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Chapter 1 – Athens, February 15, 2019

[image: ]




“Reinforcements will be here any minute!”

“No, we won’t make it in time—he’ll get away!”

“We can’t go in alone!”

“Central, where are you?”

“We’re crossing Panepistimiou street, two minutes out.”

“Faster!”

“I’m going in—they’re taking too long!”

“You can’t go alone, wait!” he managed to shout, but she had already stepped out of the car.

He cursed under his breath and followed. He saw her ahead, walking silently on the tips of her toes, unclipping the holster on her trousers to draw her weapon. God, how beautiful she was, he thought, as she made that motion, tossing her hair back for a clearer line of sight.

Suddenly he felt a sharp sting in his neck. He couldn’t tell what it was; his ears were ringing. Maybe he had fired his gun, maybe not. Were those her screams he was hearing, or the wailing sirens of the patrol cars that must have just arrived?

Pain seared through his thigh—deep, relentless—like that time he had knocked into the chair one night when he’d gotten up for a glass of water, trying not to wake her. Ah, how beautiful she is when she sleeps, he thought.

Now she was above him, crying—crying so much—pressing hard on his neck. He couldn’t speak. He only heard her shouting at him: “Don’t close your eyes! Please don’t close your eyes, my love!”

He smiled at her. He could no longer hold on...

He wanted so badly to believe that everything would be all right, that they would grow old together, live a long life filled with memories and children, a family of their own. That had been their dream, their plan, their future. But life had other plans for him. He understood that soon he would be in another world, strange and unfamiliar, but above all—far away from her.

With the last strength he had left, he raised his hand and caressed her cheek. He smiled at her, but she kept begging him not to close his eyes.

From a distance he could see them running toward him—two paramedics in white uniforms. They were coming for him, but it seemed they would not make it in time, because he could no longer keep his eyes open.

​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2 – Mountainous Kalabaka, December 28, 2019
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A large flock of sheep was crossing the dirt road that led to a few remote mountain villages—places said to belong either to Trikala in Thessaly or to Grevena. They were probably somewhere in between the two regions, not truly knowing to which they belonged. The entire hillside was covered with sheep searching for food beneath the fresh snow that had fallen three days earlier.

It was that time of year when nature’s white element made its appearance—a sight so beautiful and beloved, yet one that hid so many dangers beneath it.

“This year, experts say the temperature will drop sharply,” the shepherd heard from his small radio.

“The thermometer may reach as low as minus twenty degrees Celsius in the northern mountain regions of the country,” a journalist was saying.

“Yeah, right,” the shepherd muttered. “We’re not afraid of the cold, lady—but I’d like to see what I’m supposed to do with the livestock at minus twenty!”

He stood up to check on his flock. Mist was rolling in from Kalabaka. “Damn, we’ll have snow tonight,” he thought. “I’d better start gathering the livestock.”

He had been lost in thought—daydreaming about a woman he had seen on Facebook—when he suddenly heard his dog barking furiously. “Oh no, a bear,” he thought. “That’ll be the third dog I lose to a bear this year, damn it!” he shouted and began calling for him.

“Gekas! Hey, Gekas! Where are you, boy?”

The dog appeared, climbing up from the ravine, frantic, charging toward him.

“What is it, boy? What did you see?” asked the shepherd. The dog, as if understanding, began barking even more and started leading him back toward the ravine from which it had come.

The shepherd realized that his loyal friend had found something—and wanted to show him.

He took a deep breath and looked toward the bridge just above him. At that moment, a large truck passed overhead, its cargo heavy, making such a roar that Gekas lifted his head and began barking louder than before.

“Easy, boy, I’m coming,” said the shepherd, carefully descending the snow-covered ravine.

The terrain was treacherous, and more than once he almost slipped, but he had his walking stick—handcrafted by his grandfather—which he always carried with him. Thanks to it, he managed to reach the bottom of the ravine.

Gekas was standing over something that had fallen, barking with all his might.

When the shepherd came closer, his legs gave away. A cold sweat broke out across his body, even though his phone showed the temperature at minus three degrees Celsius. Suddenly, his stomach churned, and he vomited everything he had eaten since the previous night.

He couldn’t comprehend what he was seeing. For a moment, he thought he must be dreaming. But no—he was awake, staring at something he wished he had never laid eyes on, not even in his nightmares.

He pulled out his phone to call for help, but there was no signal—not a single bar. He’d have to climb back up to the road if he wanted even the faintest chance at a connection.​
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Chapter 3 – Kalabaka, December 28, 2019
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“Good morning, Commander. You called for me?”

“Come in, Aristides. How many times have I told you not to call me Commander when it’s just us? You’re Aristides, and I’m Thrasos.”

“Yes, yes, you’re right. I just wanted to keep things formal — only a few months left until retirement,” he said with a laugh.

Thrasos laughed as well.

“So tell me, Aristides, when exactly are you leaving?”

“End of winter. At least I won’t have to spend another summer here with all these tourists flooding in every year.”

“You know how beautiful this place is. It attracts people from all over. That awe the Meteora inspires—there’s nothing like it anywhere in the world.”

“You’re not wrong, Thrasos, but I miss my house in Pertouli. My garden... the peace and quiet of summer, reading a book in the shade... you know, the things we can’t do while we’re still in the service.”

“I know exactly what you mean,” said Thrasos with a sigh. “And I hope your last three months go as quietly as possible. By the way—How is the little one doing?”

“Ah, Achilles? He’s shown some promise, but with where they’ve stationed him now, what kind of experience can he really get? Maybe a suicide from one of those cliffs up there, or a quarrel between tourists from the northern countries where one kills the other. Nothing else. He’s wasting his time here. It’s a peaceful area. What could possibly happen?”

“You’re right, Aristides. In the ten years I’ve been commander here, those are the only kinds of cases we’ve had. Maybe a robbery or an arrest in progress. I wasn’t here yet when that Russian killed our colleagues just outside Kalabaka.”

“Oh yes, I remember that. I was here back then, but they didn’t let us do much. High-ranking officers from Athens took over. Since then, not a single Athenian officer has set foot in our area.”

“When I drive home, I sometimes stop by their graves and light their candles,” Thrasos said quietly. “Those boys didn’t deserve to die like that.”

“Come by the house this weekend for dinner,” said Aristides. “Bring your wife—I’ll tell mine too.”

“It’s a date! And after that, we’ll be ringing in the new year. 2020... sounds strange, doesn’t it?”

Thrasos opened his mouth to say something, but he didn’t get the chance—there was a knock at the door.

“Commander, it seems we have a problem...”​
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Chapter 4 — Athens, December 28, 2019––––––––The alarm scraped against her mind. It always rang at the moment when he would stroke her cheek and smile.
Ariadne raised her hand and switched it off. She wanted to stay in bed today; she didn’t want to go to the office, didn’t want to see anyone. Everyone would begin with “happy birthday” and all the things people say on someone’s birthday.
The very thought made her panic.
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She closed her eyes and saw him again, lying in blood, stroking her cheek and smiling at her.

The alarm rang once more. She reached for it to switch it off, but it wouldn’t stop. Then she realized it was her mobile. She took it from the bedside table and answered in a hoarse voice:

“Yes?”

“My heart, happy birthday!”

“Were you dreaming of me, Mum?”

“I’m just about to go to bed now, darling, and I called to wish you. At this hour I know you’re getting up for work.”

“Yes, Mum, I do get up at this hour.”

“Your father’s already asleep; he’ll call you when he wakes.”

“Okay.”

“How are you, my sweet?”

“I’m fine, Mum.”

“All right, I’ll let you get ready. I hope you’re truly well, my girl. Good morning.”

“Bye, Mum.”

She hung up and set the phone beside her on the bed.

The image of him lying there, looking at her and smiling, surged back into her mind. Tears pricked her eyes; she had cried so much. She cried every day. She appeared strong in front of others, but inside she couldn’t bear it — she still blamed herself.

The phone rang again, and the image vanished.

“Yes?” she answered, tiredly.

“Happy birthday to the policeman of our hearts!”

“Were you dreaming of me, Effie?”

“I woke up to get ready to open the shop and wanted to call and wish you — wouldn’t I wish my best friend?”

“Thank you, Effie.”

“I’ll come tonight to celebrate at your house.”

“I’ll be at the office late.”

“Then Saturday! Don’t refuse me!”

“We’ll see.”

“I’ve got to go — my coffee’s about to spill. Take care,” Effie said, and the line went dead.

Ariadne got up and went to the kitchen to start the coffee maker. Her first coffee of the day was essential if she was to endure Athens’s morning traffic.

Sitting at the kitchen table, her eye fell on the photo on the shelf by the door, beside the jar where she left her keys when she came home. The picture of them together on holiday, when they’d gone to Sweden to see the northern lights. She shook her head to push the thoughts away.

She had to get ready — time was passing; the morning briefing was at nine.

The burbling of the coffee maker announced the brew was ready. She poured a cup and looked at the machine.

“When will he ever learn to measure for just one cup? It’s been ages and he still can’t get it right...” she muttered.

She gulped down the coffee and went to her room to dress.

A little later she pressed the button to unlock her car. Before getting in, she glanced at the closed garage door of the underground parking.

She had to remember to check the Jaguar’s battery. How long had it been sitting there?

She shoved the thought away — she’d check it on Saturday.

She closed her car door and pressed the gate button to open the driveway.

On the radio, the morning bulletins reported the weather, the economy, and yesterday’s parliamentary clash over pensions. She rarely listened to music.

An hour later, after enduring Athens’s once-again unbearable traffic, she reached 173 Alexandras Avenue, turned onto Dimitsana Street, greeted the guard at the kiosk, and descended into the underground parking.

She left the car in spot number three — reserved for her — took a deep breath, and stepped into the lit basement.

A car was approaching. She watched as it drew closer and recognized the driver — the Commander. He rolled his window down and motioned for her to wait. After parking his Porsche Cayenne Turbo, he got out and approached her.

“Good morning, Captain.”

“Good morning, Commander.”

“How are you?”

“Fine, and you?”

“Fine, just fine,” he said, and the two of them stepped into the elevator.

On the fourth floor of the Attica General Chiefate, Ariadne entered her office as the Commander continued to his.

Ariadne sat at her desk and switched on her computer. She heard a knock at the door and cursed under her breath.

“Come in.”

“Ariadne, good morning, my dear!”

“Good morning, Dione.”

“I brought you a cup of coffee I just made,” said the forty-something assistant — the star of the Cybercrime Unit, who had recently taken the position of the Commander’s aide.

“How kind of you. Thank you,” Ariadne said, trying to smile.

Dione placed the cup on the desk but didn’t leave. Ariadne looked at her.

“Do you want to tell me something?”

“You know today’s your birthday — the first one after... well, after everything — and I   didn’t know whether I should say... happy birthday,” she said awkwardly.

“Thank you, Dione. I’d be grateful if you made sure not everyone drops by the office   to wish me today.”

“Of course, of course, I’ll take care of that.”

“Thanks again. Anything new?”

“They caught two robbers this morning in Pangrati. They tried to rob a supermarket, but there was a nearby squad and they’ve got them in custody. Will you take it?”

“Give it to someone else, and if they can’t handle it I’ll step in.”

“As you wish. I’ll let you work. If you need me, I’ll be in my office.
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Chapter 5 — Kalabaka, December 28, 2019
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“What’s going on, Iphigenia?”

“Commander, a shepherd called from a village before the Egnatia Highway junction — on the road toward Platanos. He said there’s a dead woman down in a ravine! He sounded terrified. I told him to stay put and that we’d go find him ourselves.”

The Commander turned and looked at the Police Lieutenant with a puzzled expression.

“What the hell is going on here?”

“I have no idea. A corpse in the mountains of Kalabaka?”

“Let’s go see what’s happened,” said the Commander, rising from his desk.

“Achilles?”

“Yes, Aristides?”

“Ready to head out?”

“Yes — I’ll go to the car and wait for you.”

The two police cars from the Kalabaka precinct took the road toward the mountain village. In front were the policewoman and the Commander; behind them followed Achilles with Aristides.

“What do you think happened, Aristides?”

“Probably some hiker. We get a few of those now and then. They come for the scenery, don’t know how treacherous these mountains are, and end up falling. Usually some shepherd finds them when the snow melts — unless a hungry bear gets to them first.”

“Yeah, but winter’s just starting! And for the shepherd to have climbed down into the ravine himself... maybe something else happened.”

“Bah, we’re going all the way out there for nothing, getting dizzy from all these curves! But fine — let the day go by,” said Aristides, turning toward the window to admire the view.

In the car ahead, a strange silence lingered. Iphigenia kept her focus on the road — those sharp bends always made her nervous — while Thrasos stared at the snow-covered trees outside the window.

Absentmindedly, he reached for the radio to see if he could find a station. At that exact moment Iphigenia went to slow down; the turn ahead looked too sharp. Their hands brushed, and Thrasos immediately pulled his back as if electrified and apologized. Not a minute passed before he spoke again.

“You know, Iphigenia... about what happened the other day at the office...”

“Yes...” she said, pretending not to know what he meant.

“It was just... an impulse, you understand...”

“Of course, Commander. I completely understand.”

She fixed her gaze on the road again, and he returned to staring out the window.

Forty-five minutes later, they turned onto the dirt road marked Platanistos. To their right stood the remnants of an old construction site from the days when the Egnatia Highway was built — now long abandoned. Dogs barked from a nearby corral as the sound of engines echoed through the still air.

When they reached the clearing and looked up, the massive bridge loomed above them, so imposing that they suddenly felt like ants beneath it.

Ahead, they saw a lone figure sitting on a rock at the edge of the clearing. All four officers stepped out of their cars and gazed upward once more.

Aristides whistled in awe at the sight of the colossal structure.

“Damn — well done to whoever built this thing!” he exclaimed, then followed the others toward the shepherd.

“Kalabaka Police,” said the Commander, showing his badge. “Are you the shepherd who called the station?”

The man’s voice was barely audible. His face was as white as the snow beneath their boots. The only words he managed were:

“Down there... in the ravine... there’s a bride.”

The four officers exchanged uneasy glances before turning back to the shepherd.

“Deep down in the ravine. Gekas will show you,” he added, pointing to his dog, which had begun barking madly again.

“Officer, stay with the gentleman and take his personal details,” Aristides ordered, then followed the Commander and Achilles toward the ravine.

“What’s your name, sir?”

“Odysseus Papastratos.”

“Where are you from?”

“From Lefki Elati.”

“What are you doing here?”

“I came to graze my animals, but the weather’s turning — snow’s coming soon. I was about to gather them when Gekas went wild, barking and pointing toward the ravine. We went down, but... I still can’t make sense of what I saw. I don’t want to remember it. I can’t.”

“All right, Mr. Papastratos. You may go. We’ll contact you if we need anything further.”

“Thank you. I’ll go gather my herd and come back for Gekas.”

Just as before, Gekas proudly led the three officers toward what he had found. All along the descent into the ravine, his tail wagged high — proud to have discovered something important.

When the dog stopped again and looked at them with his tongue hanging out, the Commander’s first words came out as a whisper.

“A bride...”

And Aristides, in the same trembling tone, turned to Achilles and said,

“Call an ambulance.”​​​​​​​​​​​​​​
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Chapter 6 — Athens, December 28, 2019

[image: ]




Ariadne sat at her desk, reading and rereading the case file that had cost her everything. She lifted her head — and saw him again, sitting in the chair across from her, smiling. Then suddenly, he was covered in blood, and a single tear rolled down his cheek.

The knock on the door snapped her back to reality.

“Come in!”

“Chief! Good morning,” said Ariadne, rising immediately from her chair.

He closed the door behind him and smiled.

“Please, Ariadne, no formalities between us.”

“You’re right, Hector, sorry. There’s no reason for unnecessary... performances.”

“I understand what you mean. Come, let’s sit down.” He pulled a chair. “How are you? It’s your birthday today! Leon always made sure to remind me that today was the day the meaning of his life was born.”

“The woman who became the reason he died,” she said bitterly.

“Don’t be so hard on yourself.”

“It’s all my fault.”

“Everything happens as it’s meant to, Ariadne. Leon died in the line of duty — like a hero. That’s what you should hold on to.”

“I’m trying, but it’s hard.”

“I know that firsthand. My job took my wife from me — but it also gave me my little angel.”

“How’s the little one?”

“She keeps asking about her godmother. She wanted to call you early this morning to wish you happy birthday, but I wasn’t sure if it was a good idea.”

“Mmm... yes. I should visit her soon.”

“Thank you for never telling anyone about my friendship with Leon — especially after we became koumbaroi. Rumors would have spread like wildfire around here.”

“I want everyone here to remember Leon as Brigadier Mavridis. If they knew he was your friend, they wouldn’t value his work as much.”

“Also,” Hector added softly, “I wanted to let you know that the Internal Affairs Office has cleared you of any involvement in Brigadier Mavridis’s death. They ruled that since we caught the culprit — just before he managed to escape — no further explanation was needed.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re an excellent officer, Ariadne. Don’t forget that. I know Leon would be proud of you.”

Another knock interrupted them. Ariadne stood and returned to her desk while Hector remained standing across from her.

“Come in.”

“Captain,” said the newcomer, then froze when he saw Hector. “Chief! You here? What an honor to have the Chief of Police in our offices! How’s the Ministry?”

“Good morning, Commander. The Ministry is doing well.”

“No one informed me you were coming!”

“The Internal Affairs Office just released its decision regarding Captain Ariadne Komninou. I came to brief you — but she happened to be at the door, so I informed her personally.”

“I see — the decision’s out, then! How about a cup of coffee in my office?”

“With pleasure, Commander.”

“Captain.”

“My respects, Chief.”

The door closed behind her, and once again Ariadne’s mind drifted to that night.

In the Commander’s office, the two high-ranking men sat with steaming cups of coffee.

“Chief, how did Captain Komninou get cleared? I mean — when will we receive the official written decision from Internal Affairs?”

“Commander Zervas, Internal Affairs should have the full report delivered to you within a week. From what I know, Captain Komninou was deemed innocent since the perpetrator was apprehended at the very moment he was about to flee — perhaps even the country.”

“Yes, but due to her mistake we lost an excellent senior officer — a Brigadier!”

“I’m aware. Still, Internal Affairs made their ruling, and we must respect it. Brigadier Mavridis died in the line of duty.”

“He disregarded protocol, Chief! He should have waited for reinforcements.”

“Then he would’ve lost the suspect. That’s what the review concluded. Now, if you’ll excuse me, Commander, I must be going.”

“Of course, Chief. My respects.”

The day passed quietly at the office. Most officers on the fourth floor had already begun their New Year’s leave.

“Ariadne, do you need anything?” Dione asked.

“No, Dione, thank you.”

“You don’t look too well — go get some rest.”

“I’m finishing something up, then I’ll go.”

“All right. Good night.”

“Good night, Dione.”

It was 9 p.m. when Ariadne finally shut down her computer and locked her desk. She took the elevator to the underground garage.

The Commander had left just before her; now she saw him reversing out of his spot. She didn’t greet him — didn’t even look his way — but he saw her.

He pulled up beside her, rolled down the window of his luxury car, and in a tone just slightly smug said:

“Happy birthday, Captain!”

He didn’t wait for a reply. The window slid up, and he sped off.

“Idiot,” Ariadne muttered, pressing the remote to unlock her own car.

The same radio station she’d been listening to that morning was now playing an old Natassa Theodoridou song. She didn’t change it. She let it play all the way through as she reversed out of her parking space, ready to head into the city’s night.​​​​​​​​​
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Chapter 7 — Mountainous Kalabaka, December 28, 2019
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A short while later, the ambulance from Trikala General Hospital arrived. The weather was worsening by the minute. The sky was pitch black, and soon the snow would begin to fall thick and heavy. They had to work quickly — if the fog caught them on the road back, they’d be in serious trouble.

After showing the paramedics where the body lay, the officers waited impatiently for the first assessment, which came soon enough.

“I don’t yet know the cause of death,” said the coroner, Thanaelidis, crouching beside the woman’s body, “but at first glance, it might have been an accident. Death looks instantaneous. She could have been lying here for several days before the dog found her. Judging by her condition, I’d estimate she’s been dead for about three days. I’ll send you the full report after the autopsy.”

“Thank you very much, Mr. Thanaelidis.”

“You’re welcome, Lieutenant.”

The Commander had already left. His home was in a nearby village, where it had already started to snow, and he feared that if he delayed much longer, he wouldn’t make it back.

The ambulance had arrived just as dusk began to fall. Fortunately, the team was equipped with headlamps, allowing them to climb safely down into the ravine.

The first flakes began to fall as Aristides urged his two colleagues to head back before they became trapped in the mountains.

On the road to Kalabaka, not much was said. Achilles kept his attention on the wheel; the temperature had dropped below freezing, and the road was slick in places. Aristides had slumped against the window and appeared to have dozed off, while Iphigenia lay stretched across the back seat, scrolling idly through her phone.

When they finally reached the station, they exchanged quick goodbyes and each took their car to head home.

“Achilles, what are you doing now?”

“Going home. What else?”

“Well... how about a beer first?” said Iphigenia with a hopeful smile.

“Maybe another time,” he replied, starting his engine.

The snow was falling heavier now — within minutes, everything was covered by a vast white blanket.
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Chapter 8 — Athens, December 28, 2019
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After half an hour battling Athens’s evening traffic, Ariadne finally reached her maisonette in the suburbs. She pressed the button to open the parking gate, pulled the car into its spot beside the small yard, and locked it. She unlocked the house door and bolted it behind her as soon as she stepped inside.

She dropped her keys into the bowl on the shelf — where she always left them — kicked off her heels, set the shopping bags on the kitchen counter, and went to change out of her work clothes.

Once everything was in its place, she poured herself a glass of wine and sat on the couch. “Your spot,” he used to tease her whenever she told him to move.

“Is your name written on it?” he’d laugh, pulling her into his arms.

She turned on the TV, flipping through channels — series, more series, a romantic movie, an action film, an old Greek comedy. Nothing caught her interest.

She had bought some ready-made food that only needed heating in the microwave. When she started to feel hungry, she got up to warm it.

Back on the couch, she landed on a channel playing P.S. I Love You. She’d seen it once before, but now it felt like the perfect film for her life. The kind of loss was different, of course, but she felt exactly like Hilary Swank’s character — and Gerard Butler even looked a little like Leon. The thought brought a small, fleeting smile to her lips.

She shifted to the other end of the couch — his side, as she used to call it just to tease him. She leaned in and inhaled the fabric, wondering if any trace of his scent still lingered. Everything in the house smelled of him. Everything.

She closed her eyes and felt his arms wrap around her again, his face buried in her neck, his lips brushing hers... and she drifted off to sleep there, on the couch, smiling faintly — convinced, for a moment, that he was still there.

The beautiful dream was interrupted by the doorbell. It took her a moment to realize it was ringing for her. With heavy steps, she walked to the door.

“Surprise!” shouted Effie, throwing her arms around her.

“Effie, what are you doing here?”

“I brought cake! We have to celebrate your birthday!”

“I told you I had a long day at work and just wanted to rest.”

“Yes, but I figured a little cake and a glass of limoncello would be exactly what you needed after a day like that.”

“I was already asleep, so...”

“Fine, fine. Keep the cake and the limoncello for the day after tomorrow, all right?”

“All right, Effie. Thank you.”

“Good night, Ariadne.”

Ariadne closed the door and stood there for a moment — cake in one hand, the bottle in the other. Her eyes fell on the photo beside the key bowl. A tear rolled down her cheek.

She placed the gifts in the fridge, then lay down in bed, falling asleep with her thoughts drifting back to that trip to Sweden... to the northern lights, and to him.​
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Chapter 9 — Kalabaka, December 29, 2019
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“Aristides? Were you dreaming about me?”

“Good morning, Achilles. Sorry to wake you. The snow outside is almost a meter deep — I can’t even leave the house. They’re saying on TV there’s a blizzard coming.”

“What are you talking about? What time is it?”

“At Seven a.m. The Commander’s snowed in at Anilio. He can’t make it to the station! Could you go instead? You’re closer. Someone needs to be there to answer the phone at least.”

“And Iphigenia?”

“I keep calling her, but she’s not picking up!”

“All right, all right — I’ll go.”

“Thank you, Achilles. If anything comes up, call the Commander and me   immediately.”

Achilles dragged himself out of bed, threw on his thickest clothes, and headed for the Kalabaka Police Station. Aristides had been right — visibility was almost zero. You couldn’t see more than five meters ahead. The Meteora peaks had vanished into a ghostly gray haze. A cold gust of wind cut through him, making him shiver.

When he reached the station, he grabbed a shovel and began clearing the entrance and the steps. Once the path was somewhat clear, he slipped inside and shut the door tightly behind him. The first thing he needed was heat — he turned on the radiator and started the coffee machine.

Just as he was about to sit down, the phone rang. He cursed under his breath.

“Who the hell is calling at this hour?”

“Kalabaka Police Department, how can I help you?”

“Good morning — Dr. Dinostratus Thanaelidis speaking.”

“Good morning, Doctor! Do you already have the results?”

“I’m calling to inform you that, unfortunately, due to the weather conditions, I can’t reach the hospital. The autopsy will have to be postponed until further notice — or at least until the roads are cleared. I live in a rather isolated area, and even if they plow the road, it’ll be buried in snow again within the hour.”

“I understand, Dr. Thanaelidis. We’ll wait for updates as soon as the storm passes.”

“Thank you for your understanding, Lieutenant. Have a good day.”

“Good day, Doctor.”

After hanging up, Achilles called the Commander and Aristides to report the situation. Then he poured himself a cup of coffee, sat down at his desk, and stared out the window at the blinding whiteness.

The silence outside was absolute. Not a single soul moved through the streets. Even the main road, which the snowplows had just cleared, was already covered again in a thick white layer within minutes.​​​​​​​​​​​​​​
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Chapter 10 — Athens, December 29, 2019
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The alarm clock rang, and Ariadne immediately turned it off. She’d slept for hours and finally felt rested.

She got up and started the coffee machine for her first cup of the day. The television, which she had forgotten on Channel 3 the night before, was reporting a murder inside korydallos Prison. “A gang-related settling of scores,” said the morning news.

She didn’t bother paying attention. She’d hear all the details once she got to the office — it would surely be the top story.

After getting ready and finishing her coffee, she began her usual morning routine.

As she backed out of her garage, her neighbor from two houses down passed by, walking her aging dog. The little fellow relieved himself right at Ariadne’s gate, and the woman — with her faded blonde hair and vacant stare — made no attempt to clean it up.

“Mrs. Manolia,” Ariadne said sharply, lowering her window, “how many times must I tell you to pick up after your dog? It’s not only a matter of courtesy, it’s the law. It’s disgusting to let him do his business at my door and not care! Someone could step in it and slip. Please, I’m asking you again.”

“Yes, Captain,” the woman replied mockingly, bending down to scoop the mess into a small plastic bag.

Ariadne sighed, closed the gate, and headed out into Athens’s morning traffic.

A small accident on Kifissias Avenue delayed her only a few minutes. By the time she parked in her usual spot and reached the 4th floor of the Attica Police Headquarters, Dione was already waiting for her.

“The Commander wants you in his office right away,” Dione said.

“Thanks, Dione,” Ariadne replied, heading straight there without stopping at her desk.

She knocked.

“Come in,” said the familiar voice.

“Commander, you wanted to see me?”

“Yes, Captain Komninou. Sit down. Did you hear about the murder in korydallos Prison?”

“I did. What’s it got to do with us?”

“The victim is Giannis Kalanakis. You know who that is.”

“The drug lord and arms dealer who shot Brigadier Leon Mavridis during that raid.”

“Exactly. Looks like a settling of old scores. They’re opening a new case file and launching an investigation. Let me make something clear: you are not to get involved.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’ve already barred you from entering the prison to prevent any... unwanted situations.”

“Understood, sir. May I go now?”

“You’re dismissed, Captain — and don’t do anything reckless! You’ll burn yourself and the rest of us with you,” he snapped, but she was already out the door.

Instead of returning to her desk, she stopped by the kitchenette to pour a cup of coffee, then closed the office door behind her.

On her desk was an envelope.

To: Captain Ariadne Komninou

She examined it carefully. For a moment she considered calling the Counter-Terrorism Unit, but her instincts told her to open it. She tore it open without hesitation.

“Captain Ariadne Komninou,

If this letter has reached you, it means I’m dead.

Many people wanted me gone, but one man here wanted me dead from the moment   I arrived.

I’m sorry for killing the officer — I had no choice.

Don’t go looking for the truth... it will destroy you too.

— Giannis Kalanakis.”

Ariadne froze. Her heart pounded as she read the words again.

Everyone was a suspect. Everyone.

Especially the Commander.

“No one must know about this letter,” she whispered. “If the man who killed my husband was murdered, then someone’s covering something — and I’m going to find out who.”

She slipped the letter back into the envelope, placed it in her bag, and went to find Dione.

“I’m heading to the Ministry for some files,” she said casually. Then she took the elevator down to the underground parking, started her car, and drove off.

Moments later, she was parked outside korydallos Prison.

The place was swarming with journalists filming live reports. “Prison murder — gangland retribution!” was already making headlines.

Her phone rang suddenly, startling her.

“Hello?”

“Ariadne?”

“Yes, who’s this?”

“Hector. Where are you?”

“I, uh... just went out to pay a bill that was overdue. Why?”

“Did the Commander tell you about the incident?”

“Yes, he did.”

“How about coming by tomorrow to see my little girl? You could use a break.”

“That’s a good idea. Maybe in the afternoon.”

“Great — we’ll be waiting.”

She hung up, set the phone aside, and sat in silence for a moment, watching the reporters outside. Then she started the car and drove back toward headquarters.

All the way back, she couldn’t shake the feeling that someone was following her.

Maybe it was just her imagination...

When she arrived, she parked in her usual spot and took the elevator to the fourth floor.

“Ariadne! They’re looking for you!” Dione called as soon as the doors opened.

“Who and why?” Ariadne asked, frowning.

“They just arrested a drug mule — apparently, he used to work for Kalanakis!”

That was all Ariadne needed to hear. She strode straight toward the interrogation rooms upstairs.

“Captain Komninou,” she announced to the two officers at the door. They nodded and let her in. A file was already waiting on the table.

“Captain Ariadne Komninou,” she said, flipping the file open. “You must be... Stathis Natsos, correct?”

“Yeah,” the man said smugly.

“Do you know why you’re here?”

“No. I was just sitting in a park when your cops grabbed me.”

“Really,” she said dryly. “So you haven’t committed any crime whatsoever?”

“Nope.”

“Then those drugs found near you — they weren’t yours?”

“They were beside me, not on me. Your pigs just wanted an excuse to drag me in.”

“I could overlook the possession charges,” she said evenly, “if you give me some information.”

“What kind of information?”

“Who wanted Giannis Kalanakis dead?”

“What? Kalanakis? I’ve got no idea.”

“Funny — you worked with him, not too long ago, before he got locked up.”

“Yeah, and we all celebrated when that bastard cop got what he deserved—”

Before he could finish, Ariadne lunged across the table and grabbed him by the throat.

“Watch your mouth,” she hissed, tightening her grip.

The door burst open — two officers rushed in and pulled her off him.

“Jesus Christ, you cops are insane! I’ll press charges for assault!” Natsos shouted.

“Be careful what you say,” she warned him, eyes blazing.

“Captain, step outside, please,” one of the officers said firmly, guiding her toward the door.

She yanked her arm free, shot Natsos one last furious look, and stormed out.

Without another word, she took the elevator back to her office, requested leave for the rest of the day, and went home.

She was still trembling — with anger, grief, and confusion.

That letter had opened a wound that was far from healed.​​​​​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 11 — Kalabaka, December 30, 2019
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“Good morning, Aristides!”

“Good morning to you too, Achilles.”

“Things are worse today! The snowplow broke down — it can’t clear the road anymore. There’s no way I can make it to the station.”

“Yes, I know. The Commander’s still snowed in at Anilio. He can’t even get out of his front door. Luckily, he’s got a pile of firewood under the shed in his backyard.”

“What a storm, huh?”

“Dr. Thanaelidis called the Commander — conditions aren’t any better there either. He said he might be able to perform the autopsy on Monday or Tuesday, once the blizzard finally settles down.”

“I see. Thanks for the update.”

“Take care, Achilles. And... happy New Year, I suppose.”

“Let’s hope 2020 treats us better, Aristides,” Achilles said before hanging up.

He tossed the phone aside and turned over in bed, but sleep refused to come back.

He lay there staring at the ceiling for a while, listening to the wind howl outside, then sighed.

“Guess I’ll just put on a movie,” he muttered, grabbing the remote.

He pressed the power button and flipped through the channels until he found something to keep him company.

Outside, the snow kept falling — thick, silent, relentless. Inside, he pulled the blanket over his bare legs, sank deeper into the warmth of the bed, and resigned himself to a long, lonely day wrapped in a blanket and his underwear.
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​Chapter 12 — Athens, December 30, 2019
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She could have sworn she heard his voice — that familiar, sleepy breath that meant he was slowly waking, about to roll over, wrap his arms around her, and laze with her the way they always did on Saturday mornings.

She didn’t want to open her eyes; she wanted to stay inside the thought. In her mind, Leon was there beside her, as if he had never left.

A strange sound from the street jolted her upright. A crash? A thud? Glass — or metal — shattering.

She rose from bed, slipped on her robe, took the keys from the table by the door, and unlocked it.

“Mrs. Manolia?” she called to the elderly neighbor.

“Yes?” came the feigned-innocent reply.

“What happened?”

“Well... I... you see... I was trying to park and...”

Ariadne turned — and saw exactly what she didn’t want to see.

“Mrs. Manolia! How on earth did you manage this?”

“Uh... well... the dog ran in front of me just as I was backing into my space and... I oversteered, hit the gas too hard and...” She pointed at the gate of Ariadne’s outdoor parking area — now collapsed in a heap across Ariadne’s car.

“I—I’ll fix everything, I promise! Please don’t press charges, Captain!”

“How many times must I tell you to keep an eye on your dog? Today it’s property damage — but if someone had been walking past, they could be dead right now!”

“You’re right, Officer. I’m sorry. I’ve already called roadside assistance — they’ll tow your car to the dealership, and I’ll cover all the costs. For the car and the gate!”

“I’m going to get dressed. Do you want a cup of coffee while you wait for the truck?”

“That’s very kind of you.”

Back inside, Ariadne slipped into a tracksuit and sneakers. From the kitchen came the low gurgle of the coffee maker — ready. She filled two mugs, stepped outside, and invited Mrs. Manolia to sit in the yard while they waited.

“Sorry about the mess out here,” Ariadne said apologetically, settling onto a chair strewn with dry leaves. “I haven’t tended the yard in a while.”

“It’s fine. This time of the year you clear it and more leaves fall right back. At least there’s a little sun today — it’s not that cold; you can sit outside.”

“It’s only mild in the morning. By dusk we’ll be reaching for our coats again. New Year’s is almost here.”

“Are you not going anywhere for New Year’s?”

“No, I’ll stay here. And please — don’t keep calling me ‘Captain.’ Call me Ariadne.”

“All right, dear,” the woman said, sipping her coffee.

The tow truck arrived before she could say more. Paperwork, signatures — then the crew winched Ariadne’s car onto the flatbed to take it to the dealership, and from there to a garage for repairs.

“I called the aluminum shop about your gate,” Mrs. Manolia added. “They said they’ll come on the second day of the month — holidays, you know.”

“It’s fine. I’ll wait until Tuesday.”

“Thank you, dear. And truly — my sincerest apologies.”

“We’re fine, Mrs. Manolia,” Ariadne said, and climbed the stairs back to her front door.

It was Saturday, and she was off until New Year’s. She thought she’d tidy up a bit — though the place was clean enough, considering she lived alone and was out most days.
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