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  My apologies to the wonderful town of Sapareva Banya for placing it at the heart of this dark fictional thriller. The people, events, and horrors in this story are entirely imagined. In reality, Sapareva Banya is a marvelous hot-spring resort filled with kind, honest people. I chose it because true horror belongs where no one expects it—amid beauty, peace, and warmth.
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The Seven Lakes Trail in Bulgaria’s Rila National Park is a breathtaking hiking experience that leads adventurers through a stunning landscape of glacial lakes nestled among towering peaks. Starting from the Rila Lakes lift station, the trail takes hikers on an 8.4 km loop with an elevation gain of 528 meters, offering panoramic views that are nothing short of spectacular. As you navigate the moderate to tough terrain, the trail showcases seven pristine lakes, each with its unique beauty and charm. The hike typically takes between three to five hours to complete, making it an ideal day trip for nature lovers and outdoor enthusiasts. Good hiking shoes and poles are highly recommended to ensure a safe and enjoyable trek through this enchanting alpine environment.

Bears inhabit the Rila Mountains in Bulgaria but typically avoid areas frequented by humans. They are more likely to venture into populated regions if their natural food sources become scarce or if they feel threatened. Bears may seek food in human-inhabited areas during late summer and fall when they are preparing for hibernation, and their hunger drives them to explore outside their usual habitats.

Bear attacks on humans are rare but can occur under specific circumstances. These include:


	**Surprise Encounters**: If a bear is startled by a human, especially a mother with cubs, it may react defensively.

	**Food Protection**: Bears may become aggressive if they perceive a threat to their food sources, especially if they are feeding on carrion or berries.

	**Injured or Starving Bears**: Bears that are injured or in search of food may exhibit unpredictable behavior, potentially leading to aggression.




To minimize the risk of bear encounters, it is advisable to make noise while hiking, keep food secured, and maintain a safe distance if a bear is spotted.

The Silence Beneath Rila refers to a mysterious underground network beneath the Rila Mountains in Bulgaria. This enigmatic system encompasses tunnels, facilities, and potentially an entire secret city. It has drawn attention from investigators, particularly in light of a Top Press investigation aiming to uncover the truths behind public speculation and rumors. Much of the intrigue surrounding this subterranean world is linked to the Communist era, during which significant infrastructure projects, including hydroelectric power plants, were constructed. As the investigation unfolds, it seeks to reveal the hidden stories and historical significance of these underground features, shedding light on a forgotten chapter of Bulgaria’s past.














The last chorus of Iron Maiden’s song The Number of the Beast

I’m coming back, I will return

And I’ll possess your body, and I’ll make you burn

I have the fire, I have the force

I have the power to make my evil take its course
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The sun peeked over the Rila mountain range, casting a warm golden hue across the landscape. A gentle breeze rustled through the coniferous trees, their scent mingling with the fresh morning air. Birds chirped melodiously, filling the silence with a vibrant symphony as nature awakened. Stefan Hristov stood at the foot of the lift, taking in the serene beauty of the summer morning, pleased to find the road empty and the lift silent above.

Dressed in sturdy hiking gear, he adjusted the straps of his backpack, feeling the familiar thrill of anticipation surge within him. The notorious Seven Lakes route awaited, a challenging yet rewarding adventure that had drawn him back time and again. The altitude was high, and as he began his ascent, the deciduous trees gradually gave way to the towering conifers, creating a lush, green cathedral around him.

Stefan had been hiking since his youth, a passion that had only deepened after his retirement from the police force two years ago. He cherished the solitude and the chance to reconnect with nature, especially after the demanding years spent in law enforcement. Now, he relished the quiet moments, the chance to escape into the wild, away from the noise of the world.

The trail twisted and turned, and with each step, he felt the weight of his worries lift. He had invested his retirement savings into a small, cozy house at the edge of Sapareva Bania, a place where he could unwind and immerse himself in the natural beauty of the Rila mountains.

The town is renowned as a spring resort, known for its highly beneficial mineral water sourced from the heart of the Rila mountain. Even with the influx of tourists drawn to its mineral spa and as the starting point for several hiking paths, including the famous Seven Lakes of Rila, Stefan found the town to be quite peaceful. The locals were friendly yet respectful of privacy, allowing him to maintain his space as he embarked on his indie author career and engaged in self-investing in global markets. He truly valued the quiet and private moments, which he needed most of the time.

The town was a perfect backdrop for his newfound freedom, and this morning felt like a celebration of that choice.

He had moved on from his career as a detective, where the constant stress of law enforcement and the weight of the crime cases he dealt with took a toll on him. He found freedom and relief only during his hikes in nature, away from crime, people, and troubles.

As he hiked, Stefan noticed the diverse flora around him, the conifers standing tall and resilient against the backdrop of the clear blue sky. The path beneath his boots was a mix of soft earth and scattered stones, a reminder of the rugged terrain ahead. He paused for a moment, inhaling deeply, savoring the crisp air, and smiled to himself, feeling at peace in this sanctuary of nature. This was where he belonged.

He kept repeating the familiar route to Seven Lakes in his mind. He needed to get to the upper station of the Seven Lakes Lift, then head to the Rila Lakes Chalet, and take a steep right path over the hill that overlooks the first three lakes to reach the lake known as “The Kidney.” He had done this many times and preferred this route over the one that first goes by “The Down Lake,” then “Three Leaves Lake,” followed by “The Twin Lake” before finally arriving at “The Kidney”. Stefan imagined stopped, breath catching—not from exhaustion, but from the view that always struck him like the first time. Before the Kidney Lake, the Rila Mountains opened in a sweeping panorama of jagged peaks and soft, green valleys spilling into the horizon

Then the steep trail to “The eye,” followed by reaching “The tear” and Lake Peak, and the ultimate view. Up there, the world felt impossibly wide, impossibly quiet—an untouched cradle of stone and sky. No matter how many times he hiked this trail, the sight filled him with the same profound stillness, the same ancient peace that seeped into his bones and washed the noise out of his mind. It was the one place where he felt whole again—where the mountains breathed for him, steady and eternal.

The mountain was eerily quiet and desolate in the early morning light. The only sign of human presence he detected was an SUV that appeared to be modified for off-road use, bearing a registration number from Sofia. His police instincts, honed to notice every detail, kicked in as he observed the unusual vehicle. While a Sofia registration wasn’t entirely out of place, given that Sapareva Bania primarily had cars registered in Kustendil, the way the SUV was parked raised his suspicions. Despite the empty parking area, it was positioned awkwardly in the middle of the road, with the front doors not fully closed, allowing the sound of the radio to escape. Stefan’s police instincts registered this, prompting him to note that the driver and any potential passengers seemed to be in a hurry.

But that was back when he had just started his walk from the bottom station of the Seven Rila Lakes Lift. He had almost forgotten about the car when something strange caught his eye in the bushes along the path. It looked like something large, either human or animal, had recently passed through. He stopped to inspect the area around the hole in the bushes. He noticed some footprints indicating that whoever had pushed through the bushes and entered the forest from the left side of the path was definitely human, not an animal. Judging by the size of the footprints, it was clearly a man, unless the woman was over 1.90 meters tall. While he continued to examine the “evidence” of the disturbance in the bushes, he suddenly felt as though he was being watched. Someone or something was observing his movements and preferred to remain hidden, which suggested that whether human or animal, it saw him as either prey or a threat.

The typical person—someone without a military or police background like Stefan—would have stepped back or slowly walked away from that area. However, Stefan had never backed down during his police career. He moved into the bushes at the exact spot where someone had entered the forest before him. Soon, he heard the first indication that his observation was correct—a sliding noise to his left. A trained ear would not have missed it, and Stefan was certain that whoever was watching him had shifted. He turned to head toward the sound. Suddenly, whatever was moving out of his sight caught his attention and made a quick move. Based on the noise, Stefan concluded that the person or animal was fleeing from him. Instinctively, he began running, pursuing the creature.

Stefan, in his early fifties, was well-trained, maintaining strength and agility that surpassed many of his peers and even some younger individuals, thanks to a lifetime dedicated to sports and police work. After running for 15 minutes in pursuit of the creature, he was convinced he had caught a glimpse of its back—a furry hide briefly visible before it vanished behind bushes and leaves. This left Stefan stunned. If the creature was indeed a bear or a similarly large animal, why was it running away? Doubts began to creep in about his choice to pursue what might simply be an animal, based on the fleeting sight of its hairy back. If it was a bear that suddenly realized it was being chased by a human who posed no real threat, the dynamic could easily shift, making the bear the hunter instead of the hunted.

Stefan slowed down, opting not to cut off the chase immediately, as this might allow the animal to reassess the situation. He recognized the foolishness of his choice, yet he couldn’t ignore his instinct to pursue and explore. Realizing the need to amend his initial impulsive reaction, he fell back from the running animal until he could hear sounds in the distance. He then paused to take a deep breath and reassess the situation.

What was going through his mind? The thought briefly crossed it. He was in a perilous situation, and Stefan, without thinking, leaped into the pursuit. What if that creature, whatever it was, had the audacity to turn and confront its pursuer, realizing the threat was much less significant than itself? Yet, he was somehow convinced that in the brief moment he caught sight of it, the fleeing creature moved in a more human manner than that of an animal. From another angle, he distinctly noticed a hairy back. Could it be a man who was almost naked and unusually hairy? He had encountered many hairy men in his travels, with hair resembling animal fur, but why would anyone be bare-chested in the forest at such an early hour when the temperature was close to winter?

Too many questions filled his mind, but Stefan was no longer a detective; he was here to enjoy the hike. He was certain that whatever the creature was, it had a reason to be frightened and had run away from him. He began to reflect on how impulsively he had acted. Listening once more in the direction where the creature had vanished, he concluded it must have escaped, as there was no sound anymore. He turned around, intending to return to the path and continue his walk. Just before he reached the spot where the chase began, a blood-stained leaf caught his eye. He was convinced it was blood—human or animal.

The wounded creature must have cut itself on a thorn while passing by, Stefan thought as he continued back to the path. A few meters ahead, a remarkable sound made him pause and listen closely. It was so quiet, yet Stefan was certain he had heard something. He couldn’t tell if it was from an animal or a human, but he was convinced the noise was coming from nearby.

His curiosity led him to step into the bushes in the direction he believed the sound had originated. Suddenly, a heavy, eerie sensation began to wash over him. Before long, he arrived at a small meadow, where dark feelings filled him from within. And then he saw it… it was a scene of carnage.
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He had witnessed many violent scenes throughout his lengthy police career, but nothing compared to this brutal display of death. For the first time, he turned away from the scene, clutching his breakfast as it was about to be served, recalling how he had seen so many rookies react this way at crime scenes.

After taking a deep breath, Stefan reminded himself that he was a professional and needed to adhere to the protocol. He turned around and approached the remains of the human body to check for a pulse, or rather the lack of one. After gathering himself, he stood up and reached for his mobile. He contemplated for a moment before searching for Blagoy’s number, the local police station chief and a friend he had naturally made after moving to Sapareva Bania, as they shared a common background and interests.

He recognized a familiar voice on the phone, welcoming him with their typical humor. “Hey, buddy. What can I do for you at this early hour?”

“Blago, you need to listen. Something awful has happened. I’m a few hundred meters from the Seven Lakes lift station. There was something hiding in the bushes. I tried to pursue it, but I couldn’t catch it. Then I found a small meadow, and there’s a pool of blood, a scene of horror. There’s a body—or what’s left of one. I can tell it’s a girl or a young woman. There are claw marks all over. It looks like a bear attack.” Stefan finished in one breath.

It took senior inspector Blagoy Semov a few minutes to process the message Stefan had just sent him. “Stefan, you know the protocol. You need to report it to 112, even if it reaches me later, and ensure the crime scene is secured to keep anyone from getting too close. Thank you for reaching out. I’ll await the official call from the 112 center and will begin organizing the team in the meantime. And just one quick question, Stefan. You haven’t done anything outside of protocol that I should be aware of, have you?”

“No, I haven’t, Balgo, what prompted you to ask me that?” Stefan responded, surprised.

“The fact that you contacted me first instead of 112,” Balgoy said sharply.

“No. I wanted to share the details because there are some unusual aspects. The creature I was pursuing was not very clear, but it appeared to have thick fur, similar to a bear or boar. However, from the brief glimpse I had of its movements, it felt more human than animal. Additionally, I noticed a single SUV on my route, stopped in the middle of the road as if in a hurry. The registration number was CA 1234 CA. You might want to look into that. I’m not entirely sure, but the way it was parked, with the front doors left open, makes me think it could be connected to the incident or might have witnessed something.” Stefan expressed what had been troubling him.

“Yes, I will, Stefan,” Blagoy replied, “And you should make a 112 call and wait for us there. See you. And Stefan… hang on.”

Stefan ended Blagoy’s call, glancing around in disbelief at how the beautiful day of hiking had transformed into this scene before him. He felt a chill imagining the terror of being a bear attack victim. He then dialed 112.
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Two years prior




The sun began to rise over Sapareva Bania, casting a warm golden light that danced on the dew-kissed grass. Birds chirped merrily in the trees, their melodies mingling with the soft rustle of leaves in the gentle morning breeze. Stefan Hristov stood by the window of his newly bought house, inhaling the fresh scent of the renovated interiors. The fragrance of new wood and clean paint filled the air, a reminder of the changes he had embraced.

As he sipped his coffee, the steam curling up into the cool morning air, he admired the view of the surrounding mountains, their peaks dusted with the last remnants of winter snow. The town was waking up, with locals beginning their daily routines. He could see a few people jogging along the tree-lined streets, their breaths visible in the crisp air, while others strolled leisurely, greeting each other with warm smiles.

Stefan reflected on his decision to move to this spa tourist center, which had initially seemed like a gamble. Prices were high, but the urgency of the seller had pushed him to act quickly. He remembered haggling over the price with a sense of skepticism, yet now, as he looked around at the changes he had made, he felt a deep sense of satisfaction. The house was not just a structure; it was a canvas for his dreams and aspirations.

The sound of laughter from a nearby café drifted in through the open window, where tables were set for breakfast. The aroma of freshly baked pastries wafted through the air, mingling with the scent of his own brewing coffee. Stefan decided to join the morning bustle, eager to immerse himself in the community he now called home. With a sense of contentment, he stepped outside, ready to embrace the beauty of this new chapter in his life.

The café clung to the edge of the pavement, just around the bend where the steep roads tumbled into one another. Its wooden shed, built in the style of old Bulgarian folklore, offered a pocket of shadow as deep and cool as a mountain cave—an inviting refuge from the oppressive summer heat. Only five tables were scattered there, and of those, just a handful were tucked beneath the shelter of shade.

At one of them, three men sat hunched over their breakfasts, their voices rising and falling in the rough, musical cadence of locals who had known each other far too long to speak softly. Their laughter spilled into the street, drawing curious glances from passersby. When they noticed him lingering nearby, they raised their hands in greeting and, with the warmth of village hospitality, beckoned him to sit.

He hesitated, then stepped closer. Among them sat an old man whose presence anchored the table. His hair, white as river foam, and his beard of silver gave him an air of dignity rather than frailty, as though age had carved him into something finer. When he finally opened his mouth to speak, the chatter around him fell into a hush, as if even the air paused to listen.

“Come, join us! There’s plenty of food to share,” he said, his voice warm and inviting. Stefan shuffled over to their table, his hiking cane tapping lightly against the pavement.

“No, thank you. I just had coffee and wasn’t planning on having more. I went out for a walk instead.” Stefan politely declined the invitation.

“You can’t turn us down,” said another man, whose demeanor and way of speaking indicated he had some authority and was accustomed to giving orders that were met with agreement

“Look, stranger. We’re quite welcoming here and greet tourists and guests of our small town with open arms,” said the youngest and gentlest-looking of the three men. “And if you continue to resist, you’ll only end up getting arrested by our boss, Detective Semov.” After he spoke, the two men laughed, while the serious-looking authority figure, the police detective, remained composed.

Stefan chuckled and responded, “Sure, I’ll join you. I’m Stefan, and I recently moved to your town, just around the corner.” He then addressed the person he assumed was in charge. “I just retired from the police force. Former detective Hristov. But please, call me Stefan; I’ve already hung up my badge and hat.”

He extended his hand to the man introduced to him as Detective Semov. “It’s a pleasure to meet a fellow officer,” he said. Detective Semov hesitated for a moment before finally grasping Stefan’s hand, his expression still serious. “Blagoy. I’m the chief of local police, by the way. So if you’re planning to do any policing here, remember that it’s my responsibility,” Blagoy remarked, breaking into a broad smile as he welcomed Stefan, pulling up a chair and making room for him to join them.

Blagoy Semov was in his late thirties, the kind of man whose presence filled a room even before he spoke. His broad chest and strong, well-trained arms hinted at years of physical discipline rather than vanity. Dark hair, always slightly disheveled, framed a face both rugged and self-assured. There was something undeniably magnetic about him—an edge that drew women’s glances and men’s respect. His confidence wasn’t loud; it was the quiet kind that came from knowing exactly who he was.

As Stefan settled into a chair, the aroma of freshly baked bread and strong coffee filled the air, mingling with the sounds of laughter and chatter.

The two other men nodded in greeting, their faces lined with the marks of time and experience. The youngest one, with a weathered face and twinkling eyes, gestured to the spread before them. “We have banitsa, eggs, and some local cheese. You must try it all!”

As they ate, the conversation flowed freely. They spoke of the weather, the crops, and the ongoing soccer match that had everyone buzzing. Stefans’s laughter mingled with theirs, a sound that echoed against the walls of the café’s cozy nook.

“Where are you from?” the weathered man asked, leaning in with curiosity.

“I’m from Plovdiv,” Stefan said, “but I’ve spent half my life in Sofia, working as a detective. After finishing university, I couldn’t find any work in my degree—history doesn’t pay the bills.”

“Ha! We’ve got ourselves a real maina,” Blagoy chuckled, then leaned closer. “So, you never went through the police academy, did you?”

They shared their police experiences, and Stefan began to see Blagoy as a much more intriguing and vibrant individual. It was just the police role that made him act more distant and authoritative

* * *

Stefan began to enjoy having breakfast with those men, even though they weren’t always a complete group of three and sometimes other men joined them. They were all friendly, just like the original trio. He only missed breakfasts on Saturdays and Sundays, as those days were reserved for his hiking. He started to explore more and more of the northern slopes of Rila mountain.

He felt particularly connected to Blagoy, who was the friendliest among them despite their first breakfast experience. They even lingered longer than the others, engaging in deep conversations. Stefan often inquired if Blagoy needed to go to work, but Blagoy explained that he was the chief of police in a small town with little crime. His main responsibilities involved dealing with a few cases of theft, neighborhood disputes, and some rowdy locals or tourists. Although he was technically always on duty and available for urgent matters, the low crime rate in Sapareva Banya meant he had more days on call than actual days spent addressing serious crimes.

Blagoy, who was younger than Stefan, appeared to be a friendly and composed individual. He seemed well-educated and skilled in law enforcement, as Stefan had witnessed him manage various disputes and even a drunken altercation at a pub. Unlike some aggressive officers who relished their power and were quick to resort to force without justification, Blagoy favored dialogue and explanation. He preferred to give offenders a chance rather than immediately handcuffing them and taking them to the station, promoting respect for the law.

Stefan sensed a kinship in Blagoy, recognizing in him the same kind of man he considered himself to be. It was this likeness that drew him to spend time in Blagoy’s company. In their conversations, he discovered a shared understanding of the world—and of what it meant simply to live.

Their friendship grew even stronger when an incident involving drug dealers apprehended by the Sapareva Bania police arose, and Blagoy confided in Stefan about his uncertainty on how to handle it, especially with pressure from his superior in the Kustendil police department trying to shift all the blame onto him. Realizing that Blagoy, being part of a small police department, lacked insight into how the higher administration operates, Stefan offered him advice and even provided contacts in Sofia. With Stefan’s guidance, Blagoy managed to wrap up the case in the most administrative manner possible and even made some progress, catching the attention of the Sofia police law enforcement department

Besides his growing friendship with Blagoy, Stefan also began catching the eye of the women in Sapareva Bania. A former basketball player who had once come close to the professional leagues, he still kept himself in good shape, standing tall at 1.96 meters. In summer, he joined three-on-three games in the schoolyard, and in winter, he played at the sports hall. People noticed—especially the women. Realizing he was single and settled into a respectable position, they showed their interest in small, telling ways. Wherever he went, Stefan often felt the weight of curious glances following him.

But Stefan’s attention was caught by Mila. He first noticed Mila, the local pharmacist, when he stopped by for cold medicine. She was striking—her white coat gave her an elegance that seemed to set her apart from the rest of the town, as though she carried a quiet nobility. Her beauty caught his eye, but it was her indifference that lingered in his mind. While other women in Sapareva Bania had already begun circling around him with curious glances and open smiles, Mila offered nothing more than professional courtesy. That very distance intrigued him, and as he left the pharmacy, he found himself wondering about her more than he cared to admit.
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Seven Lakes road, present day.




Stefan was still examining the crime scene when he heard the distant wail of police sirens approaching. He had called 112 and provided the operator with the most detailed account of the situation they had ever received, even offering suggestions for next steps to expedite the response. Therefore, he wasn’t surprised to hear the sirens in the distance, especially since he had also alerted the police in Separava Banya by contacting Blagoy before making the 112 call.

He didn’t have the opportunity to move around when Balgoy arrived with local police officers and began securing the area.

“Dimitrov, set the police tape two meters out, around the—” Blagoy’s voice cut off. “Oh my God…” He had looked up and taken in the full horror of the scene. Blood was everywhere. “What happened here? This isn’t a crime scene—it’s a slaughterhouse after a butcher’s busiest day.” Stefan could see the shock in Blagoy’s eyes, and beneath it, a flicker of unease at the sheer scale of what they were facing.

He swiftly concealed it and began directing other police officers to divide their efforts between securing the area with police tape and patrolling up and down the road to keep anyone from approaching.

“Hey, Stefan. Didn’t you have other matters to attend to instead of uncovering this…” He shifted his gaze to the crime scene, looking for the right words.

“You know those things happened whether you like it or not,” Stefan replied quickly. “Did you notice the SUV parked not far from the Seven Lakes lift station?”

“No, we didn’t see any cars, either moving or parked, on our way here,” Blagoy said. “However, we did check and found out that it is registered as a company car of Rila Serenity Group Ltd., the company that owns Rila Serenity Lodge, a very private and luxurious hotel. So we knew who to look into. I plan to visit them on my way back when the CSI team returns from Kustendil”

“Apologies, Stefan, but I need you to leave the crime scene. I value our friendship and your background as an ex-cop, but I can’t have you within the police perimeter when the Kustendil police team gets here,” Blagoy said kindly to Stefan before turning back to his team.

Stefan crossed the police tape that had just been set up and began walking through the bushes toward the road when he heard Boyan’s loud voice. “Hey Stefan, one more thing - you know the protocol, please don’t leave the road before Dimitrov to gather your witness statements.” An even louder command echoed in Strefan’s ears, “Dimitrooov, please take down Stefan’s statements.”

Sergeant Evtim Dimitrov stood by the road, appearing somewhat disoriented, and spoke as Stefan pulled up beside him. “Stefan, did you see? It’s a bloodbath. I’ve never seen so much blood in my life, not even when my grandfather was butchered.” Stefan gave him a reassuring pat on the back. “Evtim, I was the one who found it and made the call.” Evtim looked a bit foolish for a moment and replied, “Oh right, of course!”

“You know, Stefan, it’s about to get loud and crowded,” Evtim said, his brow furrowed. “The Kyustendil police are on their way—they’ll be here any minute. We don’t see this kind of thing around here very often.” His concern was plain, and Stefan understood. Life in a small town rarely brought such crimes, and for the local officers, this would be something they would not easily forget.

“Evtim, what can you tell me about the SUV with registration number CA 1234 CA?” Stefan asked. “Blagoy says it’s registered to Rila Serenity Group Ltd.—the company that owns Rila Serenity Lodge. Anything else? Do you know who’s been using it?” The image of the vehicle, abandoned in the middle of the empty parking lot at the Seven Lakes lift station, still lingered in his mind, an unsolved piece of the puzzle. He couldn’t shake the feeling that it might be connected to the event that occurred here, particularly after he realized it faded away shortly after he first noticed it

“I’m not sure. I’ve noticed it several times on the streets of Sapareva Bania, but the drivers change each time. I believe all the employees can use it since it’s a company car. Those private hotel vehicles aren’t small,” said the sergeant.

“Well,” Stefan said, shrugging his shoulders in uncertainty. “You’re not going to take my statements,” he added, noticing Sergeant Dimitrov was ready to walk away and turn in another direction.

“A, yes. So, Stefan, please describe the crime scene as you first observed it,” the Sergeant began. Stefan took his time, providing answers to questions that Evtim hadn’t asked but should have. After fifteen minutes, they finished, and Stefan began walking down the path back to Sapareva Bania.

Just before he reached the Seven Lakes lift station, he spotted three police cars and a van he assumed was a CSI vehicle, all with their sirens blaring. “The Kustendil unit just arrived; Blagoy must be starting to panic now,” he thought to himself. To his surprise, he soon saw the TV van. “This will stress Blagoy out even more. The press has caught wind of something,” he silently remarked, feeling sympathy for his friend. “But how did the vultures get wind of this so quickly?” he wondered as he noticed the van belonged to BTV, the largest private media outlet in Bulgaria.

He began walking down the road that first led to Panichishte and then to Sapareva Bania. After nearly a kilometer, he noticed a small road sign: “Rila Serenity Lodge – 500 m”. It pointed toward a modest building, almost hidden among the dense leaves of bushes and trees. A massive wall surrounded the property, making the hotel difficult to spot, and he also noticed CCTV cameras mounted every few meters, silently keeping watch over the grounds.

Stefan paused for a moment, facing the wall and one of the CCTV cameras. He pondered for a bit, and just as he resolved to push aside his curiosity, the main gate swung open and a car slowly rolled past him. The driver glanced his way, but it was the person sitting in the passenger seat next to the driver who captured Stefan’s attention. This individual had long hair and a thick beard, but it was his eyes that would sear you if you stared too long. There was a wildness in that gaze, and Stefan felt a chill run down his spine.

The cold lingered long after the car and the icy gaze had disappeared.

Stefan felt a tightness in his chest as he approached Sapareva Bania, the man’s intense stare echoing in his thoughts. Upon arriving in the small town, he couldn’t dismiss the feeling that the gaze was oddly familiar, as if he had experienced it in the past. This sensation troubled him—not out of fear, but from a sense of recognition, like a memory just beyond his grasp. It was a disconcerting déjà vu, as if the past had silently intercepted him on his way home.

When Stefan got home, he prepared a hot bath and took his laptop with him. The water had a smell similar to rotten eggs, which was actually hydrogen sulfide, recognized for its healing benefits. He had no regrets about spending extra to access this water source, particularly as the soothing effects of the bath and the special hot mineral water were aiding his recovery from stress and fatigue

While he was reviewing the global market and his stock positions, he couldn’t shake off the man’s gaze and the look he gave him, but he forced himself to concentrate on his tasks. He noted the market’s decline due to the current political turmoil and looming financial crisis. His stocks were falling, but he remained calm as this was anticipated. He highlighted several stocks on his watch list that were decreasing and began researching them to determine if they might be potential candidates for future gains. He also checked his KDP account and saw that the book he had auto-published under his pen name had generated decent royalties the previous month. He reviewed his account, transferred some funds into a brokerage account, and placed limit orders for the stocks at prices he believed would be a good starting point for a rebound.

After he was done, he set the laptop aside and leaned down, but the memories of the recent events on the mountain overwhelmed him once more. He submerged himself in the bathtub, trying to cleanse his mind of the negative thoughts, but this time the spa water offered no relief; the thoughts clung to him like leeches.

Stefan retrieved the laptop and opened his browser. He entered “Rila Serenity Lodge” into the Google search bar. The elegant homepage loaded, showcasing a beautifully designed luxury spa hotel and private residential area of Rila Serenity Lodge. As he browsed the information, it became clear that this was a well-funded, luxury, and strictly private investment initiative that had been in operation for several years following an extensive preparation and construction period. Stefan attempted to locate details about ownership, leadership, and board members, but he found no sections like About the Company, Our Story, Who We Are, Leadership/Our Team, Board of Directors, or Corporate Governance. However, he was not surprised, as such resorts typically do not disclose that information. He began conducting additional searches on Google.

The information available is limited, but he discovered some details regarding the initial issues the project faced. Stefan learned that the project was at risk of failure because the location intended for the hotel was in a protected area. This led to initial complications with the Law on Protected Areas and Protected Zones, as well as the necessary Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA). However, these issues were resolved, allowing the project to proceed and be completed. This indicates that the Rila Serenity Lodge has a certain level of protection, but it is not particularly unusual for the Bulgarian environment.
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Stefan stood at the edge of the Rila Serenity Lodge, the mist curling around the trees like a shroud. The news of the girl’s death weighed heavily on his mind, intertwining with the serene beauty of the lodge that loomed before him. It was a picturesque façade, but beneath it, something felt wrong.

Every detail of her story played in his head—the way she had been found, the last place she was seen, and the whispers that surrounded the lodge. The locals spoke in hushed tones about the dark history of the place, tales of misfortune and tragedy that seemed to cling like the fog. Stefan had always dismissed them as folklore, but now, they gnawed at his instincts.

He paced the gravel path, pondering the connections he couldn’t yet articulate. The girl was supposed to be a guest here, a fleeting presence in the grand narrative of the lodge. He recalled the conversations he had overheard between police staff, their nervous laughter turning to silence whenever the topic of her disappearance arose. The lodge was supposed to be a retreat, a sanctuary, yet it felt like a trap.

His gut told him there was a thread to pull, a hidden truth buried beneath the polished veneer of the lodge’s hospitality. Stefan resolved to dig deeper. He needed to uncover the secrets that the walls seemed to whisper, to understand how the death of that poor girl was intertwined with this place. Each step he took brought him closer to a revelation he could almost taste, and he was determined to find it, no matter the cost.

“Stefan, why am I not surprised to see you here?” Stefan heard a voice behind him and turned to find Blagoy standing in front of the police car. He must have been deep in thought to not notice anything around him.

“Aaaa, I’ve been taking my usual walks,” Stefan said, noticing Blagoy’s smiling face as he shook his head. “Eee, my friend, I know you too well. You haven’t been able to shake off the cop’s habits, have you?”

“Why? What brings you here?” Stefan asked, trying to protect himself while also wanting to know if Blagoy was there for police work. “Are you here to look into the murder?”

“The incident,” Blagoy corrected him. “That’s the official version.” He shrugged. “And yes—thanks to you, I’m here to question Rila Serenity Lodge about their company vehicle.”

Stefan observed that Blagoy arrived alone and seemed to be masking his unease with friendly humor. Having been close friends with Blagoy for about two years and spending almost every day together for a few hours, Stefan recognized this behavior well, knowing Blagoy’s tendency to hide his emotions.

“Hey Blago, how’s your case going? It’s been all over the news, and I’ve seen you giving interviews on TV. It must be a pretty big deal, huh?” Stefan started, but Blagoy quickly responded, “Yeah, it’s not something I wanted, but the media is everywhere, and the pressure from them and my superiors is really intense.” Blagoy appeared genuinely stressed, and Stefan could empathize with him. As a small-town police officer, the media attention and scrutiny from higher-ups felt more discouraging than motivating for him and his team; they preferred their regular police work over being in the spotlight.

“Is there any information about the girl?” Stefan inquired. “She was completely unrecognizable, without any identification, and there are no missing persons reports or tourists reported missing. The Kustendil CSR collected DNA samples, so we hope they can find something, but for now, the girl remains untraceable,” Balgoy replied.

You know I have connections in the DNA Analysis sector of the Bulgarian Police,” Stefan said. “Yes Stefan I know; I assume the Kustendil CSA is connected to that unit. But thanks, if I need a direct contact, I know I can count on you.” Blagoy replied, shifting from foot to foot. Stefan understood that Blagoy was aware of his connections from his time as a high-level police officer in the Sofia police. However, he sensed that Blagoy’s ego was large enough to make him seek and accept assistance…

While Stefan and Blagoy were talking, the front gate of Rila Serenity Lodge swung open, and two large guards walked up to them, asking, “Are you guys with the police, here to see the boss?”

Blagoy was unaware of the two guards positioned behind him while he faced Strefan, but he turned around, prepared to claim that he was the only one from the police. Strefan swiftly came up with a response and said, “Indeed, we are. We’re here to see your boss.”

Blagoy’s jaw tightened, and he was turning his head between the guards and Stefan, when the guards quickly spoke to them in a way that felt more like an order, saying, “Alright then, come this way.””

“What were you thinking…” Blagoy whispered when Stefan reached him, “you’re not in the police anymore!”

“I understand…” Stefan murmured as he trailed behind the two giants along a path that wound past a neatly tended garden. “I’m really excited to see it for myself…” Stefan and Blagoy scanned their surroundings with interest. “Have you ever been here before, Blago?” Stefan inquired, taken aback to see Blagoy also observing the area with a curious expression.

“No, never. This is my first time. I can see that the place is very luxurious, but also very private,” Blagoy said. “By the way, Stefan, pretending to be a police officer isn’t a good idea. What’s done is done, but just remember it could all come back to me”

Blagoy and Stefan followed their guide through a winding path that seemed to shift with each step. One moment, they found themselves surrounded by the lush greenery of a Western French royal palace, complete with manicured hedges and ornate fountains. The air was filled with the sweet scent of blooming roses, each petal glistening in the sun. As they turned a corner, the garden transformed dramatically, the elegant French architecture giving way to the serene beauty of a Japanese garden. Delicate cherry blossom trees swayed gently in the breeze, their pink petals creating a soft carpet underfoot. A tranquil koi pond glimmered nearby, reflecting the intricate designs of the surrounding stone lanterns.

In the distance, they could make out the silhouette of houses peeking through the foliage, but the area felt remarkably secluded, as if the world outside had been forgotten. The only sounds were the soft rustle of leaves and the distant chirping of birds, enhancing the sense of privacy that enveloped them.

Their journey led them to a grand lodge, an impressive structure that spoke of luxury and refinement. The exterior boasted intricate woodwork and expansive windows that hinted at the opulence within. As they stepped inside, they were greeted by a breathtaking interior, where high ceilings and elegant furnishings created an atmosphere of sophistication.

They traversed several corridors adorned with exquisite art pieces and lavish decor, each turn revealing yet another stunning hall filled with soft lighting and rich tapestries. Finally, they arrived at a magnificent cabinet room, its walls lined with towering bookshelves filled with volumes both ancient and modern. In the center, two individuals awaited their arrival, their presence commanding yet welcoming, ready to engage in the conversations that lay ahead.

“Gentlemen,” greeted one of the individuals, an older man with a respectful demeanor. He was dressed casually, yet still smartly. “It is a pleasure to welcome our police force to Rila Serenity Lodge.” His words were carefully chosen and impactful. His manner was polished but respectful. “I am Ivailo Belchev, the CEO of Rila Serenity Group Ltd.” Ivailo paused like a skilled presenter. “I’ve been informed that you have some inquiries regarding one of our vehicles.”

Stefan was taken aback, not by Ivaylo, but by the presence of another person. The same threatening eyes he remembered from that day were fixed on him, and he felt a void that they had carved in his chest.

Blagoy was oblivious to Stefan’s surprise and the intense gaze of another individual. He said, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Belchev, since we haven’t been introduced before. I am Police Chief Blagoy Semov, and we are here to inquire about one of your vehicles.”

Blagoy went on, “We need to identify who was behind the wheel of a Toyota SUV, license plate CA 1234 CA, on the 27th between seven and nine in the morning near the Seven Lake lift station—and we’d like to have a word with them.”

“Absolutely. Can I inquire about your reasons for wanting to speak with this individual?” Ivailo Belchev gestured toward the chief of police to indicate understanding.

“The individual who drove this car during that time frame may have witnessed the accident that occurred nearby and could provide us with information that would aid the investigation,” Blagoy replied.

“I understand. The driver of the car is actually here,” Ivailo said as he stepped back to allow the police officers to see the person behind him. “This is our employee Dragomir Cholak. He was gracious enough to come along,” Ivailo mentioned, making way for the man behind him. The two policemen fixed their gaze on Dragomir’s somber expression.

“I took that Toyota to the Seven Lakes lift station that morning!” Dragomir’s voice boomed in the room.

Blagoy waited for him to go on, but he felt compelled to speak as he noticed Dragomir had no plans to elaborate. “And what business brought you to the lift station that day?” Another brief rumble of thunder followed. “On company business,” he replied.

Blagoy glanced at Ivailo, then fixed his eyes back on Dragomir. “Did you notice anything? Anything out of the ordinary?”

“No, nothing,” was the quick and sharp reply.

Surprised by Dragomir’s brief answers, Blagoy hesitated, ready to continue questioning. But before he could, Stefan spoke up, startling everyone: “Tell me, what rush were you in to abandon the car—doors wide open, radio running, right in the middle of the road?”

Before anyone could respond, Ivailo’s voice echoed from the other side, “And who might you be? I’m afraid I didn’t hear your introduction, Policeman.”

Blagoy was faster this time, stepping in before Stefan. “My colleague, Detective Hristov,” he introduced curtly, then redirected the attention. “Now, Dragomir, tell us—what hurry forced you to leave the car parked that way?”

The silence that followed Blagoy’s question was thick with tension. Then, suddenly, Dragomir spoke, “I was in a rush to find a bathroom. My bladder felt like it was about to explode, so I stopped as quickly as I could and dashed into the bushes.” He was staring provocatively right into Stefan’s eyes.

“Odd,” Stefan began, tearing away from Dragomir’s intense stare. “There were several portable toilets near the lift’s parking area. Didn’t you see them? I guess the urge was too overwhelming to notice.” He concluded his thought with a hint of irony. “Now, Dragomir, could you tell me who the other passenger in the Toyota with you was?”

“Just those three words, ‘I was alone,’ escaped Dragomir’s lips. Stefan locked eyes with him and replied, ‘That’s odd, since neither the driver’s nor the passenger’s doors were closed. I doubt you had time to go around the car and open both doors. Wouldn’t you have mentioned that the urge was too strong?’

Dragomir didn’t respond, only looked at Stefan, but Ivailo interjected once more. “Chief Semov, what are those questions? Are you implying something about my employee?” Ivailo maintained a formal tone. “And who is your colleague? I haven’t seen him here, never heard his name, and I wasn’t aware we had a detective in our local police department.”

“He’s visiting from the Sofia General Directorate,” Stefan explained, before moving straight to his next question. “Dragomir, was anyone with you in the car that morning? Please just answer directly.” Then he turned to Ivailo. “There’s nothing to worry about—this is standard police procedure. We just need the details. And since Dragomir isn’t exactly a man of many words, we have to ask what’s necessary to get the full picture.”

“I said. I was alone” Dragomir confirmed his previous statement.

“Okay. You went up to the Seven Rila Lakes lift station for work and took a quick break to relieve yourself in the bushes. After that, I assume you attended to your business at the lift station. How long were you there? Did you notice anyone or anything while you were there and on your way back?” Blagoy said quickly, keen to redirect the conversation away from Stefan

After he completed his lengthy statement, he turned to Dragomir and awaited a response. Dragomir hadn’t planned to speak immediately, yet he continued to gaze at Stefan. His eyes were sending flashes of light toward Stefan.

After a long pause, Dragomir moved his lips and said, “Yes, I went to the Rila Lakes lift station for business. I didn’t stay long. I wasn’t paying attention to the time, but it wasn’t for long. I didn’t see anyone or anything unusual, either at the lift station or on my way back.”

“Alright, officers. You’ve received two answers to your questions. Do you have any further inquiries, as we are occupied and need to attend to company matters?” Ivailo moved closer to Blagoy and signaled clearly that he wished to conclude the meeting.

“No. You know how to reach me if you have or recall any details about the incident,” the police chief said as he got ready to leave. “Of course, we know how to contact you,” Ivailo replied, pleased with how the meeting with the police had ended.

Then Stefan walked over to Dragomir and asked, “I have one more question. Do you own a furry or animal skin cloak? And did you wear it that morning, when you…” Stefan paused and grinned, “…went to the bathroom in the forest?”

Dragomir stayed quiet, but his eyes were turbulent and he tightened his fist beside his legs. The atmosphere was thick with tension, prompting Blagoy to quickly position himself between them. Ivailo began, “This is unacceptable. Officer… what was your name, Hristov? You are provoking my employee. I’m afraid I will have no choice but to file a complaint in Sofia through the local police.”

“There’s no need, Mrs. Belchev, we’re leaving,” Blagoy said anxiously as he took Stefan’s hand and pulled him away, offering apologies.

Blagoy was too busy ushering Stefan toward the exit to notice the stares that followed them. Dragomir’s eyes tracked Stefan like a laser, filled with silent hostility. But it was Ivailo’s glance at Dragomir that caught Stefan’s attention—a quick, nervous look that spoke volumes. In that fleeting moment, Stefan knew his bold approach had struck a nerve. They were hiding something.
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Blagoy sat alone in his office, the dim light of the desk lamp casting long shadows across the room. His thoughts kept circling back to the events of the past few days—the brutal discovery that had shaken Sapareva Bania to its core. The body of a young girl, torn apart in what appeared to be an animal attack—most likely a bear—had thrown the quiet mountain town into turmoil. And at the center of it all stood the local police… and Blagoy himself, the man expected to hold everything together.

He had once dreamed of a case like this—something big enough to put him back on the radar of his superiors in Kyustendil, maybe even Sofia. But now that it had come, the reality was far from the ambition. The chaos, the pressure, the eyes of the entire community fixed on him—it was nothing like the thrill he’d imagined. Life in the small-town force had softened him; he’d grown used to the peace, the rhythm of petty disputes and minor thefts. This was different. This was a storm.

And making matters worse was Stefan. First, as the man who found the body. Then, somehow, as a self-appointed investigator. Blagoy had come to think of Stefan as a friend, even respected him for the times he’d lent a hand in police work. But his interference in the visit to Rila Serenity Lodge—especially the way he confronted the CEO and that dangerous man, Dragomir
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