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The seemingly straightforward operation in Southern France to free captives of a child sex trafficking ring had not gone according to plan. Now using the name Anya Bevan, Emily Devonshire was being forced to relocate for the fourth time in five years. The op hadn’t been a total failure, the children had been liberated, and the principal traffickers were now either dead or in custody. However, a momentary lapse in Anya’s usual rigid concentration, had resulted in a serious injury for Craig, her long-term working partner and now fiancé. Worried about his recovery, she was also afraid that she might be forced to adopt yet another false identity, to add to the three she’d already had to use.

The former emergency care nurse, now full-time covert sex traffic hunter and potentially a fugitive from the law, was on the run. After hurriedly cramming her BMW with all their essentials; divesting herself of superfluities and anything that wouldn’t fit in her car; she was almost prepared for her hasty run for the border the following day. 
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Part 1 ANYA


Chapter One
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Anya was finishing her evening meal when her phone rang. It was Albert, her contact from a separate clandestine organisation. She and Craig had been brought in at the last minute to assist on one of their ops. It was Albert who had arranged Craig’s evacuation to a medical facility somewhere in the UK, together with a twelve-year-old rescued hostage.

“Hi, Albert. Everything okay?”

“I just called to give you an update on Craig.”

“Is he alright?”

“He’ll be fine, but there were one or two complications and he’s still drowsy from the anaesthetic.”

“What happened?”

“I don’t know the details. I expect he’ll call you later.”

“How’s Fanny?”

“She’s well. She’s been reunited with one of the other girls that Blanchet trafficked, and she’s made friends with some of the other rescues. We organised for her to speak with her grandfather and arranged for them to meet tomorrow. I’m told the beatings she’d received won’t leave her with long-term physical effects. As for psychological damage, who knows. She’s a lovely girl and appears to have come through her ordeal better than anybody had the right to expect, but only time will tell if it lasts. She sends her love to you and Craig.”

“That’s sweet, thank her for me, and thank you.”

“I’m told that you’re being moved.”

“That’s right. Spain by the looks of things although whether that’s permanent or not; I can’t say at the moment.”

“Perhaps we’ll get to work together again.”

“Maybe.” 

Having risen early, to try to rid herself of the blues, she forced herself to go for a long and punishing run, hoping she wouldn’t regret it at the other end of the day. 

After selling Craig’s SUV, her final chore before leaving, a cab had dropped her off.

She stared at the wall as she ate a toasted cheese sandwich waiting for a call from Craig before setting off. In spite of the furniture that belonged there, the place already felt empty. 

Complications Albert had said. What does that mean?’ she asked herself.

Her patience was almost exhausted when the phone rang again. Snatching the device from the table, she answered. “Sweetheart, how are you?”

“Okay I guess.”

“When can you come back?”

“I’m not sure. How are you?”

“I’m fine. I’ve sold your car, packed all that stuff you found in the usual storage places, and put the yellow things in that little cupboard of mine, with my hammer. I plan on leaving on that trip right after we’ve finished this call. I’ve told the landlord. He said to have a nice time.”

“I meant, how are you really?”

“Missing you like crazy. Albert said there were complications. What was that about?”

“Can we go into that another time? I’m a bit tired, and I’m due for my next dose of painkillers. I’m going to let you go now. I love you.”

“I know, and I love you too. I’d much rather be doing this with you.”

“Speak soon, hope the trip goes well.”

She put the phone in her pocket and thought, ‘Something’s not right.’

It had been over five hours since leaving the home she’d shared with Craig for more than two years. Anya was exhausted; she’d had little sleep for almost two days. The stress of the operation would have been enough to test the strongest of characters. The potential for being identified by law enforcement authorities had forced the last-minute relocation to a different country and Craig’s gunshot wound, had complicated that.

Her BMW X7 was weighed down with every transportable thing that she and Craig owned. As she approached the border into France, she was relieved to see there were only five cars ahead of her in the queue. The others were quickly waved through, and she hoped it would be the same for her. She was out of luck. One of the border officers lifted a traffic cone and waved her into the customs lane. She was travelling using her Anya Bevan identity, her other ID papers concealed in a hidden compartment beneath the rear seat along with other items she didn’t want officialdom to see.

“Good morning, Madame. May I see your papers please?”

She handed him her passport and driving licence.

“I see you’re British with permanent French residency.”

“That’s correct.”

“You’re very heavily laden this morning?”

“I’m moving to Spain.”

“May I know the reason?”

“My work dried up in Provence, and I’ve decided to give Spain a try.”

“What do you do?”

“I coach martial arts and self-defence.”

“I see. Would you step out of the car please, Madame.”

“Certainly, but it’s Mademoiselle.”

“Will you find communicating difficult in Spanish?”

“I doubt it. I speak Spanish and French.”

“That’s helpful Mademoiselle. Is everything in the car yours?”

“No, half of it belongs to my fiancé.”

“And where is he?”

“At the moment he’s in England recovering from an operation on his ankle.”

“What does your fiancé do for a living?”

“He’s a communications and data security expert. All that electronic equipment in there belongs to him.”

“Do you have anything to declare?”

“Just these,” she said showing him the two gold bars from her bag that hadn’t fitted into the concealed compartment in her car, “I’m not sure of their current value, so I don’t know if they exceed my allowance.”

“Nothing else you wish to declare?”

“Not that I can think of.”

“Did you pack everything yourself.”

“Yes, it took me a long time. Are you going to unpack it?”

“Is that a problem?”

“Not if you’re going to help me pack it again.”

“I’m afraid not Mademoiselle, would you pull under the shelter, and wait in the booth. We’ll try not to delay you any longer than necessary.”

“Please take great care with my fiancé’s computer equipment. He’d never forgive me if I allowed it to be damaged.”

She watched two guys start to take everything from her car and examine it very thoroughly, paying particular attention to the computers. Then they started on the household equipment, and she got bored watching their meticulous examination of even the most innocuous objects. She took a seat and fell asleep.

“Mademoiselle... Mademoiselle...”

She awoke with a start. “Wha...? Sorry, what did you say?”

“You can go now.”

She looked at her phone for the time. It had taken them nearly two hours. She looked through the window at her car and its entire contents strewn around.”

“You have to be joking. It took me nearly five hours to pack that, and now I have to do it all over again without even a table to fold clothes on. I bet your wives love you lot.”

“We’re very sorry for your inconvenience, Mademoiselle.”

“Yes, me too.”

“Where are you headed?”

“My first stop will be somewhere to get some sleep.”

“Berga is about an hour further on. Try Hotel Border Park; I’m told it’s okay.”

“I will, thank you.”

They shook hands and he wished her a safe journey.

An hour and a quarter after repacking the car she checked in at the hotel having parked in the car park under a lamp, and as close to the reception as possible. 

The water was hot but seemed reluctant to make its way out of the shower head and was barely adequate to rinse her hair. Nevertheless, the shortcomings of the bathroom facilities were less of a concern to her than what was happening with Craig.

He must have been reading her thoughts because as the t-shirt that she intended to sleep dropped around her waist, her phone rang.

“How are you, my love?”

“A bit more comfortable today, thanks.”

“When will you be able to travel. I need your help to choose somewhere to live.”

“Why don’t you go ahead and find somewhere that you’ll be happy with?”

“That’s no good, I might pick somewhere that’s unsuitable for all your gadgetry.”

“I might not be joining you.”

Her heart jumped into her throat. “What do you mean?”

“There’s a bit of a problem.”

“What sort of problem?”

“They had to amputate my foot.”

“What?!”

“Apparently, when they put that metal rod in it last time, they botched it. Coupled with the previous breaks, my osteopenia, and the damage to blood vessels, and signs of sepsis, they said that any further repairs would be unlikely to last,.”

“Okay, that’s a bummer, but what’s it got to do with you not joining me?”

“You don’t want a cripple slowing you down. You’re too lovely to be saddled with that, especially with the work you do...”

“Stop talking. I don’t give a flying fuck if you’ve lost a foot, a leg, or all your limbs for that matter. So, unless you’re telling me that you’ve fallen out of love with me, and that feeble excuse of a proposal you made is now invalid, then you’re getting on a plane and flying the fuck to join me. I’ll drag you on the aircraft myself if I have to. Is that clear?”

“But...”

“I said, is that clear?”

“Okay.” 

“Good. Because I only truly loved two people in my whole life. The first one was stolen from me, and if I lost you as well, I have no idea how I’d cope.”

“But I might need help with a lot of things.”

“Bollocks, they’re going to give you a prosthetic, aren’t they?”

“Yes.”

“Well then. There must be thousands of amputees out there who just have to get on with it. Look at Johnny Peacock, I don’t remember him whinging about needing help.”

“Are you really sure? I don’t want to be a burden to you.”

“If you want to know what a burden to me would really be, it would be struggling through this shit world bringing down these evil bastards without the love and support of the man I love, to misquotee Edward the Eighth.”

“Okay then.”

“So, back to my original question. How long until you can travel.”

“It will be three to six months before the stump will accept a prosthesis.”

“Not my question.”

“I’m going to be in a wheelchair.”

“I repeat, not my question.”

“What about treatment for recovery and preparation for my new foot.”

“I dare say there are people in Spain with amputations.”

“You don’t easily accept no for an answer, do you?”

“Not anymore I don’t, especially when it involves you.”

“You’ll have to find somewhere to live without my help though.”

“That’s fine. Who’s in charge of your treatment and recovery?”

“I’m not sure whose coordinating, but it’s David Baker who’s paying.”

“Can you get him to speak to me as soon as possible. I need to find a base close to where your ongoing treatment is going to be.”

“Okay. How was your trip from Aix?”

“Long, and the ordeal at the border was a nightmare, but I managed to avoid catastrophes. I’ll let you go now that we’ve settled that little misunderstanding. You’ve got some healing to do, and I’ve got to speak to the Research Centre. I love you Mister whatever you’re going to be called next. Just remember, when you get that prosthesis, don’t get any ideas about shooting me in the shower if I piss you off. You’re not Oscar Pistorius.”

“You have a very warped sense of humour, but please don’t ever change. When you’ve decided where we’re going to live, you need to research somewhere non-religious for us to tie the knot. Because I love you my darling, more than any single thing in the world.”

“Stop it or I’ll get weepy. Go and get better. I’ll speak to you tomorrow.”

As soon as Craig ended the call, she called Liberatio Control Centre. Her current handler, Courtney, was in New York therefore still at the office, not that it would have mattered in an emergency. Anya was regarded as one of their best operators and like else everybody in the organisation, Courtney held her in very high esteem. After all that had happened, she was told that the organisation was going to rest her for a while. She wasn’t going to argue with that; she needed some breathing space while Craig made his recovery.

She was preparing for bed when she had a text asking her to expect a video call in the next few minutes. Opening her laptop, she fully expected the call would be from David Baker, but it was his assistant Albert’s face on the screen.

“Hi again Anya. David asked me to speak to you because he’s tied up doing his proper job. He says that subject to both your approvals, he can have Craig’s care plan transferred to the Hospital Costa del Sol near Marbella. There’s a specialist orthopaedic surgeon from Barcelona whose team run a clinic there once a week, and they have a rehabilitation programme with an excellent reputation. Craig says he’s happy with that if you are.”

“That sounds fine. What happens now?”

“The hospital say they don’t think he should be moved for at least a fortnight. Therefore, you’ll need to find yourself wheelchair friendly accommodation in the vicinity. David will fly Craig out to Spain when you’re both ready.”
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Chapter Two
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Anya checked out of the tiny B&B in Berga first thing after breakfast the following morning. She’d stayed awake until 2am looking for somewhere close to Marbella to stay. It was the height of the holiday season, and her research hadn’t revealed anywhere  i the town or nearby. She needed somewhere to base herself for maybe as long as a month while she searched for a suitable property for her and Craig to live. Finally, she’d had to settle for an upmarket tourist hotel in Almendres, a small town about twenty kilometres north of her preferred destination. This time there was more to consider than just broadband and privacy so finding the right home might be difficult. 

It was 7pm when she checked in at the hotel. She was tired, hungry, and stiff from hours behind the wheel. After depositing her bag in the room, she quickly put on a tracksuit and went for a half hour run to loosen her muscles. Returning from her run she went straight to the hotel restaurant. The man that greeted her, looked her up and down, doing little to disguise his disapproval of her clothing. There was no mention of her dress, but she was told that the tables had all been reserved. Too tired to argue, she asked at reception where else she could eat, and was directed to a nearby café.

As soon as she sat down a man greeted her in English, “What can I get you madam?”

“Cuatro huevos con tocino. Dos panecillos y café con leche. Por favor,” she replied.

“Certainly, Madame. Your Spanish is very good,” he complimented her, and they continued in his native tongue,

“Thank you.” She didn’t want to make conversation, but neither did she want to offend. “I’m a little rusty as it’s only my second day back in the country. I’ve been driving all day and I’m very hungry.”

“I understand. I’ll be as quick as I can.” He returned in moments with her coffee and a small dish of olives.

Looking at her phone she saw she’d missed a call from Craig while she was on her run, so she sent him a text to say, Sorry I missed your call, been driving all day. Just about to eat, call you when I’m back at the hotel. Love you. XXXX

The waiter returned with her food, and she asked for a small beer, a brandy, and another coffee.

After the long day, with the help of the beer, her food disappeared inside her within minutes. The coffee and rough Spanish brandy to follow made it seem like fine dining.

When she paid her bill, she asked the waiter, “I’m staying at the Hotel El Fuerte, and there’s not enough parking. I’ve had to leave my car in the street. I’m moving home so it holds everything I own. Do you know anyone who could let me use their driveway or garage while I’m here? I’m happy to pay of course.”

“How long will you be staying?”

“I’m not sure. I’m looking for somewhere to live, so at least two weeks; maybe longer.”

“Just one moment, Senorita. He went back to the kitchen and returned with a woman who was probably the cook.”

“This is Carina. She doesn’t own a car, and her daughter has moved to Granada, so the parking space at her house is free. I asked her if she would be prepared to rent her driveway to you.”

“Good evening, Carina. It’s nice to meet you. How close is your house?”

“Good evening, Senorita. My home is fifty metres away.” She pointed.

“What do you think? Would you be happy for me to park my car on your drive?”

“Of course, Senorita. If you could pay me a little, it would help.”

“How much would you like?”

“I don’t know, I haven’t thought about it before. Is fifteen Euros a week too much?”

“How about I pay you one hundred Euros a month? Would that be better?”

“One hundred; are you serious? Is it not too much?”

“I don’t think so. Here,” Anya handed her a hundred Euro note. “Can I move my car there now?”

“Yes of course, Senorita,” she pointed. “It’s just down that street on the right-hand side, with a small statue of Our Lady in front.”

“Thank you, Carina. Bless you.”

After leaving her phone number, she collected her car and moved it to Carina’s drive. It would still be in the open, but less obvious than being parked in the street with all her things inside. Most of the contents were covered in blankets but it was still a concern.

Back in her room she couldn’t wait to speak to Craig. “Evening, darling. How are you today?”

“Hi, sweetie. The anaesthetic is completely gone from my system now, so the painkillers are more necessary than ever. The physios are coming in twice a day and making me exercise. They’ve given me a lot of advice about making sure I don’t forget about my missing foot and try to get out of bed. Apparently, that’s a common thing. Weird, eh?”

“Haven’t you been out of bed at all yet?”

“Not yet. They’re going to take the catheter out tomorrow, get me into a wheelchair and teach me how to get out of it and onto the toilet. Luckily, I’ve been constipated up till now.”

“What have you been doing all day? You must be bored out of your mind.”

“Albert came to see me this afternoon, and brought me a laptop, so I’ve downloaded a couple of books, and I’ve started reading one of them. He took Fanny to her grandfather’s house this morning. Apparently, she’s going to live with him. Where are you at the moment?”

“Almendres - it’s a small town north of Marbella. It was the only place I could find a room. It’s quite a pretty little town. It might be worth looking around here for somewhere to make a home.”

“I miss you.”

“Me too. I spoke to the research centre again. They’re standing us down until we’ve settled into a new home and our identities are established.”

“That’s good. You need a break apart from anything else.”

“I don’t know what the long-term rental market is like around here, but hotel rooms are like gold dust.”

“I’m sure you’ll find something.”

After chatting for ten minutes, they said goodnight. With her phone and laptop on charge, she showered and went to bed.

She slept right through to almost ten and was too late for breakfast in the hotel restaurant. She wasn’t disappointed at having to use the small friendly café again.

“Good morning, Senorita. Are you well today?” The barman greeted her.

“Yes, thank you, Senor. I’m sorry, I didn’t ask your name last night.”

“I’m Carlos. What can I get for you this morning?”

“White coffee please, Carlos, but a very big one please. What breakfast cereals do you have?”

“I’ll bring the tray, and you can choose.” Carlos returned with a basket filled with individual cereal servings. She took two packs of Coco Pops. “May I have two slices of toast as well please.”

“Carina told me of your generous payment for parking your car. She is struggling since her husband died, and your payment will be a great help.”

“I don’t know how long I’m going to need to use it; maybe less than a month, maybe more. But after I’ve gone, why doesn’t she give her name to the hotel reception. Their car park is nowhere near big enough for all the guests. There must be many other people uncomfortable leaving expensive cars on these narrow streets.”

“Senorita, that’s a very good idea. Thank you. I’ll suggest it to her.”

After settling her bill, she went for a walk around the town looking for an estate agent. She only found one. She looked in the window while she gathered her breath then went inside.

A pleasant young man about twenty-four years old, offered his assistance and showed her to a seat in front of his desk. She explained her requirements; secluded, single storey, wheelchair access, not on steep ground, at least two bedrooms, swimming pool, good broadband, long term lease.

After tapping at his keyboard for a minute or so, he turned his computer monitor to face her. It showed a list of five properties, each with a thumbnail picture and a brief description. He clicked on the first one and began to talk about it in glowing terms.

“I’m sorry to interrupt, but just now I gave you a list of minimum requirements, which would exclude this place and all of the others on one or more of those criteria. I’m a busy woman, and I don’t have time to look or even consider any property that doesn’t fulfil all of them.”

“I’m very sorry, Senorita, we have nothing that matches all your requirements for rent or lease. I only meant to demonstrate how little rental property is available at the moment. In fact, we have only one property that roughly fulfils all those criteria, but it’s not for lease, it’s for sale. It’s expensive, although still a very good price for such a property in this area.”

“Show me.”

He clicked his mouse a few times and the details of a beautiful property appeared, the price tag was six hundred thousand Euros, and the blurb described it as single storey, four bedrooms, and with a swimming pool.

Looking at the information in detail she could see that it would need a wheelchair ramp fitted at the front, but there already was one from the rear patio to the swim terrace. It was on almost level ground about two kilometres outside the town. The swimming pool was large and the property was surrounded by redundant agricultural land.

“How old is it?”

“About two and a half or three years Senorita. The owner had it built and lived in it for about fourteen months before his circumstances changed, and now he needs to sell quickly.”

“Am I allowed to know how his circumstances changed?”

“I probably shouldn’t say, but it is public knowledge now. He was arrested and extradited to the UK for bank robbery and other crimes. He’s now in prison, and I believe he has to sell it to pay his legal fees.”

“It’s been empty for over a year then?”

“His wife stayed on until his trial; she only moved out three months ago.”

“How long have you had it on your books then?”

“We only took it on as sole agents last week, after other agents in Marbella hadn’t had any luck. I’m surprised it hasn’t sold. A property like this would normally sell very quickly and for a better price. I think some people might have been deterred by its recent history.”

“What’s the broadband like?”

“I haven’t tested it, but the owner had fibre-optic cable installed just after it was built.”

“Would you mind if I step outside to make a private phone call?”

“I’ve a better idea, Senorita. Why don’t I go and make us a coffee, while you speak to whoever you need to?”

“Great idea, what’s your name?”

“Felipe Ackland.”

“I’m Anya, for today’s purposes anyway.”

He gave her a curious look and disappeared to make the coffee.”

She dialled the research centre; Courtney had only just got out of bed. “Sorry to disturb you this early, but I need some advice. I want to buy a property. First, I can’t if I don’t know what my name is going to be. Second, I don’t have permanent residency here yet, and I’m not sure if buying property is even possible. The place looks perfect for my needs, and I’m worried that I’ll lose it if I make them wait.”

“You don’t need to buy the property.”

“What do you mean?”

“Think about it. If you buy it and you have to move on, it makes it difficult to dispose of in a hurry. It’s not like a lease. If you’re hoping to stay there for an extended period, then I suggest we buy it and lease it to you free of charge. If you decide that you want it to be a permanent base, we can transfer the ownership for a nominal fee. Christ, it’s not as if you haven’t generated enough income over the last five years. We’ve done it for other operatives in the past.

“Are you allowed to authorise that?”

“In your case, I would be. How much is it going for?”

“Six hundred thousand Euros at the moment, but I haven’t seen it yet, only the agent’s digital details.”

“The price isn’t a problem. When you’ve decided, send me the details and I’ll get our lawyers on to it. Can you sort out any deposit to hold it in case there’s any delay? As for your names, the consensus of opinion is that you won’t need to change. You used the fake Interpol IDs in the French hotel, and there’s no evidence that the Gendarmerie are looking for anybody in connection with Blanchet’s death. It’s being treated as an accident.”

“That’s fantastic. Hopefully, I’ll be in touch later.” She ended the call. “You can come out now.” She said to Felipe who she could see hovering at the door.

He put a cup of coffee in front of her.

“How soon can I view it?”

“Are you considering buying it?”

“Yes.”

“If you’ll excuse my impudence, are you in a position to proceed straight away Senorita? It’s a great deal of money.”

She put her hand in her bag and pulled out one of the gold bars and put it on the counter. “At today’s prices that’s worth about thirteen thousand five hundred Euros and I have another one in my bag. I’m not suggesting you take gold bullion as a deposit, but if I’m carrying around that sort of money in my bag, does it seem likely that I might not be able to proceed?”

“Please accept my apologies, Senorita. I had no wish to offend.”

“No offence taken. When can we view?”

“When would you like?”

“How about now?”

“Absolutely, I’ll fetch the keys. Do you want to follow me? That’s my little SEAT just there.”

“I’ll go with you to save time; my car isn’t nearby.” 

Five or six minutes later they were driving through electric gates set into a white stuccoed wall about eight feet high and topped with red pantiles. She stepped out of the car and looked at the building. It was exquisite. The picture he’d shown her hadn’t done it justice.

“Is it as good inside as it is out?”

“I went in with my sister to straighten it out at the weekend. It’s outstanding. My boss has been handling this property, and I don’t think he’s even been inside yet. Until now we’ve only been sub-agents and just handling viewings. So far, you’re the first. It’s got quite a bit of land as you can see from the details.”

“Let’s look inside.”

She hadn’t looked at the floor plan in the agent’s office, so she didn’t know what to expect. The house had red pantiles on the roof with white stucco coated walls inside and out, in keeping with many other buildings in the area. It had a front porch that ran the width of the house. To the side was a three-car attached garage. He opened the door and said, “One moment, Senorita. I have to disarm the security system.”

The front door opened into a foyer which itself led to a huge open plan living space with a vaulted ceiling, that was described in the details as the grand salon. To the right of the front foyer was a good-sized dining area, to the left a large study and beyond that the entrance to the master suite which incorporated a luxury bathroom with wet room shower area. Toward the rear and the right of the salon was a huge kitchen area with a breakfast bar large enough to seat six people. 

The kitchen fittings were luxurious. Between the kitchen and dining area was an arch leading to two guest suites, the powder room, and the pedestrian entrance to the garage. 

At the rear, there were glazed walls from the grand salon, master bedroom, kitchen, and one of the guest suites onto a covered patio they’d called a loggia. The loggia extended the width of the house. Outside, there was a fourth detached guest suite accessed from the loggia. They’d named it the garden room. 

The grounds were big and had been well landscaped. However, although they weren’t overgrown, they were clearly in need of some TLC. The pool was about twenty metres long and twelve metres wide with a semi-circular shallow play pool on one side. The cabana construction corresponded with the main building, and it incorporated a garden tool room at the rear. She could see that the whole property was surrounded by the same high walls as those at the front. In the garage, the first bay from the house had been equipped as a gym with treadmill, weights, cross trainer, multigym, and rowing machine.

“What’s happening with all the furniture and fittings?”

“In most cases like this vendors tend to hope the buyer will make an offer.”

“How rigid on the selling price is the vendor?”

“The property has been on the market for a year now so, for a quick sale, I believe there might be room for movement Senorita.”

“How about an offer of six hundred thousand Euros to include all contents, fixtures, and fittings.”

“We’d have to speak to the vendor. When would you be ready to proceed?”

“Today.”

“Today!”

“Yes or at least agree terms. I can transfer funds for a deposit today, and I’ll have my people deal with the legal stuff with a view to completing as soon as practically possible.”

“With a permanent residence visa, there shouldn’t be a problem.”

“I won’t be buying it in my name. My company will be buying it, and I’ll lease it from them. They’re called Liberatio Inc, headquarters in New York, but they have offices in Barcelona.”

“I understand.”

“If you speak to your client, I’ll have another look around.”

“I won’t be able to call her from here?”

“Why not?”

“I don’t have her number with me. Only my boss has the direct line.”

“Then call him and ask him what it is.”

She walked off, leaving him to make his call.

She looked closer at the furnishings and opened some of the cupboards. In the study was an elaborate CCTV security system.

Craig can deal with that, she thought.

“Excuse me, Senorita. My boss would like to speak to you.”

“What does he want?”

“I think he wants to discuss the price.”

“Does he want to suggest I reduce my offer?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“Then there’s nothing to discuss. I’ve made my offer and as agent you are duty bound to put it to your client.”

“But...”

“When I negotiate, I make what I think is a reasonable offer and from then on I only ever go down, so unless your boss would like me to reduce my offer to five-fifty I suggest he gives you the number and lets you call the vendor.”

He walked away and came back again. “I’m sorry, but my boss won’t authorise me to make the call until he’s spoken to you.”

“That’s fine, but if I have to wait for him to come here the offer will be five-fifty. If I have to go to your office, it will be five hundred and will result in a letter of complaint to Agentes de la Propiedad Inmobiliaria. I don’t think that’s in anybody’s interest, do you? And for what it’s worth I know the name of your vendor. If I contact her direct and inform her you didn’t give her the opportunity to respond to my offer, I daresay she won’t be happy. She may even legitimately fire you as agents. Then I could buy it directly from her and you’d lose the commission altogether.”

He lifted the phone to his ear, and spoke to his boss, who’d clearly overheard what had been said. A few words were spoken, he ended the call, and a few seconds later received a text.

“I’ll call her now,” he said and walked out of earshot.”

He returned after a minute or two. “Our client says she’d be happy to accept your offer if you’re ready to proceed.”

“There, that was easy wasn’t it. Now, we can get back to your office to sort out the deposit.

When they were in the car, she called Courtney and told her what she’d bought and for how much. She explained that for tax purposes and commission calculation, they’d have to agree how much of the price was for the property, and how much for the contents.

“Do you really know the name of our client?” Felipe asked in the car.

“Not at the moment. I’m a security consultant and private investigator. It would take me less than five minutes to find out.” 

“I see,” he said with an amused smile.

Back in the shop, Senor Gonzales, the boss, emerged wearing an obsequious smile and wanted to shake hands to convince her that there were no hard feelings. Between the three of them and with the help of several international telephone calls, the deposit of sixty thousand Euros was transferred and a commitment to expedite matters made by all parties.

Deciding to continue her look around the town, it was over an hour before she returned to the café for lunch. Taking a seat at the last free table, she was welcomed by Carlos. She asked for a large selection of tapas, his choice, and a glass of white wine. Looking at her phone she saw she had several emails, and while she read them, she helped herself to the complimentary bowl of olives that Carlos had provided. Some emails were from Courtney , some from the lawyer dealing with the purchase, another from the agent with a digital copy of the draft contract she was holding in her hand.

“The other tables are busy; would you mind if I sit with you, Senorita?” She looked up to see a man in tired looking suit trousers, a wrinkled shirt, and a tie that had seen better days. The man smiling down at her was about six feet tall, approximately forty-five years old, pepper and salt hair, and a thick moustache. 

“Please do, Senor.”

Continuing to read the complex contract of sale, she ignored the man.

“Are you a visitor to the area Senorita?” the man asked.

“A newcomer,” she replied, attempting to convey that she didn’t want to talk.

“Is it in Spanish?”

“Sorry?”

“What you’re reading, is it in Spanish? Perhaps I can help if you find it too complicated.”

“I don’t need help thank you.”

“Spanish can be a difficult language for British people. Many struggle.”

“I don’t.”

“If you’re going to be staying long, I’d be delighted to show you around.”

Carlos brought her tapas and wine and walked away.

“Tapas, a good choice. What sort of wine did you order?”

“White.”

“You must try our local Condado-de-Huelva, a very fine wine. Why don’t you join me in a glass or two? Carlos.” He waved to the café owner.

“Listen, Senor, I don’t want to be impolite, but I don’t want to join you in a glass of wine or anything else for that matter. What I want is to be left in peace to eat my meal while I read an important document.”

Carlos came to the table, but before the wannabe lothario could speak, Anya said, “Carlos, could you find this man another table. He’s bothering me.”

“Would you please leave, Senor. I don’t like my regular customers annoyed.”

The man didn’t speak. He just stood and strode out the door.”

“I am so sorry about that, Senorita.”

“Not your fault. Who was he?”

“I don’t know. I’ve seen him around the town a few times, but I don’t know who he is.”

“Never mind, he’s gone now.”

“Can I get you something else?”

“This is fine, thank you.”

When she’d finished eating and had settled the bill, she decided to explore the town a little more. It didn’t take long. She discovered a pharmacy, a couple of small grocery stores, two restaurants, and an assortment of other small businesses. It was a pretty little rural town in the hills above the Costa del Sol, with very few public amenities other than a public swimming pool which she decided to check out sometime soon.

Wearing trainers, and extremely fit, the steep incline out of town was no bother to her. The same couldn’t be said for whoever was following her. Twice she stopped to check her phone when it pinged with a text, and both times she caught a glimpse of someone stepping into a driveway or attempting to conceal himself behind roadside foliage. On the second occasion she overheard his rapid breathing. She was pretty certain that it was her friend from the café.

Wanting to confirm who he was, she slowed and allowed him to catch her up. He grabbed her shoulder and pushed her against the tall garden wall of a big house.

“What do you want?” she asked, feigning the scared female that he no doubt thought she would be.

“I want the gold bars.”

“Okay, okay, but please don’t hurt me. Let me get them.” She reached into the bag. “Here’s one.” She passed it into her left hand and reached in the bag again.

He reached for the heavy object, but her grip was firm, and he didn’t notice the punch coming from her other hand holding the second bar. “And that was the second one,” she said as he hit the floor semi-conscious.

After putting the gold back in her bag, she took out the knife that she lovingly maintained with a razor-sharp edge.

“Can you see what I have in my hand now?” she asked, when he’d recovered. He nodded as he shuffled back towards the wall on his backside. “Do you think I know how to use it?” He nodded again. “Okay then hand me your wallet.” 

He reached in his pocket and took it out. Still holding her knife in her right hand, she opened the wallet with her left and read the photo ID card on display.

“Salvador Gonzalez. Who sent you?”

“Nobody.”

“And yet you somehow knew what I had in my bag.”

“My brother told me.”

“I see, and who’s your brother?”

“He owns the real estate office.”

“And whose idea was it to come and take them from me? And be aware that I’ve killed men with this knife before. So, you need to tell me the truth, all of it, or I’ll get upset. You don’t want that.”

“It was my brother’s idea; we were going to share the money.”

“Okay, stand up and hand me your phone.”

She took the device from his hand, dropped it on the floor, and stamped on it with the heel of her shoe.

“Take off your trousers.”

“Wh-what?”

“You heard me.” She pressed the curved point of the knife under his belt and sliced upwards, the thin leather separating like butter. “Off, and hand them to me.”

He slowly dropped his trousers and handed them to her. She held them by the waistband and with a series of effortless strokes of her knife she reduced them to shreds.

“Underwear now.”

“Please no.”

“Now!”

He took them off and she treated them the same way before dropping them to join his pants. “Back against the wall and hold very, very still.” 

With her left hand she pressed a nerve in his neck that left him helpless, and with the knife she roughly shaved off half his moustache. After releasing him, she let him recover for a moment, then said, “Now one more thing before you go.” Taking her phone from her pocket, she said, “Now smile for the camera. I said smile.” 

Naked from the waist down, he grimaced as she took the pictures of him with his legs crossed and clutching his hands in front of his crotch. 

“Okay, you can go home now.”

He nervously turned to go back the way he came.

“Not that way. You live in Coin, don’t you?”

“But it’s ten kilometres.”

“You’d better start walking then and be careful as you pass the swimming pool. There might be children there. I’m going to be living around here from now on, and I don’t want to see you in Almendres again.”

On the way back through the town she went into the estate agency. Felipe was still there, and he stood to greet her with a smile.

“Senorita Bevan, what can I do for you. It’s too early to know if everything’s gone through.”

“I know it is. Is Senor Gonzalez still here, Felipe?”

“One moment Senorita.”

He went through to the back and returned with his boss.

“Senor Gonzalez, is everything going according to plan?”

“Yes, Senorita, your lawyer has been in touch already and draft contracts have been drawn up for yourself and our vendor to sign once they’re agreed. It seems that all parties are anxious to proceed quickly. I see you’re using Bruguera, Alcántara & García-Bragado. One of the best in the country; good choice.”

“My company’s choice, not mine. Above my pay grade as they say. I just popped in to tell you that I ran into a member of your family just now.”

The colour drained from his face. “Who was that?”

“Your brother Salvador. Interesting fellow. He introduced himself to me and we had a little chat. He asked me for a little help which I was unfortunately unable to provide. During our discussion he revealed a small confidence. I was a little shocked, but I took a snapshot to record the occasion. I wondered if you’d like a copy for your family album. Here, what do you think?”

She held up her phone with the picture of his half-naked brother. “Have I captured his character? I think he’s hiding his best features. What do you think Felipe?” She showed it to the young assistant.

“What happened to him?” Felipe asked, clearly shocked.

“He grabbed me on a quiet street and attempted to rob me. I advised him it was a bad idea.”

“I’m so, so sorry, he’s always been a bit of a rogue,” Gonzalez said. “I don’t know what made him think to do something like that.”

“I asked him about that. He said it was your idea.”

“That’s not true, I would never do such a thing.”

“That’s what I thought,” she paused. “At first. Then I wondered how he came to try and pick me up in a café a few minutes after leaving here. It seemed strange that he’d followed me around the town until nobody was around. Then strangely, he knew what I was carrying that was worth a lot of money. It occurred to me that the only two people who could possibly know what was in my bag were in this building.”

“I didn’t say anything Senorita, on my honour I didn’t,” Felipe pleaded.

“Something makes me believe you, Felipe. As soon as I met you, one of my first thoughts was what an honest young man you seemed. I guess that leaves you Senor Gonzalez.”

“I must have inadvertently mentioned it when he popped into the shop.”

“How often do you inadvertently mention the confidential details about your clients when they pop in the shop?”

“But Salvador hasn’t been in the shop today,” Felipe blurted out, prompting a fierce frown from his boss.

“What do you have to say about that, Senor Gonzalez?”

“It’s been such a hard time lately trying to make sales. Everybody uses the internet to sell these days, and I’ve no idea how to do that. I thought that if you are so wealthy that you carry gold bars in your handbag and pay cash for a house that costs as much as that, then you wouldn’t miss a little. I didn’t believe he’d be violent.”

“That is just about the most pathetic excuse I’ve ever heard. First of all, there is never an excuse for unprovoked violence. You told me you knew he was a rogue. I’ve checked and seen that he has a criminal record for violence.”

“What are you going to do?” he tremulously asked.

“For the time being, nothing. I’ll make up my mind after I see how smoothly the sale goes through and how well you treat Felipe. On the basis that he did all the work, and if it hadn’t been for him, you wouldn’t have a sale. His commission needs to reflect that. What shall we say, ten percent on the house and twenty on the contents?”

“But I’ll make nothing on the sale?”

“That sounds about right. Alternatively I could report this to the police.”

She left the shop and walked back to the hotel.

There was no pool or gym, so she decided to go for run. Her attempt to reserve a table in the restaurant before she went, prompted a snooty response from the same man. “I’m sorry Senorita, I’m afraid the restaurant is fully booked tonight and for the rest of the week. I can put you down for a cancellation if you wish.”

“Don’t bother.” 

She decided she needed to really push herself and that wasn’t going to be difficult in this town. The gently undulating terrain she’d been used to in Italy and France had made eight-kilometre runs relatively easy for her. However, in this mountainous region of Spain that distance would be something she’d need to work up to. Looking at the map on her phone, she devised a route that skirted the town that was about six kilometres. The homeward bound part of the route took her past the swimming pool and the site of her encounter with Gonzalez. She picked up the remnants of his clothes and dropped them in a dumpster on the way back to the hotel.

In her room, she took a hot shower to wash away the sweat and help her muscles recover from the tough ordeal she’d put them through, dressed in casual clothes, and called Craig.

“How are you today, darling?”

“I’m good, sweetheart. How about you?”

“At the moment I’m winding down from a tough run through the hills and feeling pretty pleased with myself.”

“Why, what have you been doing?”

“I bought us a new home today.”

“You bought it!?”

“Well, I say I bought it. I’m not sure whether it was me or Liberatio, but it doesn’t matter if we’re going to live in it.”

“Tell me about it.”

“I’ll send you the agent’s details tomorrow, with some pictures and a floor plan, but it has everything that we’re going to need until you’re mobile again.”

“Until I’m back on my foot you mean.”

“Haha, very good. The house is a bit OTT to be honest, but property is selling really quickly over here at the moment, and none of the few other available ones are wheelchair friendly. I’ll need to get someone to build a ramp to the front door, but everything else is fantastic! How did you get on with the wheelchair and toilet today?”

“The catheter has gone; thank God. I can now take a leak naturally, which I’m told is a good sign. I discovered that getting from a bed to wheelchair with one foot is not as easy as you think, but getting back again was a bit easier. Wheeling myself around in the chair is hard work, so I’ll need to build up my upper body muscles a bit. Tomorrow, I have to go to the gym to learn how to use crutches with one foot.”

“It sounds like you’re doing really well.”

“I’ll be doing a lot better when I see you.”

“Me too.”
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The next three days Anya spent exploring the neighbourhood, including a trial run of the route to the hospital in Marbella where Craig would be going for treatment and physio. It was late Friday afternoon when she received the call from Felipe to inform her that the purchase had gone through.

“You can come to the office and collect the keys, or I can meet you there and talk you through the security arrangements.”

“It’s late. Don’t you want to go home?”

“Nothing pressing for me to go home to. I live with my parents and they’re going to the theatre tonight.”

“Okay then, I’ll see you there. What time?”

“I’m shutting up the office now, I can meet you there as soon as you’re ready.”

“See you in half an hour.”

Twenty-five minutes later she drove up to the property to find Felipe waiting in his car. He got out of the driving seat as she pulled up.

She lowered her window. “What’s up?”

“Nothing, just waiting for you,” he said, handing her the remote control for the gate and a set of keys.

“You could have let yourself in,”

“In Spain, it’s considered impolite to walk into somebody else’s home without an invitation,” he replied with a smile.

“Okay, she said, and grinned back. She liked this young man. There was something about him that made her feel she could trust him.

She pressed the button, and the gate
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