of the time in bed. He hadn’t gone out at all and talked to almost no one. One day, his then partner Cyran came with Bandit and asked Aldan to take care of the puppy for a while. Soon after, Cyran had gone to work undercover and had never returned for the dog. A few weeks later, he had called Aldan and told him that he had been worried about him and had bought him the dog as a present. Aldan was grateful to Cyran for that to this day. The dog was one of the best gifts he had ever received.

Bandit, like all dogs of his breed, was very active and full of energy, mischief, and surprises. The two had been inseparable for the first few weeks until Aldan returned to work. Wherever he went, he took the dog with him, but sometimes he left him with his mother, simply because circumstances required it. Bandit was a smart dog, and Aldan had taught him many tricks, but the one he had trained him in the most was looking for people. He had already used him in several of the investigations he was leading, and now he hoped his little friend would do his job well again. Bandit would be his sidekick for the evening. It would be his job to find Cassy.

Aldan had bought a small camera that he attached to Bandit’s collar. With it, he traced and recorded Bandit’s path so that he could later return there himself. The dog had already made two attempts to sneak into the spa, but both had failed. Tonight, however, there would be some help from within. One of the nurses who looked after the “special clients”, like Cassy, had promised him to leave the outside door slightly ajar while she took out the rubbish. That would have been enough for Bandit to sneak inside.

The nurse’s name was Mariah, and Aldan had met her several times. Mariah was in her fifties, happily married, with two children. From their first meeting, Aldan had liked her very much and did not regret having contacted her. She was appalled by the way people were treated in the spa’s special section, and she had filed an anonymous police report about it. However, no one had checked the information she gave to the police. Fortunately, the report she had filed was included in the police archives. It took Aldan more than a week to find out who was behind the anonymous tip, and when he found her, he asked her to talk. At first, Mariah was scared and didn’t want to talk to him; she had been worried that she would lose her job. However, after they had talked a few times, she calmed down and told him everything she knew. At their most recent meeting, she had promised to help his dog get into the building. What was happening inside terrified her, and Mariah had told him that ever since she had been transferred to work there, she had been unable to sleep at night.

‘People would think that only shouts and screams can be heard from the special section, but the truth is that all that can be heard are moans. Sometimes, some of the patients talk to themselves in their dreams, and if you listen, you can hear their delusions,’ she had shared with him. One of the reasons she wanted to help him was to stop the nightmares, both hers and the people who were in the special ward of the spa. Aldan had asked her how they were kept bedridden for so long.

‘There are more than twenty patients in the building, and they are all tied to the beds,’ Mariah had told him.

‘But why are there patients in this building? It’s a spa, isn’t it?’

‘Part of the building is used as a sanatorium for people with special needs,’ she explained. ‘Everything is licensed and legal. It’s kind of like a hospital ward. The staff in the special ward are medical only. There aren’t even orderlies, only nurses and doctors. We take care of everything, from the patients’ wounds to the cleanliness of the premises.’

‘You said some of the patients were tied up. How are they bound, with straitjackets or something else?’

‘Some have leather straps that go around their waists and legs. They are not clamped tightly; they are loose. They kind of keep the patients from falling out of bed while they sleep.’

‘And the hands?’

‘Most do not have their hands tied and they can to turn left or right. But others are handcuffed.’

‘And what is Cassy tied to?’

Mariah had looked him straight in the eyes, and Aldan could see the terror in hers. ‘She and two other men are bound with leather straps around the waist and legs, and their hands are chained, and, unlike the other patients, they are in something like handcuffs. Now, let me explain: the handcuffs are not what you expect. Imagine them as if they were made of foam, so as not to injure the skin and bones of the person in the bed. They’re thick and look like they’re wrapped in a bandage, but they’re handcuffs, if you ask me, because they’re connected to a metal chain attached to the plastic bed frame. It’s almost impossible for the woman you’re looking for and the other two men to make any movements at all.’

As Mariah had said these things, he’d noticed her bottom lip quivering. She had seen terrible things in that ward, and Aldan shivered as he remembered what she had told him.

Despite the revelations he’d made, and even though the description somewhat matched, Aldan wasn’t sure at first that Mariah had seen Cassy until she described the other patients on the ward to him. One of the men there was definitely Steve. Shortly before he disappeared, Cassy’s husband had gotten a tattoo, and this now served to identify him. The problem was that, after so many months, no one believed Aldan that Cassy and Steve were alive and that he had managed to find them. Even Burke and RAN had their doubts. Everyone believed they were both dead. Not Aldan. He didn’t know how to explain it, but he could feel Cassy’s presence. It was like she was calling him for help, and it made him keep looking for her. And tonight, he would find her. He was convinced of that.

Aldan rose from his chair, leaned against the railing of the terrace, and gazed again at the white building nestled in the mountain. He would go there and do his best to free her. And not just her, he thought. Then he went into the hotel room and started to get ready. Aldan put everything he needed into one backpack and fed Bandit just in case. If he were hungry, he might go on the wrong trail. Then he looked around the room again to make sure he hadn’t missed anything and left the hotel with his dog. It would take Aldan at least two hours of walking on a side path to reach the spa undetected. There was an asphalt road that led to the building, as well as a wide mountain path passing through several picturesque streams. However, Aldan wanted to avoid meeting people. He had decided to climb up first and then descend to the spa. To begin with, he had chosen a small, narrow path that led to the opposite mountain. Shortly after walking along that path, he would turn off and pass through the dense forest. The dog had already gone to the spa building several times, and the chance of them getting lost was minimal.

As he walked, Aldan thought about Cassy. Mariah had told him that most of the patients in the ward were being given medications she was unfamiliar with. Only two people knew exactly what the medications were –a doctor named Perseus, and a nurse named Norma. They hardly ever left the building. The rest of the staff mostly took care of bedsores and other minor things, and did not have access to the medical records of these patients and the main part of their “treatment”. Mariah had told Aldan that if he wanted to take Cassy out of the ward, he would have to carry her in his arms, since she probably wouldn’t be herself and able to walk. Her legs certainly wouldn’t hold her. What had she been chained with? he wondered. Then he blamed himself again for allowing this to happen and thought back to the day Cassy had disappeared. The same day, he had kissed her. The day when, for the first time in many years, he had decided he could trust a woman again. An hour later, she had been gone. A stupid argument with Sam had delayed him for a few minutes and distracted him. Every time he thought back, he wondered if Sam had delayed him on purpose, if the lodge host had been involved in Cassy’s kidnapping. The truth was that Aldan had caused the argument, and Sam had had nothing to do with it. It was his fault, no one else’s.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


-Chapter Two-

Escape
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Aldan strode through the forest, trying to keep up with Bandit’s pace. The dog sniffed around and walked quickly, hopping slightly as if he was not stepping on the ground. He had smelled the trail and was confidently moving forward, avoiding the small bushes and blackberries that stood in his way. Aldan was fit and in good physical shape, but after nearly an hour of brisk uphill walking, he was tired. He whistled softly, and Bandit immediately stopped. The dog looked at Aldan and, seeing that he was preparing to sit on a stone, quickly moved back and crouched next to him. Aldan pulled a dog treat from his backpack and handed it to him.

‘Good boy,’ he said and stroked the dog’s head. Then he sat down and opened the map on his phone. They weren’t far from the spa. Another half hour at this rate and they would arrive at the spot he had decided to watch from, and when Mariah gave him the signal, he would send Bandit out to explore. Aldan sipped the water he had brought with him, poured some into a small bowl for the dog, and while he quenched his thirst, he looked around.

They were in a deciduous forest. Birds flew overhead from time to time, and a squirrel hurried by, apparently sensing the presence of the man and the dog. It had taken Aldan a long time to train Bandit not to chase animals and to stick to the trail. Now his dog just watched what was going on around him but remained calmly resting his head on one of Aldan’s shoes. They stood like that for another two minutes, then began to ascend again. After a while, Bandit made a sharp turn and began to descend. They had walked this route several times before, and everything around them looked familiar to Aldan. The old dry fountain, to which no one came anymore, was overgrown with creeping plants. Shortly beyond it, Aldan found a rock where he could sit and observe almost the entire spa building. When they got there, he opened his backpack, took out the binoculars he had been carrying with him, and began to look around. Bandit lay down next to him and watched his every move.

‘Okay, boy,’ Aldan said and patted the dog on the head. ‘Now we’re waiting for Mariah to open the window. Then you have to go to her.’

The dog touched his hand with his muzzle and looked at him. Aldan checked the time again, adjusted the camera on Bandit’s collar, and tried to see if it would work. After making sure that everything was in order, he took the binoculars again and turned his attention to the second floor of the building. Half an hour later, one of the windows opened, Mariah showed herself briefly from there, and then went back inside. This was the sign Aldan had been waiting for.

‘Come on, boy, go. Find Mariah, then Cassy,’ he told his dog, kissing him on the head and then motioning for Bandit to go. The dog looked at him, touched his hand again with his muzzle, and quickly slipped into the forest. Aldan, for his part, stared at the tablet, watching the dog’s every move.

It would have taken Bandit about fifteen minutes to get to the spa if nothing had thrown him off the trail. For now, though, he was sticking to the route, and as Aldan watched the images from the bouncing camera, he prayed that Bandit would make it into the spa this time and then make it out unscathed. A few minutes later, he saw his pet standing in front of the main door, as if debating whether to enter.

‘Go inside, Bandit, go inside,’ said Aldan, although he knew that the dog could not hear him. The dog stayed like that for a few more seconds, but finally, he stopped hesitating and went through the door. From the monitor of his tablet, Aldan saw that Bandit had found himself in a wide corridor. Mariah was nowhere to be seen, but the dog kept walking until he came to an open door. This time, Aldan saw the nurse. She bent down and seemed to stroke the dog’s head, then pulled a T-shirt out of a plastic bag and handed it to Bandit to sniff.

‘Find her,’ she seemed to say. The dog sniffed the cloth, then seemed to look around, went out into the corridor again, and went in the opposite direction from where he had entered. He quickly climbed some steps and stood by the first door on the right. Then he sat down and waited. Cassy was there. Aldan was convinced of this. Bandit studied the door with his nose, sat there for a while, then went down the steps. He passed through the iron door through which he had entered and ran away into the forest. A few minutes later, Aldan saw him emerge from the bushes.

‘Good job, boy, good job.’

In fact, Aldan had hoped that Bandit would be able to get in to see Cassy and capture her on video. That way, he would be able to call for backup, but with the recording he had, he could only call one person in the hope that he would come to help him.

‘I found her at the spa I told you about before,’ he told Burke. ‘Tonight, I will try to free her from there. Will you be able to come?’

‘If I can’t come myself, I’ll send someone else to help you. Are you sure Cassy is there?’ asked the fireman.

‘I’m not 100 per cent sure, but Bandit stayed outside the room long enough to convince me that she’ll be there tonight.’

‘Okay. I’ll call you a little later,’ Burke promised and ended the call.

Aldan already knew that the fireman would come. He had come last time too, when there was only a 30 per cent chance of her being found. The odds were better this time, and he hoped that his intuition and Bandit’s nose wouldn’t let them down. Aldan packed everything into his backpack and walked to the small bungalow he had rented. The bungalow was ten minutes east of the spa. Although it was close, the building was invisible from there. This was the reason why Aldan looked for another place where he could observe what was happening there. He looked at his watch. He had decided to try to get Cassy out at 1 a.m., hoping that the guards and the doctor who stayed with the patients would fall asleep and not wake up, or at least not in time. He paused for a moment, took one more look through the binoculars at the spa, then gestured to Bandit that they were leaving. The dog headed east, this time at a slower pace.

‘You’re tired, huh?’ Aldan smiled and followed him. As they walked, his thoughts returned again to the day Cassy disappeared. After the argument with Sam, he had gone up to the second floor, expecting her to have closed the door to her room and gone to bed to rest. Instead, the door had been wide open, Cassy’s laptop had been on the floor, and there had been yellow threads on the window handle – the colour of the T-shirt she had worn that evening. Cassy had fought the person or people who had kidnapped her. They had taken her out with a large iron ladder, the traces of which they found almost immediately. To this day, Aldan wondered how he and Sam hadn’t heard or felt anything. Their argument had lasted no more than two minutes, but even then, the noise of such an abduction should have been felt. It’s not like they hadn’t expected something like this to happen. That was why RAN had sent him to protect her and keep her from being killed or kidnapped. And he had failed.

The truth was, Aldan hadn’t given himself the rest he needed. He had worked for seven months on another case, and intended to take a week off as soon as the perpetrator was caught. But the moment he found out he would be working with Cassy, he gave up the vacation and immediately joined her team. Aldan had been looking for a long time for an opportunity to be around her again. A feeling he couldn’t explain. Love comes from strange places, he thought, and his heart sank again. Why was she kidnapped and kept alive? he wondered. Why hadn’t she been killed? Cassy knew something, or they needed something, to keep her here so long. The moment she gave it to them, however, they wouldn’t need her, and they would finish her off. Mariah had told Aldan that three of the patients had gone missing in the past month.

‘I left the last one in good condition in the evening. The next day, there was no sign of him or his belongings. His name was even deleted from the database.’

Even though his name was in their database, he had been admitted to the spa’s special ward under a false identity. Cassy had been entered into their system as Cecil, a name that, Aldan thought, did not suit her at all. They hadn’t changed her last name, though, and that’s how he’d found her. And not only her name led to this trail.

Bandit stopped, and Aldan, noticing this, also stopped and listened. A fine rain fell from the sky, and he heard the drops land on the leaves of the trees. After a while, the dog seemed to calm down and started moving forward again. Whatever he had smelled was gone. Aldan followed, continuing to look around, just in case. Not that he expected anyone to follow them. Only he and Burke knew of his plan for the night. Even Mariah didn’t know that he planned to release Cassy after midnight. He had told her he wanted to make sure she was inside and then call for backup. The nurse’s shift was ending soon anyway, and she wouldn’t be in the building after 7 p.m. In half an hour, there would be only two people left in the ward, and they usually stayed on the first floor on the north side. Aldan planned to enter from the south and climb up to the second floor, where Cassy was now. Burke had to come and help him get her out of there. The fireman did not believe she was still alive. Burke believed that the two previous murder attempts showed the intentions of these people. However, Aldan saw no reason for them to kidnap her from the lodge if their only intention was to kill her. They could have finished her off right there, he told himself. Not that the thought comforted him. And he wondered again why they needed her alive. If Cassy was really in the room, he planned to enter.

‘She must be there,’ he said to himself. Bandit stopped and looked at him questioningly.

‘Go, boy,’ he urged him. For the last two years, his dog had never been wrong when he found a trail. Aldan was convinced that he had not made a mistake, even now. Cassy was there, and he couldn’t wait to go and get her out of this horrible place. However, impatience often led to mistakes, so he decided to prepare her rescue as thoroughly as possible and not let his feelings distract him.

Bandit’s gait had quickened, his tail began to wag slightly, and there was no doubt to Aldan that they were close to the bungalow. When they got there, he made a little dinner for himself and the dog, then decided to lie down and sleep for about an hour or two. He had plenty of time to prepare, and he assumed Burke would have arrived by then. Aldan lay down on the bed but could not sleep. He wanted to go and get Cassy out of the spa right away, but if he rushed, the chance of things going wrong and her being moved somewhere else was high, so he forced himself to stay still in bed and wait for the right time. At about ten in the evening, Aldan got a message from Burke that he had travelled halfway there when he had received a call that Berta had been admitted to the hospital. The fireman would not be able to come, and there was no time to send someone else to help. Aldan needs to handle it himself or call RAN. With the evidence he had, he was sure his boss wouldn’t send anyone to help him. Unlawful entry into private property was not something that RAN would encourage, and anyway, it was too late for that.

Aldan shifted and stared at the trees in front of the bungalow. The chance of getting Cassy out of the building by himself without being seen was slim to none. He tried to calm down and make a new plan, but there was none. He had to sneak into the spa’s special ward, free Cassy from her straps and handcuffs, and then somehow get her out of there without making too much noise. But how would that happen if he had to get through security, Aldan wondered. Bandit could not help him in this case. It was dangerous to use the dog this time. He didn’t want to lose him either. Bandit had to stay in the bungalow and wait for him.

A little after one o’clock, Aldan hugged his dog and then quickly headed for the spa. During the day, the building was not visible from the bungalow, but at night, the lights coming from the spa helped him walk in the right direction. A few minutes later, Aldan stood under one of the windows of the spa’s special section and looked up. Then he took a small flashlight from his pocket and shone it on the wall in front of him. Slowly and carefully, he stepped onto the first-floor windowsill and climbed up to the second floor, using the rain gutter as a foothold. When he reached the level of the second-floor window, he took out a small adze with an elongated blade, specially made for cases like this, and began to press the blade into the crack of the window frame, first lightly, then more firmly. Then he took out a large magnet and slowly pressed it to the handle. After hearing a slight click, he continued to hold the large magnet tightly as he slowly lowered it down and watched as the window handle lowered as well. Aldan pressed the long blade into the crack in the window frame; the window made a soft creak and opened. A small smile appeared on his face. If the Intelligence Agency ever fired him, he could successfully start a new career as a thief. He packed the tools into his backpack, trying not to make any noise, opened the window wider, and carefully slipped inside. Aldan had deliberately chosen this window, directly across from Cassy’s room. He pressed the doorknob gently and quietly entered, expecting the room to be dark, but to his surprise, the room was lit by two lamps. Light also came from the apparatus in the room. There were three beds inside. In one lay a man Aldan didn’t know. Aldan took his phone out of his jeans pocket and took a few pictures of his face. In the middle bed was Cassy, and in the bed next to her lay a woman whose eyes were open. Aldan was initially startled by her gaze, but then he realized that the woman did not see him. He took a few pictures of her, as well as one of Cassy, and sent them to RAN and Burke, along with the spa’s coordinates. Even if they didn’t get out of there, at least his boss and his friend would know where he had been and where to start looking for them.

Aldan turned in Cassy’s direction. She had lost weight. Her emaciated body occupied a small part of the bed in which they had placed her. Her bare feet were sticking out of the blanket she was wrapped in, and Aldan could see every knuckle of her toes. Cassy was in worse shape than he’d expected. He stroked her hair gently, and the wrinkles on her forehead seemed to soften. Then he took out two types of pliers and a large pair of scissors and began to free her wrists from the handcuffs and the leather strap with which they had bound her. It took him almost twenty minutes to free her right hand and a little less time for her left. Cassy’s arms were covered in bruises, and as Aldan watched them, his anger at the people who had done this to her grew with each passing minute. He tried to calm himself and focused on how to get Cassy out of there without attracting the attention of the people who were in the building. He packed all the tools and unnecessary things in his backpack, left the room quietly, and threw it out the window with all his might. The backpack landed on the soft grass with a slight thud. Aldan waited about a minute to see if anyone would come out to check what was going on. When no one showed, he returned to the room, wrapped Cassy’s body in a blanket, and slung her over his shoulder. There was only one chance to get her out of there without hurting her. He had to get her out through one of the back doors.

From Mariah’s description of the inside of the special ward, Aldan knew that there was one front door and one back door on the first floor. The chance that the front door was unlocked was slim, but Mariah had told him that the guards forgot to check whether the back door was locked sometimes. The door could only be opened from the inside and was locked from the inside in the late evening, and only a large latch was used during the day. There was no handle on the outside. Patients in the ward could not leave their rooms alone, and this made security less strict about protocol. The chance of someone coming in from outside was also minimal. Aldan hoped Mariah had left the door unlocked on purpose, even though he hadn’t asked her to. Maybe I should have asked her, he chided himself. He crossed the corridor and slowly started down the steps, gently holding Cassy’s head so it wouldn’t hit the railing or the wall. When he reached the first floor, he looked around and walked in the opposite direction from the security room. In front of one of the rooms, he lay Cassy gently on the ground, then with a crouched gait, he passed under the reception window where the doctor or nurse on duty might be and headed for the back door. He carefully moved the latch, and luckily for him, the door opened slightly. Aldan smiled; Mariah had left the door unlocked. He walked back to Cassy with the same crouching gait, took her in his arms this time, and quickly headed for the door. He went outside, hoping no one had seen him, closed the door carefully, and ran into the woods carrying Cassy. As he crossed the meadow, he picked up the backpack he had dropped from the window and then disappeared into the cover of the mountain. Aldan ran with Cassy in his arms until he reached the bungalow. He left her in bed long enough to contact RAN and tell him that he had gotten her out and was on his way to Rila. Then, with Bandit walking enthusiastically beside him and with Cassy in his arms, he headed for the car he had parked a few days ago on the black road.

Aldan could feel his heart racing and his adrenaline pumping. Had someone found out he had taken Cassy? Were security guards following him? He was anxious about these questions as he drove down the dirt road that was supposed to lead them to the other side of the mountain. The rain, which had intensified, prevented him from seeing clearly where he was driving, but Aldan hoped he was on the right track. He looked in the mirror and saw that Bandit had lain down next to Cassy. The dog was licking her right hand, exactly where the handcuffs had hurt her. She continued to lie motionless as if in a deep sleep. Aldan looked at her now and then, wondering how she was. His anger had given way to a desire to stop the car and hug her, but he tried to concentrate on driving when his phone rang.

‘Where are you?’ asked RAN.

‘I’m driving on a dirt road that should take me to a village called Sarta.’

‘Send me a pin with your location. We will come to meet you with an ambulance. How is Cassy?’

‘I think she is fine. They drugged her with some medication. The nurse doesn't know exactly which ones.’

‘I will tell the medics to prepare for detoxification,’ said RAN and began to give orders to someone next to him. ‘How many people do you think are in this ward?’

‘At least twenty, but according to my source, not all of them are bedridden. However, most are unable to get up, and none of them can leave the rooms.’

‘Are the rooms locked?’ asked RAN, continuing to talk to someone else next to him and giving orders.

‘No, they are not locked. The people inside can’t get up anyway and act as if under general or full anaesthesia.’

‘I will send two teams there immediately. Also, several ambulances.’ RAN was silent for a while as if considering something.

‘Aldan ...’ he finally said.

‘Yes?’

‘I owe you an apology. We should have kept looking for her.’

Aldan didn’t answer; instead, he looked at Cassy’s seemingly lifeless body. Everyone had decided she was dead. But he never had.
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-Chapter Three-


Hope
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Aldan drove on the dirt road for more than forty-five minutes. The rain had turned into a downpour, and he was worried that he had veered off the road when he saw a police car and an ambulance approaching. He stopped the car, got out, and opened the back door so the approaching medics could reach Cassy quickly. When she was placed on the stretcher, he asked one of his colleagues to take Bandit to his mother, and he got into the ambulance, despite the doctor’s protests.

‘Imagine that I am her bodyguard,’ he said, and that ended the argument. He wasn’t going to leave Cassy alone in that ambulance. Aldan didn’t trust anyone in the area, and he wouldn’t leave her until they got to the Intelligence Agency’s special hospital ward. In fact, he would probably stay there with her until he was sure she was going to be okay. Then he would return to the spa and beat up all the people who had kept her there. Watching Cassy now so lifeless, his anger at whoever had done this to her continued to grow. The problem was that he didn’t know who had kidnapped her or why, and after several months of investigation, they had never been able to make any progress on the Balkan fire case. It was as if the investigation had stopped with Cassy’s disappearance. Sully had never been found. Eleonora continued to be the mayor of the town and refused to talk about her husband, her brother, and her sister-in-law, who had disappeared without a trace. She refused to talk about what was happening in the town either. Sam had retreated to his lodge and had been removed from the investigation. The questioning of the lawyer, Leslie, had also been fruitless, and the people they had found trapped in the warehouse did not want to talk. They had all been so scared that they had just shaken their heads, and finally, the immigration service took them in and returned most of them to their home countries.

Cassy’s sudden disappearance had scared everyone, not only the townspeople but everyone involved in the case. The bankers refused to talk. Aldan and Burke had tried to question Doctor Fisher as well, but there the investigation had hit a snag again. No one said anything; they all hid in their holes like mice. In the end, everyone involved in the investigation had been transferred to other cases, and the only one still looking for a lead had been Aldan. He looked back at Cassy. She might know something and might be able to help them find out who was behind it all. This time, Aldan and RAN had to do everything possible to protect her. Whoever was running this illegal business was unlikely to let her live next time.

The movement of Cassy’s lips snapped him out of his thoughts. She was delirious, and deep lines appeared on her forehead. The doctor nudged Aldan on the shoulder, causing him to step aside.

‘Her blood pressure has risen sharply. We need to get it back to normal,’ he told him and began to review her symptoms. After about a minute, Cassy’s breathing returned to normal, and Aldan let out a sigh of relief.
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