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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidents are either the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously.

So, Karpov’s body is hidden in an old drain pipe at an undisclosed location on the Costa Blanca. He got there by being dumb. Not that he would strike you as dumb. You’d have said he was several steps ahead of any game in town. But there’s a kind of smart that’s the same as dumb. 

You can almost measure it by the number of questions a person doesn’t ask. 

Don’t believe me?

Picture the dumbest person you ever knew. Now ask yourself how often they ask a question. 

Karpov was one of those guys. Smart as they come. But in the end a total dumbass. 

A total dead dumbass. 

“Weird thing to write in a diary,” Vladymyr thought to himself, ripping out the pages and throwing them on the makeshift fire he had just made behind the villa. 

“That’s that then,” he sighed, with the satisfaction of a clean-up operation well done. Little did he know.... 
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Chapter One: The Garnets in the Orange Grove
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At nine in the morning in a small village near Ondara, Spain, Peter Dircksens, a retired Dutch engineer, was puzzled to see the number of a mobile phone he still owned staring up at him from a classified ad in a Costa Blanca newspaper. 

He was sure he’d given that spare mobile to one of the handymen who did odd jobs for him. “Surely it’s a mistake,” he muttered to himself. 

“What is it?” asked his English wife Janice, who was demolishing a croissant with gusto. There’s no elegant way to demolish a croissant, but Janice didn’t care. 

“Oh, it’s nothing, I’ll explain later,” he said distractedly.

Grabbing his mobile from the breakfast table on their roof terrace, which commanded a magnificent view of the local mountain range and the orange groves that surrounded the village, he rang the number given in the ad. After two rings a woman’s voice answered in Spanish, but with a thick East European accent. 

“Love Shack,” she said.

“Excuse me?” said Peter. 

“Love Shack,” said the voice again, with somewhat less enthusiasm than Janice’s approach to the croissant.

“You’ve got to be kidding me!” Peter laughed. Before the woman had time to respond he continued: “And your name is...” He chuckled into the phone, as he slowly began to understand what must have happened.

“Conchita,” answered the woman improbably, in a voice that made the name sound like ‘Boris’. 

By now, Peter was nearly exploding with laughter.

“Could you do something for me, Conchita?” he just managed to say.

“I can do anything you want, darling,” she answered in a tone that was no doubt intended to sound beguiling. 

“Can you just confirm your address for me? You are at the Love Shack, on the main road north out of Ondara?”

“That is correct darling,” answered the voice.

“Well in that case,” said Peter, mustering the last remnants of his self-control, “please expect a visit shortly.”

“Any time darling,” said the woman, and hung up.

Peter flung his mobile back down on the breakfast table and nearly knocked over his freshly squeezed orange juice. 

By now he was roaring with laughter.

“What’s up?” asked Janice, all traces of her croissant gone, and now keen to hear what the fuss was about.

Peter needed a couple of seconds to compose himself.

“You know that mobile I lent to Carlos, the odd-job man?” he said, clutching his stomach.

“Yes,” answered Janice, pausing with her coffee in mid-air. “He said he lost it, didn’t he?”

“Yes,” answered Peter. “Except that he didn’t exactly lose it, did he?”

“Didn’t he?”

“No Janice. What he did was to take it to the Love Shack – that brothel up the road, and leave it behind!”

“Carlos?” spluttered Janice, amazed. “In a brothel? He must be about ninety!”

“He’s certainly in his seventies, the randy old bugger!” said Peter.

Peter leaned back in his chair and surveyed the sunlit mountain ridges to the west of his three-storey home. His explosion of disbelief and humour was now giving way to something a little more controlled.

“I’m going to have some fun with him over this!” he said, his blue eyes twinkling at Janice over his refilled coffee cup.

A few hundred yards from the Dercksens’ home in Pamis, at around the same time, a local villager by the name of Angelo, also not in the first flush of youth, told his wife he was going to take the recycling down to the disposal containers at the other end of the village. 

He had found his excuse. 

Hastily stuffing two large bags of used plastic and paper into the bushes near his house, Angelo drew a full-length cotton jacket around himself and set off in completely the opposite direction - out of the village towards the orange groves. 

He had escaped again. 

Angelo had timed his departure carefully in the hope it would coincide with the appearance of a certain female runner in her early thirties. She would sometimes stray into these groves on one of her longer jogs from the nearby village of Beniarbeig. Elsa Dietrich, a German ex-pat living in the area, was in the habit of jogging with her dog, a golden Retriever named Rex. On her longer jogs, she would sometimes cut across the groves.

Angelo was in luck, or so he thought. He’d hardly been waiting more than five minutes when he heard the light, rhythmic sound of trainers on tarmac. He was pleased with himself for having found a spot that enabled him to observe her approach while remaining concealed from the main road. And sure enough, just as she made the right turn into the orange grove, with Rex bounding joyfully beside her, out stepped the immaculately prepared Angelo, opened his jacket with a flourish and flashed her. 

It all seemed so perfect. 

The best possible way to begin the day, thought the victorious Angelo.

But in a second or two everything unravelled. First, Elsa gave out a shriek, and not in that exciting way that Angelo had imagined when he planned this. She certainly didn’t look nearly scared enough for his liking. It was a shriek of alarm already being conquered by anger. Instead of attempting to run away, leaving Angelo king of the orange grove, Elsa adopted a stance that looked more reminiscent of a Sumo wrestler. To make matters worse, the normally good-natured Rex had picked up on his mistress’s alarm, and was now snarling furiously. 

Confronted with this wall of unexpected hostility, Angelo turned tail and pelted back towards the village as fast as his legs, and his age, would allow. 

“You really ought to see the doctor,” said his wife frowning, as Angelo collapsed panting at the kitchen table. “You shouldn’t be getting that out of breath taking a couple of plastic bags fifty yards down the road.”

With Angelo gone, Elsa now abandoned her bravura posture, and collapsed knees first on to the gravelly soil under a nearby orange tree, head down. Rex, reassured that the danger had now passed, trotted deeper into the grove to take a sniff around and to mark out his territory in the time-honoured manner of dogs everywhere. After a minute or so Elsa had recovered her breath and looked up. 

The dog was nowhere. 

“Rex?” she called out, standing up to look around for him. 

Rex did not respond. 

She called again. 

Still no response. 

There was nothing for it but to go looking for him. She picked a direction at random and hoped it was the right one, calling out as she walked. 

About thirty yards into the orange grove she heard Rex barking a few yards behind her from the other direction. 

Wrong way then. She turned and followed the sound, calling out to him. Eventually she caught up with him, sniffing around one of the orange trees. By this time, she had recovered enough to be in her usual playful mood with Rex. 

“What have you found there?” she asked him, almost chuckling.

Rex was too preoccupied to notice her. 

She continued walking towards him. 

Then she saw it.

A human hand, severed near the middle of the forearm. Elsa froze, which may have been what made the dog look up. 

For the second time in minutes, Elsa’s fight-or-flight response was triggered. The first time, her outrage at the flasher had made her choose to fight, or at least appear to. 

Now, her shock rooted her to the spot. Everything stopped for several seconds. Rex waited and eyed her face for guidance. Like a poignant affront to the humanity of the person who had once owned the hand, there was a ring on the middle finger. This made it so much more than just a hand. 

Elsa took a deep breath and retrieved her mobile phone from her pocket. 

***
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A couple of hours later, around noon on the same day, only a few miles up the road, a familiar voice was heard at the other end of Detective Dambersky’s mobile. Detective Ivan Dambersky happened to be on vacation in Spain. 

“It’s a bit of a long shot, I know,” said the voice. It was Jana Dvorska, his colleague calling from the Czech Republic.

“It’s also bloody annoying,” Dambersky answered crabbily. He looked across from the small table where he was having a very late breakfast outside his favourite café in Gandia, Spain. It was on the town square and faced the balcony of the City Hall, from which was hanging a huge sheet bearing a slogan expressing the people of Gandia’s solidarity with refugees. 

“So what did you say the local police found?” Dambersky muttered crossly into his mobile, putting down his breakfast tostada and taking a swig of café con leche. 

Dvorska answered him patiently. She knew he was angry at having his well-earned holiday interrupted. She also knew he was right to be annoyed. 

She repeated her previous version of events, this time adding a bit more detail, in the hope that her colleague would see why they had needed to call him. 

Jana Dvorska took a deep breath and started her spiel again.

“The local Valencian police were called out earlier this morning to an orange grove near Pamis – a small village just outside Ondara, only a short drive from where you are. It seems that someone was out with their dog and found some body parts lying around under the orange trees.”

“Terrific,” said Dambersky, crunching away on his tostada, “but what does that have to do with me?”

“Well when the police got there and made a thorough search of the grove,” Dvorska went on, trying to be upbeat without sounding too cheerful, “it seems they found some jewellery made of garnets – a ring with seven stones in it.” 

Dvorska decided to shut up at this point to see how Dambo was taking it.

“And because some Czech garnets were found on a discarded limb, I’m having my vacation interrupted?” Dambo went on grumpily, coughing slightly. The climate on the Costa Blanca had already worked wonders for his chest, but he could have done with another few days of culture-vulturing in the Valencian sunshine before being faced with the discarded limbs of Czech tourists. He was just about to take a tour of the Ducal Palace in Gandia, once the ancestral home of the notorious Borgia family. He’d been looking forward to it. 

Now he sensed that his immaculately planned day was about to be scuppered.

“Well it’s a bit more complicated than that Dambo,” said Dvorska, still valiantly surfing the waves of Dambersky’s annoyance:

“There’s been a reported missing person from here in the Kyjov area in the last few days. A young woman by the name of Eva Bedrychova didn’t come home from her holiday job on the Costa Blanca when she was expected to, and her family are worried. And the er.. body parts seem to be those of a young woman.”

Dambersky finished off his coffee. Dvorska heard the cup slamming back down on the saucer.

“OK, you got me,” he said, waving the waitress over and signing to her that he wanted to pay. Miffed as he was, he could see the logic of it. Why go to all the trouble of flying someone to Spain from the Czech Republic when there was already some poor sucker on the spot? Especially when the poor sucker came from the same region as a known missing person.

“So where do you need me to go?” he said, now more resigned than irritated.

“I’ll text you the GPS co-ordinates as soon as I hang up,” said Dvorska. 

“And the Chief says thanks.”

“I’ll bet,” said Dambersky, chuckling despite himself, and walked back across the square and down the street to the baking hot car park where he had left his rental car. He had been planning to go back to his Airbnb studio flat in Gandia before his tour of the Ducal Palace, but now decided to bite the bullet and get on with the task in hand. 

He heard the beep of Dvorska’s text message sending him the GPS co-ordinates, but didn’t stop to take the mobile out of his pocket until he had opened his car and got in. He was at least grateful to Dvorska for dealing with the boring stuff at the Czech end. There had already been a couple of phone calls between the local Valencian and Czech police forces, not to mention the Embassy in Madrid and the Honorary Czech Consulate in Benidorm, who were now involved because a Czech national had possibly been murdered while on holiday.

Dambersky set off south out of Gandia and was driving into Pamis in just over half an hour, although he almost missed the turn-off into the village at the roundabout near Ondara. 

Still determined to be cross, he found the local scenery almost an affront to his senses. The village of Pamis was a mere stone’s throw from the nearby main road, but you would pretty much have to know it was there not to miss it, nestling modestly among allotments and orange groves on what looked like a prehistoric lake bed, surrounded by magnificent mountains on all sides, except on the seaward side to the east, which boasted the popular tourist resort of Denia. Even in his current mood he could see that this was somewhere he wouldn’t at all mind living. A narrow L-shaped main street lined with terraced two and three-storey Spanish houses in various pastel colours turned past the church into another L shape with the Las Golondrinas housing development on the left, before heading out to the allotments and orange groves on the Calle Hortetes – Allotments Road. A few hundred yards down the road, already out of the village, a police car parked by the roadside confirmed that he had arrived at the right coordinates. He parked his own hire car behind it and got out. There were two local officers there – one a small, wiry, sharp-looking man about the same age as himself (mid-thirties), the other evidently rather more senior. Dambersky guessed he might be in his fifties. 

Given that Dambersky’s Spanish vocabulary was limited to restaurant menus, and his knowledge of the local Valenciano language was non-existent, he was relieved to find himself being addressed in English.

“Ivan Dambersky,” he said, putting out his hand and smiling professionally rather than warmly at the two men, who had introduced themselves as Alpicant and Grimaldo.

“So what do we have then?” he asked, not wanting to spin this out any longer than necessary. He noticed a lone random orange still hanging from last season’s harvest within arm’s reach and had to force his attention back to the two policemen. 

“A woman from the nearby village of Beniarbeig was jogging with her dog through the orange grove earlier this morning,” answered Alpicant, the younger of the two officers, checking his notes briefly. “Her dog found a severed left hand lying under one of the orange bushes. Since then we have also found a leg. They seem to be those of a young woman. We found this ring on the middle finger of her hand. Officers are searching the area for any other possible finds.” 

Alpicant held up a small plastic evidence bag containing a garnet ring. 

“I’ve visited Prague twice in the last three years and recognized the garnet stones,” he said. 

“So you think the victim might be Czech,” Dambersky continued matter-of-factly, continuing the line of thought rather than asking a question. 

“Either that or she has perhaps visited the Czech Republic,” said Grimaldo this time.

Alpicant looked a little sheepish. “And there is another reason we think she might be from that part of Europe,” he said, looking down.

“Oh?” said Dambersky.

Grimaldo helped Alpicant out. “There’s a brothel called the Love Shack on the main road just a couple of kilometres from here. You probably passed it on the drive down from Gandia. Some of the girls work from the roadside near there. Many of them are from Poland, the Ukraine or Russia, and there have also been Czech girls from time to time.”

“I see,” said Dambersky, a little annoyed with himself for not having had his wits about him on the drive down. If he hadn’t been in such a bad mood, he would have noticed something like that. He didn’t like his moods interfering with his police brain, even if he was technically on holiday. 

“Have the remains gone to the lab?” asked Dambersky.

“Yes,” answered Grimaldo. “The heat, you understand. We had to be as quick as possible. But you are welcome to look at them later.”

“Thanks,” said Dambersky. “I’d better do that.”

“But we kept the ring for you to see,” said Alpicant, again, this time handing it to Dambersky.

Dambersky took it from him and looked at it in its plastic evidence bag. Immediately he could see that it wasn’t new. 

Most Czech families have some garnet jewellery, as the stones are mined in Bohemia and have always made popular family heirlooms. This was a pretty ring, a cluster of seven garnets of equal size, around 3.5 mm, set in gold. He had to turn away from the fierce sunlight and squint a bit to see if there was a hallmark. Having had dealings with pawnbrokers as an undercover officer, Dambersky had a reasonable working knowledge of hallmarks. This one seemed to be a lapwing. If his memory of Czech hallmarks served, this placed the age of the ring as pre-1993, when the symbol for gold of less than legal purity was replaced by a different one. The ring was not new, then, nor particularly valuable, but had been around for most, if not all, the victim’s lifetime, which made it unlikely that the victim bought it as a tourist on holiday in Prague, say, although it could be second hand. But the chances of the dead young woman being a Czech national had just moved up a notch. Looking more closely at the gold band, Dambersky could see signs that the ring had been made smaller, to fit a younger finger perhaps. Again, this suggested that it might have been passed down to her. He sighed and handed the ring back to Alpicant.

“The ring isn’t new,” he said, looking first at Alpicant and then Grimaldo. “It’s not an expensive piece either. It looks as if the victim got it from someone in her family. It’s unlikely that a modern girl would buy a ring like that – it’s rather old-fashioned.”

“We also had that impression,” answered Grimaldo, wiping the sweat from his brow. The late morning sun was now beating down on the flat ground of the scorched orange grove. 

“It’s one of the reasons we needed to talk to you,” Grimaldo continued. 

“We asked the Czech Honorary Consulate in Benidorm to help us out. They contacted your colleague at home.”

“That was resourceful of you,” responded Dambersky. 

“One more thing,” said Grimaldo, looking a little embarrassed.

“What’s that?”

“We said earlier that there is a brothel nearby?”

“Yes,” said Dambersky.

“We thought it tactful to find out if there was a Czech girl missing from the brothel through a third party.”

“Oh?” said Dambersky.

“Yes,” answered Alpicant. “As I’m sure you know, this method of dismembering the body is often used by mafia hoods to make it harder to identify victims or locate the original scene of the crime, so we thought it best not to draw attention to the fact that the body parts have already been found.”

“That makes sense,” answered Dambersky, frowning in thought.

“The less attention we draw to ourselves, the less likely we are to disturb the trail.”

“Right,” said Grimaldo. “Another reason we were pleased to hear that you were in the area.”

“Because as far as anyone else is concerned I’m just a tourist,” Dambersky completed the thought. Dambersky could see that having himself in play after what might turn out to be a mafia killing also gave the local police a convenient screen to hide behind. They had their own safety to think about, for one thing. And they could take it as a given that various mafias with a presence on the Costa Blanca would have their tame cops on the inside. But he said none of this to the two officers in front of him. He was now rather impressed with the subtlety of his two local colleagues. 

“But who is this ‘third party’ you were talking about?” asked Dambersky. “The one going to the Shack place?”

“Well there’s a local pensioner we know here in Pamis who is, shall we say, a regular customer at the brothel,” answered Grimaldo.

At this point Alpicant broke out into a grin. Grimaldo realized he would have to come clean.

“He’s my uncle Alfonso,” he said, now also smiling. “So I’ve asked him to do me a favour and drive up to the Love Shack this morning and ask specifically for this Czech girl. We have given him a picture of Eva Bedrychova provided by your Consulate and he is sure she looks familiar. He seems to know most of the girls, although he doesn’t usually bother much about their nationalities.”

“No, I suppose not,” said Dambersky, unable to suppress a smile.

“He’s going to meet us at the local shopping mall when he’s got the information we want,” said Alpicant. “Why don’t we drive over there and wait for him? He left nearly an hour ago, so I’m sure he won’t be long.”

“Unless he gets, um.. tied up!” smiled Grimaldo.

“That’s fine with me,” said Dambersky. “I’m quite thirsty from standing here in this heat anyway!”

Grimaldo and Alpicant got into their car and set off slowly back down the Calle Hortetes towards the village. Dambersky followed behind in his own hire car. In a few seconds, they were out of the village and facing the Eroski shopping centre on the edge of Ondara. They parked by an arcade of shops a couple of minutes’ walk away. 

Not having quite finished all his tostada earlier, Dambersky was feeling rather peckish, as well as thirsty. As he got out of his car he spotted a German Currywurst van parked at the end of the arcade. It bore the name ‘Fritz’, so it seemed a fair bet that the proprietor was German. Always a sucker for European junk food, Dambersky had spent some time under cover in Germany while working for the drug squad a few years back and had practically lived on Currywurst in those days – hot sliced German sausage smothered in curry-spiced ketchup, either with a crispy white roll or Pommes, the German word for French fries. He walked over to the stand and ordered a Currywurst, a roll and a Coke in German. Alpicant and Grimaldo were a little taken aback, but in no hurry. Grimaldo’s uncle had not yet texted them to say that he was on his way. 

The smell of this German signature junk food took Dambersky back ten years or more to his undercover days posing as a student in Berlin. He associated it with hours spent standing around on streets in dark, cold winters. In those days, a Currywurst stand had been a lifesaver. Now, as he picked up his cardboard tray with the sliced hot sausage and hot spicy ketchup in his hands, he looked round and saw bright Spanish sunshine and a stunning mountain range. Incongruous. He stabbed at a piece of sliced sausage with his little plastic fork and raised it to his mouth. Alpicant and Grimaldo were standing just a couple of yards away, smiling at him.

“Sorry, hungry!” Dambersky said cryptically, realizing that his grammar was all to pot, but pleased that communication among the three of them had got off to a good start. That was important. His irritation from earlier that morning had all gone. He was back in cop mode, and not altogether sorry. He had plugged his hunger gap in a couple of minutes, and off they walked the fifty yards or so across to their agreed meeting point. 

The shopping centre at Ondara is a striking landmark – a round drum-shaped structure clearly visible from far away. They had to walk half way around it to reach the automatic doors of the main entrance. Just as they were walking through, Grimaldo’s mobile phone beeped. Good timing.

“It’s my uncle,” he said. “He’s coming to meet us now, in the café on the ground floor.”

The three men made their way to the café and ordered café con leche. Dambersky, still thirsty, also asked for a mineral water. Alpicant went off to buy himself a newspaper. 

About ten minutes later, a short, wiry-looking man in his seventies with a slight pot belly came walking towards them. His gait had a surprising bounce in it for a man of his age. As he approached, Dambersky immediately recognized the family resemblance with Grimaldo, who had the same wiry look about him. There was also a similarity in the piercingly bright brown eyes. There was a twinkle in Uncle Alfonso’s eye, that was for sure, Dambersky thought to himself, looking downwards to hide his thought processes. 

Grimaldo’s uncle sat down in an extra chair that Alpicant had grabbed from a nearby empty table. Looking straight across the table at his nephew, he grinned and said: “Orxata!”

Dambersky deduced from the puzzled look on Grimaldo’s face that Uncle Alfonso must have ordered something unexpected. From where he was sitting Dambersky could see a sign behind the café bar advertising a drink called ‘Orxata’ served with something else called ‘Fartons’, which even to a Czech eye looked funny. He had no idea what they were. 

Grimaldo said something unintelligible to his Uncle Alfonso in what he assumed was Valenciano. Alfonso laughed again, his eyes twinkling for all they were worth. His hands were resting on his thighs with the fingers splayed. Dambersky resisted the impulse to interrupt, but was bursting with curiosity. The exchange in rapid Valencian continued for a few more sentences. Finally, Grimaldo and Alpicant looked at each other with an expression that suggested a dawning understanding. They both sat back in their chairs. Clearly some question had just been answered for them.

After a second or two, Alpicant finally turned to Dambersky and said:

“Grimaldo’s uncle said there was a pretty blonde Czech girl working at the Love Shack,” he said. “But the girl was not known to her customers as Eva. She was known as ‘Orxata’.”

“Orxata?” Dambersky repeated. 

“Yes,” explained Grimaldo, turning to him. “Or Horchata in Castilian Spanish.” Grimaldo pulled out his mobile phone and looked up an online Spanish-English dictionary. “Horchata,” he said, reading the dictionary entry in front of him, “is a Valencian drink made of tiger nuts. It’s often drunk together with a sweet cake called Farton.” 

So much for the dictionary definitions then, thought Dambersky, who now at least understood the sign behind the café bar. 

“But what does that have to do with Eva Bedrychova – if it turns out to be her?”

Grimaldo turned a little more towards Dambersky.

“The Czech girl at the Love Shack was a very pretty girl with golden hair – golden like the colour of our Valencian orxata drink. So Orxata was her nickname,” Grimaldo explained.

“You said was,” Dambersky persisted.

“Yes,’ said Grimaldo, looking a little more sombre now. “The Czech girl my uncle knew at the Love Shack is not there now. Not for many days.”

“I see,” said Dambersky. “So it is possible that she and Eva are the same person.”

“It is a strong possibility now, yes,” answered Grimaldo.

Dambersky became thoughtful, saying nothing. At this point Alpicant turned to Dambersky.

“Grimaldo’s uncle is a good amateur detective,” he smiled gently. 

“How do you mean?” asked Dambersky.

“He talked to a couple of the other girls at the Shack and found the Czech girl’s address. She shares, or shared, an apartment with another girl here in Ondara. She was worried about her because she’s not seen her for a few days. She is expecting us.”

Although the remains had not yet been formally identified as those of Eva Bedrychova, it now looked to Dambo as if they now had a full investigation on their hands.

“So it’s not far away from here?” asked Dambersky, frowning.

“No, not at all,” said Alpicant. “A few minutes by car.”

Uncle Alfonso left the café to do some grocery shopping in the mall, while Grimaldo, Alpicant and Dambersky made their way back around the mall complex to their parked cars. It was only a short drive into Ondara, which boasted a newly renovated bull ring. It struck Dambersky as being not nearly as touristy as Denia. They parked in a car park near the Mercadona supermarket in the centre of town. Then there was a short walk down a couple of narrow streets before they reached the entrance to the girls’ apartment, which was on the third floor over a bargain store. 

The young woman who opened the door introduced herself as Olga. She was petite, almost elfin, and had sleek chestnut-coloured hair cut in a striking pageboy cut. Dambersky was vaguely surprised to find that Eva Bedrychova would be sharing a flat with a Russian girl. Usually there was little love lost between Czechs and Russians. But then theirs was a line of work that made strange bedfellows of people almost by definition, he mused with wry humour. 

Olga offered them coffee, which the officers accepted mainly to break the ice. They were keen to ruffle as few feathers as possible. Dambersky, no stranger to questioning witnesses from the sex industry, couldn’t help noticing that Olga was much less closed off than he would have expected in a case like this. Her English was limited, however, making it difficult for Dambersky to question her, so he left that to Grimaldo and Alpicant in the small open plan kitchen and living area. They chatted with her in Spanish, which she spoke rather well, while he asked to look around Eva’s room, or at least her half of the rather small bedroom she shared with Olga. 

Given her line of work, there was a poignancy to the space that Eva had occupied. An old plastic child’s doll, dressed in a shabby dress, rested flat on a shelf over her single bed, which was strewn with cross-stitched, rather ancient-looking cushions in a variety of shades. They looked as if they might have been made by her grandmother.

The bookcase in the corner of the bedroom was a surprise. Although compact it contained several dozen books in Czech that Dambersky immediately recognized as being the backbone of Czech literature – by classic authors such as Nemcova, Capek, Hrabal and others. Clearly Eva Bedrychova was no airhead. She also had several books on southern Moravian folklore, folk costumes and traditions. 

Dambersky turned to look at Olga’s side of the room. There was her own single bed, also strewn with cushions, but hers looked as if they had been supplied from a local bargain store, being covered in some rather unsavoury looking synthetic fabrics in garish colours. There were no books in evidence. 

Facing the window, between the two beds, was a battered old writing desk with drawers down one side and chips off the edges of the writing surface. On the desk, there was a large coffee mug containing pencils, biros and a couple of highlighter pens. There was also a half-used pad of bright pink post-it notes, a Russian doll, presumably Olga’s, and a rather grubby laptop. It had been left switched on. Dambersky lifted the lid and cast an eye over the desktop applications. The desktop picture looked familiar to him. It was a scene from the Czech town of Marienske Lazne – Marienbad in German – a famous spa town in Western Bohemia. Dambersky made a mental note to see if there was any connection between Eva and the spa town. Most spa towns had a flourishing prostitution trade, and Eva, or Olga, or even both, might well have done a stint at one or other of them. They might even have met there. This opened up new possibilities in Dambersky’s mind as his synapses started firing. After all, the Spanish Costa Blanca also had a number of renowned spa resorts. If Eva’s death had been a mafia killing, could there be a connection? Had Eva perhaps seen something she shouldn’t, or crossed a mafia pimp? Perhaps she had even come to Spain to escape some kind of mafia trouble at home? At least he now had something to go on. 

Next, Dambersky opened the drawers in the side of the desk. He was looking for personal documents, such as a passport or ID of some kind. There was no sign of any documentation belonging to Eva, only Olga’s own passport and some paperwork in Spanish that looked like a rental contract for their apartment. Next, Dambersky turned his attention to a built-in wardrobe located outside the bedroom in the corridor. The bedroom itself was too small to take two beds and a wardrobe. The inside of the wardrobe revealed nothing unusual – just the usual cabin bag in the bottom, rails with hangers of clothes, and a jewellery stand for necklaces. There appeared to be nothing of any value, such as gold or precious stones of any kind, which Dambersky also noted, in view of the ring that had been found on the victim’s finger. The picture that was emerging was of a young woman scraping a living in the world’s oldest profession, possibly having moved around Europe quite a bit. There were questions in Dambersky’s mind though. It was odd that the ring, which anyone knowing Eva well would be bound to recognize, had not been removed. He was also puzzled as to why a young woman of obvious education had landed in this profession, or at least so low down it. These were discrepancies that didn’t add up. 

A first-hand visual examination of the female remains in the local police morgue revealed nothing new. They would have to wait for the results of the DNA testing to see if they belonged to Eva Bedrychova, the young woman missing in Kyjov. Dambersky rang Dvorska and brought her up to speed on developments.

“What are you going to do now?” she asked, pleased that Dambo sounded more like his usual self.

“Well, we just have to wait for the DNA results now. In the meantime, I suppose I might get back to enjoying my holiday. You haven’t told her parents yet that remains have been found?”

“No, of course not. No need to alarm them until we know for sure.”

“Right,” said Dambersky.

“Be in touch then?” asked Dvorska.

“Sure,” said Dambo, and hung up.

Back at his Airbnb flat in Gandia, he opened his laptop and double-checked the lapwing hallmark he had seen on the ring. He had been right about the dating. He also searched Google images for pictures of garnet cluster rings and worked out that the one he had seen was probably not worth much money. 

The fact that the ring had been left on the victim’s finger seemed much more interesting. Why had the perpetrators done that? Did it indicate haste when disposing of the body? If so, why go to the trouble of dismembering it at all? Could the ring have been left on the hand deliberately? And if so what was it intended to show? Had the perpetrators in fact wanted the identity of the victim to become known? But then why dismember the body?
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Chapter Two: Girl Collecting Mushrooms
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Detective Jana Dvorska had finally grabbed her few days’ vacation in the UK. She was walking up Steep Hill, a lovely street of boutiques in the cathedral city of Lincoln, admiring the scenery and the quaint little shops. No wonder the place had been recommended to her. Her old Skoda would benefit from a good long run of several hundred kilometres to burn off the carbon deposits. She had spent a whole day driving from Vinice in Southern Moravia to the border between Bohemia and Bavaria in Germany. That night she stayed on the Czech side of the border, got up early the next morning and drove across Bavaria to Nuremberg. The rest of that next day was spent belting up the Autobahn across Germany to Aachen. She stayed the next night at a B&B there, had a bit of a lie-in to recover from two long days of driving, and then had had a few hours’ drive on to Antwerp. She spent the next two days in Belgium, finishing with Bruges, before getting the overnight ferry from Rotterdam to Hull. Her friends in Vinice told her she was crazy. Why on earth, they said, would you spend all that money on car travel and ferries when you could fly from Brno or Prague for a fraction of the cost? And faster? But Detective Jana Dvorska, hard-hitting professional though she was, was a romantic at heart. And the night ferry clinched it for her. There was just something special about crossing water.
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