

This is a translated edition of the following work, produced using Kindle Translate, Amazon’s AI-powered translation service for books: 

Original Title: Seducción Peligrosa
Author: Selena Valente
Original Publication Date: May, 2025

The primary text of the work has been translated. Supplementary materials, such as the original copyright notice page, may remain in their original untranslated form.


Prologue

The city stretched beneath the sky like a sleeping animal, pulsating with lights. From the penthouse windows, Madrid seemed oblivious to the game unfolding in the dimness of that bedroom.

The room was modern, decorated with cold, expensive taste: straight lines, polished steel, black marble, soft lighting. The music, slow and humid, slithered through the air like a serpent among the rumpled sheets. Everything smelled of money and pleasure.

She moved with measured elegance, calculated, as if each step were part of an intimate choreography. The blue sequined dress embraced her body boldly, shimmering with every movement under the indirect lights. Her high-heeled sandals, in the same intense blue, marked her walk with a cadence that was almost a spell and revealed delicate feet with perfect deep red pedicure. Satin gloves, elbow-length and the same color as the dress, completed the sophisticated touch to her appearance.

She glided toward the nightstand. Next to the tall glasses still beaded with champagne, two lines of white powder waited like promises of what was to come. She took the glass and drank unhurriedly, looking toward the windows where he awaited her. The reflection of his silhouette was outlined against the sleeping city.

The music rose slightly. She turned, unhurried, with parted lips and bright eyes. Beneath the surface of her smile pulsed something more: a barely contained tension, a shadow at the edge of beauty.

They both moved without haste. They enjoyed each movement, each contact, having her in his arms. He contemplated her wrapped in that fantastic blue sequined dress that accentuated her curves and enhanced her generous bust. Lowering his gaze, he admired her long, well-shaped legs. He became aroused imagining that body against his own, her breasts pressed against his torso and her hands caressing his shoulders.

After several dances, he began to kiss her neck. He longed to delight in contemplating her naked body. A surge of adrenaline coursed through him at the thought of touching her bare breasts and feeling her nipples hardening under his caresses, pressing against his palms as if wanting to escape. He imagined taking them into his mouth as she began to moan softly.

That sexy blue dress she wore, an invitation to sin, accentuated the curves of her sensational figure and hugged her generous, round breasts, then narrowed at her slender waist. She stepped forward and he encircled her with his arms, his heart beating at an accelerated rhythm. She slid her hands over his shoulders and smiled at him with those tender, moist blue eyes. When her fingers tangled in his hair, a shiver ran down his spine. She rested her head on his chest, and her sweet, delicate perfume entranced him. Her lips brushed his neck, and everything began to spin.

As they moved to the rhythm of the music, she pressed herself closer against him..., much closer than he could have ever dreamed. He became aroused feeling the contact of her breasts and hardened nipples against his torso. He slid his hands over her bare shoulders.

That woman was bewitching him... He prayed the music would never end.

At that moment, luxury, drugs, and desire floated like a dense atmosphere in the room. Something inevitable was approaching, and they both desired it.

— “What I’d like,” she murmured, “is for you to do it to me now.”



His pulse quickened at that suggestion. He had never known such a daring woman. She pressed herself harder against him, rubbing against his erection, which grew rapidly and triggered a torrent of hormones throughout his body.

	— 	“Do you want to go to bed or would you prefer to do it on the terrace?” he said, without his brain having time to process those words before pronouncing them.




She stared at him intently. Her eyes sparkled and her lascivious smile bloomed again.

— “What are you waiting for to take me to bed?” she whispered.



A wave of heat coursed through his body as he heard the seductive timbre of her voice. She caressed his cheek, and the soft contact with the smooth satin awakened all his senses. He wanted to embrace her passionately, to devour her lips, but he waited for her to make the first move. She brushed his lips with her fingers, igniting him inside, wrapped her hands around his neck and pulled him toward her. The first delicate contact with her mouth made his heart beat at a frantic rhythm. He felt a tingling in his lips that sent torrents of sensations throughout his body.

He fixed his gaze on the firmness of her breasts as she brought her hands to her shoulders to slide down the straps of the blue dress. The garment fell softly along her body, leaving her completely naked, wearing only the sensual sandals. She looked at him, exposing her generous breasts. Her nipples were hard. He licked his lips, yearning to trace them with his tongue.

He took her breasts, delighting in the contact with her excited nipples. He took one into his mouth, enjoying how the areola tensed and becoming aroused as he felt the hard nipple against his tongue. He covered her other breast with his hand, groping for the nipple and caressing it with the tip of his finger.

He was a man of grand tastes, but of both good and bad tastes. He liked art, music, and luxury, but also hard drugs, rough sex, and inappropriate women.

The woman caressing his bare chest was beautiful and moved with studied mastery.

Her long blonde hair spilled over her bare shoulders, and her perfect breasts hung like ripe fruit, tempting.

The girl stretched and leaned in with her red mouth, kissing him voraciously, her tongue moving wildly. He returned the kiss, deeply sucking her tongue into his mouth. She pushed him onto the bed. She raised his hands above his head and held them firmly. She pulled out handcuffs from under the pillow and secured his wrists to the brass headboard. He let her do it with his eyes closed in pleasure.

The woman slid downward and straddled him. She penetrated herself deeply, moving her hips in circles.

They were trapped in the burning lust of sex supplemented by cocaine and alcohol.

She moved with feline intensity, her eyes closed. She rose and fell abruptly, impaled on him; she arched her back. Her breasts were high and firm.

Her gasps intensified, and a thin film of sweat began to pearl her skin, giving her an even more seductive glow.

He felt the orgasm growing inside him and threw his head back, exposing his white neck, his mouth open searching for air and his eyes closed.

He struggled in delicious torment against the silk binding his arms. He tensed and convulsed from the orgasm he’d just had.

The girl got dressed and released the handcuffs. She leaned toward him. She bit his ear and neck passionately. Without another word, she headed to the elevator door that provided direct access to the penthouse. She called it by entering the code on the door’s keypad and left without looking back.

The man closed his eyes. It was late. The alcohol and drugs had plunged him into a strange drowsiness. He wasn’t aware of the passage of time. He could barely open his eyes. There she was again, sitting beside him. She held a champagne glass. She caressed his chest and descended toward his belly, seeking his groin. Surprised, he opened his eyes fully. In his gaze, barely a second of surprise that gave way to pure terror. In the girl’s hand appeared a thin metallic flash. A sharp, deadly knife.

Her right hand fell quickly and cruelly, and the knife pierced his temple.

The body lay on its side on the bed, barely covered by the wrinkled sheets. The blood was beginning to dry in a dark thread that descended from the pierced temple, forming an irregular stain on the white pillow. The music continued playing, softly, as if unaware that someone had just died.

She remained standing by the bed, motionless for a moment, contemplating the scene with cynical calm. Then, slowly, she began to move.

First she bent down and picked up the knife from the floor with the tips of her gloved fingers. The blade still dripped bright red blood. She walked to the bathroom, not avoiding looking at her reflection in the mirror. There, under the cold light, she opened the faucet with her elbow and let the water run while holding the knife under the stream. The blood dissolved in swirls that disappeared down the drain. With a dark cloth that she took from her purse, she carefully dried the blade and handle.

She returned to the bedroom. The air smelled of expensive perfume, sweat, and something denser. She sat on the edge of the bed and, with calculated movements, put on the blue wide-brimmed hat. The long gloves once again covered her arms.

She bent down once more, picked up the champagne glass she had used, and took it to the kitchen. She washed it thoroughly, leaving not a trace of lipstick on the crystal. She dried it and placed it upside down on the counter, exactly where she had found it. No one would be able to tell she had been there.

Before leaving, she detoured to the stereo system. With precision, as if following a rehearsed ritual, she opened the lid of the player and extracted a CD wrapped in a gray velvet case that she took from her purse. She carefully inserted it, pressed "play" and then "repeat".

The room filled with an old, hypnotic melody: "In Velvet Shadows". The music was beautiful, but had something broken inside it, like a farewell that couldn’t be spoken.

The track would repeat over and over, like a spectral whisper over the crime scene.

Finally, she walked to the bed. From her purse she took out a black rose, perfectly preserved. She delicately placed it on the bare chest.

She crossed the bedroom one last time. The silhouette of the dead man remained behind as part of a precise staging.

The music continued, solitary, when she closed the door behind her. Madrid kept shining out there, indifferent.

1

Alberto arrived almost punctually for his three o’clock appointment. He had pushed the unmarked police car as much as possible on the M-30, and then had driven like a madman through Madrid’s crowded streets, cursing at drivers who blocked intersections, and the rush hour traffic jam near the Police Station. Even so, his home was quite far from the police headquarters, so the clock showed eight-fifteen when the inspector entered the station, dragging the heat stuck to his body like a second skin. The air conditioning barely cooled the heat emanating from the building after days of temperatures close to ninety-eight degrees. He wore a worn summer suit, charcoal gray, with lapels somewhat bent from years of use. The white shirt had more wrinkles than intention, and the tie, with a pattern that was once fashionable, hung listlessly over his chest. His two-day stubble gave him a certain air of neglect, though his face retained an involuntary attraction, the kind that survives fatigue and disorder. There was something about him—perhaps in his tired gaze, or in the way he unbuttoned the collar of his shirt—that made him authentic.

He was greeted by the chief inspector, standing like a marble statue in front of his office. Arturo Mondego was his opposite in every way: tailored midnight blue suit, immaculate white shirt, tie knotted with mathematical precision. Shoes polished like mirrors. His hair, perfectly combed back, showed not a hint of rebellion. Not a drop of sweat. Not a wrinkle. He was the type of man who seemed to emerge each morning from a luxury storefront, with an enviable air of efficiency.

	— 	“The commissioner is waiting for you,” he said without smiling, nodding his head toward the end of the hallway.




And without another word, he turned on his polished heels and disappeared behind the frosted glass door.

Alberto pushed open the door to Marta Arango’s office, Commissioner of the Madrid Homicide Group that was part of the Provincial Brigade of the Judicial Police.

	— 	“I’m sorry, Marta,” he said as he burst into the office. “The traffic was impossible today. I’ve been stuck for half an hour.”




Alberto seemed much more concerned about being late than his boss. She was standing behind her desk. Forty years old, brunette, effortlessly beautiful, intense. She wore a fitted ivory suit that accentuated her toned yet curvy body. Her eyes, dark and steady, scrutinized him without barely lifting her chin. She didn’t smile. Alberto Moreno was an old and uncomfortable acquaintance, first as a subordinate, and finally as a lover. Getting involved with a police inspector had been the worst decision of her life. She had broken all the unwritten rules of department politics and professional ethics. But Moreno had a disturbing magnetism, the quintessence of a police officer, exactly the type of attraction that had led her to lose her head like an inexperienced schoolgirl. A few months of relationship had finished off her marriage and called into question her professionalism.

She wasn’t at all happy to see him. “How are you, Alberto?”

	— 	“Here I am. Ready for whatever you want,” he said, opening his hands to show he was at her disposal.




The commissioner’s office was spacious, understated and elegant, like her. The half-lowered blinds filtered the morning light, projecting gray lines across the dark wooden floor.

With a brief gesture, she pointed to the computer screen.

	— 	“As every Monday first thing,” she said in a restrained voice, “I received your psychological report. The Friday one.”




She paused.

— “They say you’ve improved. Or at least you’re stable.”



He didn’t respond. He remained standing in front of the desk, hands in his pants pockets. Jaw tense, gaze lowered, as if each word weighed more than it should.

— 
“I’m going to put you back on the street,” she continued, without beating around the bush. “Don’t screw it up, Inspector Moreno.”



He barely nodded, without enthusiasm.

— “Thanks,” he said, in a dry tone, almost as an obligation.



She didn’t blink.

— “One thing though. You’ll have a new partner. Recently promoted. Very capable.”



She held his gaze.

	— 	“She’s the inspector who solved the Lorenzo Velarde case. Yes, the minister convicted for the death of Eva Luján. The actress.”




He said nothing. But a slight hardening in his face — minimal, but visible — betrayed his discomfort. His knuckles tensed for an instant. It wasn’t exactly good news. He didn’t like working with formally assigned partners. He found socializing difficult.

She noticed it immediately, but said nothing more. She sat down and began typing on the keyboard, as if the conversation had ended.

	— 	All good?
	— 	Come on! You know I’m fine. How long do I have to keep going with these evaluations?
	— 	As long as the higher-ups want it —she responded calmly.




She was used to Alberto’s irritation. It differed little from the reactions of the other police officers under her supervision. In some corner of every police officer’s soul lurked a doubt about having a female boss. In a way, it felt emasculating to have to follow orders from a woman. It made many of them feel inferior.

	— 	It’s pointless —he protested—. I know it. You know it. This is harassment. I’m tired of them trying to find the causes of my addictions in my childhood. It has nothing to do with that. You know that, Marta. I got carried away by circumstances, don’t look for strange origins.
	— 	Moreno… - she said without looking him in the eyes – These are orders from above. And don’t complain. There were people calling for your head. Yes, it’s probably true that this doesn’t serve any purpose. But the sooner we finish with these sessions, the sooner you can forget about them. You know as well as I do that we don’t make the rules.
	— 	The rules don’t serve any purpose either —he protested. —Not these ones.
	— 	What is that supposed to mean? —Whether you’re aware of it or not, Alberto, you had a breakdown unlike anything this precinct has ever seen in its entire history. You became a danger to yourself and your colleagues. Don’t you feel guilty?
	— 	For God’s sake, Marta, who wouldn’t feel guilty? —I know what I got myself into. But I’m not the only one to blame.
	— 	And how are things going? —she asked—. In your daily life. Are you having trouble sleeping or any other kind of…?
	— 	Things are going well, Marta. I’ve already told you, things are going as well as they were before…
	— 	And in your personal life? Is there anything worth mentioning? Anything you want to talk to me about?
	— 	My personal life. If you’re referring to my emotional and sexual life…My sex life is fine. —He paused and smiled—. Well, the truth is that in that aspect I’ve never had major problems. Don’t you remember?
	— 	That’s a bit childish, isn’t it, Alberto? It’s an issue that has cost us dearly. Don’t joke about it.
	— 	Yes, I suppose so. I’m sorry, Commissioner.
	— 	Do you drink? Are you still staying away from alcohol?
	— 	Nothing beyond a couple of beers after finishing work —he said. Just enough to unwind.
	— 	Cocaine?
	— 	Not even a whiff —he said emphatically—. I’ve quit… I don’t even smoke anymore.
	— 	How are you handling not smoking?
	— 	I feel pretty anxious, but I’m managing that too —Alberto responded tersely. — Look, Marta, would you please do me the favor of telling whoever doubts my behavior that I’m already adjusted to the requirements of any good police officer? Tell them I’m simply a normal, healthy, and completely sane cop.




He raised his head, just enough to meet her authoritative gaze.

— Behave with your new partner—she said—. For a change…



The inspector frowned, annoyed.

— I’m not a fucking teenager —he muttered with a hint of reproach.



She raised her hand, dry, firm, without even looking at him. An authoritative gesture that left no room for discussion. Silence. He understood. He always did.

The commissioner picked up the landline on her desk and dialed an extension.

— Send her in —she ordered briefly, without adding names or explanations.



She hung up just as quickly. She settled into her chair, crossed one leg over the other and looked at Alberto as if observing a bomb about to explode again.

— 
I want you to treat her with respect. And don’t make me regret this before Thursday.



The inspector simply stared at an invisible point over her shoulder, in silence. The door was about to open.

The door opened with a soft click. Both looked toward it.

Carolina Andrade entered with confident steps, without hesitating for a second. She wore a petroleum green pantsuit, perfectly tailored, which revealed the agility of her athletic, young, well-trained body. Her blonde hair —almost golden under the fluorescent lights— was pulled back in a clean, high ponytail. Her green eyes, alert and direct, swept across the office in an instant, measuring the terrain without wasting time on courtesies.

In Commissioner Arango there was a flash of silent approval. In Alberto Moreno, a slight tension in his jaw.

The new inspector didn’t seem intimidated. She stopped exactly where she should, not a step more or less, and greeted with a slight nod. No smiles or servility. Professional.

	— 	Inspector Andrade —said the commissioner—, this is Inspector Alberto Moreno. Your new partner.




Carolina’s eyes settled on him. She evaluated him with the same speed with which one reads a newspaper headline. Wrinkled suit, two-day stubble, an air of hangover or chronic fatigue. She said nothing. Neither did he.

The silence stretched a second longer than it should have, dense as a rope.

The commissioner, uncomfortable or amused, it was hard to tell, interlaced her fingers on the desk.

	— 	Inspector Andrade has been decorated for the Velarde case. She has demonstrated composure, intelligence and, above all, the ability to work under pressure. She has managed to deal with that and with danger.




She looked at Alberto.

— 
You have plenty of both. Let’s see if you can remember how to work as a team.



Moreno exhaled through his nose. Neither ironic nor defeated. Just tired. He nodded without enthusiasm.

	— 	“Pleased to meet you,” he finally said, in a tone that didn’t sound the least bit pleased.
	— 	“You’ll find out in a few hours,” Carolina responded, dry but without aggression.




She was young, but not naive. The commissioner leaned forward, lowering her voice slightly.

	— 	“I’ve just assigned you a case. A big one. You have a body. Carefully placed in a penthouse downtown. The medical examiner and forensics team are on their way. I want an initial report before noon.”




He didn’t answer. He shoved his hands in his pockets and followed his new partner as if heading to his own execution.

Upon leaving the commissioner’s office, the two inspectors barely exchanged glances. The atmosphere remained tense, loaded with unspoken words and silences that weighed more than dialogue. When they reached the hallway, Chief Inspector Arturo Mondego appeared in his office doorway, with his impeccable posture and serious face. He called them over without breaking stride.

— 
“Moreno, Andrade, come here.” His tone left no room for doubt: it was an order.



Both approached with firm steps. Arturo didn’t bother greeting them. There was something urgent, something that couldn’t wait.

	— 	“We just got a call,” he said, stepping aside to let them see a message on his computer screen. “A homicide in a penthouse on Castellana. A dead man. The cleaning lady found him. The scene doesn’t look good. I’ve already sent forensics, but we need a preliminary assessment to make quick decisions.”




Carolina exchanged a brief look with Alberto. The tension was palpable, but both knew there was no time to reflect. The case was already in their hands.

	— 	“I’m coming with you,” the chief inspector continued, without ceremony. “I want to be there and make an assessment before the experts arrive. If things are as they seem, we’ll need to move quickly.”




Alberto ran a hand through his hair, a gesture that gave him more an air of fatigue than concern.

	— 	“And the commissioner?” he asked, not really expecting an answer.
	— 	“She’s busy with other matters. This case is all yours for now. So don’t make me regret sending you there without more backup.”
	— 	“Everyone’s telling me the same thing today…” said Arturo, a little softer, but with a hint of sarcasm.




Both headed toward the exit, passing by the desks of other officers who continued working, immersed in the hustle of another day. The car was waiting below, parked by the curb. Mondego sat in the passenger seat as if it were his natural right, adjusting his seatbelt with almost choreographed precision. Alberto took the wheel without enthusiasm. Behind them, Carolina Andrade took her place in silence.

Through the rearview mirror, he observed her briefly. Beautiful, no doubt. Firm body, the kind only achieved through disciplined work and diet. Pronounced cheekbones, long neck, back straight as a spear. There was something of a Roman statue about her, something elegant yet severe. But there was also something in her face, in the way she pressed her lips, in the rigidity of her jaw, that seemed familiar and irritating to him.

Sexually frustrated.

That’s how he described her to himself, like a mental photograph that his cynicism instantly filed away. One of those women who wouldn’t allow themselves to lose control even in their sleep. One who had decided that everything around her was a battlefield, and that men were nothing more than potential threats or rivals. The kind of woman who would look at him as if his existence were an administrative error.

She noticed it. Not the thought, of course, but the look. And she shifted her position with a slight gesture of discomfort, as if the back seat were burning hot.

"She's annoyed that I'm driving," he thought. "It pisses her off not to have the wheel, neither literally nor symbolically."

The city paraded by on either side, fast and indifferent. Traffic on Castellana Avenue moved as always: dense, disciplined, loaded with luxury cars and disguised urgencies.

	— 	“What do we know about the deceased?” Mondego asked from the front seat, without turning around.
	— 	“Name not yet confirmed. The housekeeper found him this morning. They say she didn’t touch anything. She’s in shock,” Alberto replied, keeping his eyes on the road.
	— 	“Neighbors?” Carolina asked from the back, her voice firm, without an inquisitive tone.
	— 	“According to the patrol that took initial statements, nobody heard anything unusual. There are no cameras in the landing, but there are some at the building entrance and in the hallway leading to the penthouse,” Mondego added. “They’re already looking for the footage.”




Alberto rubbed the back of his neck. He hated closed, clean crime scenes. He hated bodies in luxury penthouses even more. They always brought with them something both elegant and dirty at the same time.

During the rest of the journey, nobody spoke. Just the sound of brakes, turn signals, and the soft music coming from the radio that nobody had requested. Carolina remained quiet, but her presence felt tense. As if she were taking mental notes of everything. Of him, especially.

Alberto thought that he didn’t like working with people who watched so much. He preferred colleagues with whom you could smoke in silence without being judged.

When the car turned onto the building’s street, he saw how the sunlight bounced off the penthouse’s glass windows. The place was already cordoned off. Several police cars, the forensics van, and an ambulance parked without urgency.

— “We’re here,” said Mondego.



And as he got out of the car, Alberto knew that this case wouldn’t be just another one. He felt it the way you smell summer storms: something in the air, in the silence before the noise.

The elevator, with private access to the penthouse via a secret code, left them on the top floor with a soft click and a slight tremor in the floor. The door opened directly into the hallway that led to the penthouse. No landing, no foyer: naked luxury, unfiltered.

The living room was spacious, flooded with natural light. Everything was bathed in the glow of the Madrid morning, which entered through enormous panoramic windows. From there, you could see Madrid’s rooftops, the profile of the towers, and a clear sky that contrasted with the scene inside.

They walked on expensive, well-maintained floors of wood, marble, and polished concrete. The scent of money was everywhere: designer furniture, modern art on the walls, a built-in wine cellar. But something disrupted it all: carefully contained chaos.

A forensic officer pointed them in the right direction with her eyes. It wasn’t necessary. The body was in the master bedroom, and the scene could be sensed even from the living room, as if death radiated a dense energy.

As he crossed the bedroom threshold, Alberto paused for a moment.

A man, naked, lay on the unmade bed, like a perverse offering. His head was turned to one side, and from his right temple ran a trickle of blood, just a dry thread that ran down to the pillow.

The scene looked more like a staged setup than a crime of passion. On the bed, right next to the body, rested a black rose. Not withered. Carefully placed, like a signature.

A song from the sixties played softly, on a loop, from a high-end player: a masculine, velvety voice, crooner-style, singing something soft, almost hypnotic. The song sounded very familiar to Alberto.

Carolina took a deep breath. She said nothing, though she observed everything meticulously. Mondego stepped forward, evaluating the scene with a furrowed brow.

	— 	“This isn’t an argument that got out of hand,” he said quietly. “This isn’t a fight. This seems planned. Cold.”




Alberto walked slowly to the edge of the bed. He observed the body without touching anything. There were no signs of struggle. The victim appeared to be sleeping, if it weren’t for the blood.

A single champagne glass on the nightstand. Clean on the outside. Gleaming. Next to it, lines of cocaine, arranged with symmetry.

	— 	“Not a single fingerprint,” said a forensic technician as she passed by. “Gloves. Professional cleaning. The housekeeper didn’t touch anything, fortunately, but there are hardly any prints.”
	— 	“Identification?” Carolina asked.
	— 	“His name was Óscar Rivas. Businessman. They say he worked in audiovisual productions, but we’re still verifying that. The building doorman knew him. He didn’t come around here much, probably due to business trips. Owns the apartment,” Mondego informed them.




Alberto stepped back and looked at the entire scene. Then he noticed something else.

The glass was placed to the right of the corpse. The man could be left-handed: the watch, still on his wrist, was worn on the right. A minimal detail. But revealing.

	— 	“He didn’t drink alone,” Alberto murmured. “The glass is his… but he didn’t serve it. The glass wasn’t served by him because it’s too clean on the outside. No fingerprints, no finger marks. A glass served by someone who has used cocaine or had contact with the room’s environment would normally have some mark, even minimal: a partial print, a drop, a line of finger oil on the crystal. Plus, the detail of the watch on the right wrist indicates the man was left-handed. That suggests his dominant hand was the left, and yet the glass was perfectly placed to his right, in a comfortable orientation for a right-handed person, not for him. As if someone else had left it there, not him. And if the victim was already naked and lying down, relaxed, perhaps drugged, it doesn’t make sense that he would have carefully served himself a glass and left it that way, so perfectly placed and clean. Someone took care of this scene down to the last detail.”




Carolina looked at him, for the first time with something that wasn’t judgment or hostility. Perhaps respect. Perhaps interest.

The bedroom was invaded by cold lights, tripods, open cases and numbered bags. The Forensic Police team moved as if dancing a well-rehearsed choreography: photos, lifting fingerprints, collecting samples, exhaustive documentation. All under a background silence barely interrupted by technical whispers and the hum of music that continued playing on loop from the sound system.

One of the technicians, Chema, a veteran with a sparse beard and crooked smile, approached Mondego while holding a sheet with two fingers, as if it were radioactive.

	— 	“This gentleman,” he said in a mocking tone, “was either a dairy cow, or he didn’t change his sheets even if the Pope came to sleep. They’re soaked in semen, Inspector. We’re going to need more tubes than during the COVID campaign.”




Mondego glared at him.

— “Do your job, Chema. Thoroughly. And without the bar jokes, will you?”



Chema nodded with a grimace, without losing his humor, and returned to his corner with the biological wrapping.

Shortly after, the medical examiner, a petite woman with a curt manner named Dr. Santos, approached the group with a tablet in hand and gloves still stained with fingerprint powder.

	— 	“We already have a preliminary analysis,” she said, without raising her voice. “The body presents a single wound. Fatal. Sharp object in the left temple, inserted with precision and force. Instant death. No signs of struggle, no prior injuries. Nothing under the fingernails. He didn’t defend himself. They placed a black rose on his chest. Like a signature. Right?”
	— 	“And fluids?” Carolina asked.
	— 	“All you want. Sperm in unusual quantities. Possible presence of female secretions. At first glance, it appears there has been intense sexual activity, involving several people, but until we have the laboratory analyses, I can’t give you numbers or the sex of the participants. We also found hairs from what we believe are three women, with follicles included, and… two synthetic hairs: jet black in color. A wig, without doubt.”
	— 	“A sexual costume party?” Moreno said ironically.
	— 	“Looks like the night was intense,” Santos added. “But that doesn’t tell us who killed him. Not yet.”




Alberto stepped forward and pointed to the nightstand. “What about the phone?”

	— 	“Here,” said a young officer, lifting it with tweezers and placing it in a numbered evidence bag. “It was on the glass table. No fingerprint lock, he used facial recognition. We’ve already unlocked it.”
	— 	“Get it to the IT department. Maximum priority. I want to know who he talked to and when. Last calls, messages, apps, whatever. Anything with multimedia content,” Alberto said tersely, rubbing his forehead.




Mondego looked at him with a slow nod. Despite the sarcasm, disheveled appearance and chronic apathy, Moreno always had his instincts right where they needed to be.

Carolina took out a small notebook, opened it without theatrics, and began taking notes.

	— 	“And if there were wigs, we might have a line of investigation: costumes, private clubs, high-end escorts, transvestism… or all of the above. Have them search for records of VIP escort services.”
	— 	“This wasn’t just a date. This was a full-blown bacchanal,” Alberto said, almost to himself.




And for the first time, they all looked at each other with a shared certainty: this was no ordinary murder.

	— 	“Turn off that damn music. That song is splitting my head open,” Alberto said, pressing two fingers to his temple as if trying to stop the needle drilling inside.




Alberto approached and observed the small digital display. The CD was still spinning, with the title highlighted in soft blue: "In Velvet Shadows". Playback: loop mode.

He pressed the player’s button with a pen. The silence that followed was almost as dense as the melody that had flooded the penthouse until then.

	— 	“They left it playing on purpose,” he murmured. “This isn’t coincidental. It’s part of the scene. A studied detail.”




From the kitchen, on the other side of the living room, Carolina raised her voice.

	— 	“There’s something else. A glass in the sink. Looks like it was hand-washed, and in a hurry. There are still drops inside, and the edges are damp. The rest of the dishes are dry. I’d say it was used recently.”




Alberto turned his neck toward her, with one eyebrow slightly raised.

— “Good catch, Andrade. Very good.”



She nodded without smiling, professional.

Mondego approached from the bedroom with a worried expression.

	— 	“What about the weapon?”
	— 	“What?” Alberto asked.
	— 	“It’s not here.”
	— 	“They probably took it with them. Doesn’t seem that strange...”
	— 	“So what do we have?” Mondego asked, irritated. “A sex scene with multiple participants, a song on loop, a black rose, a washed glass, the missing weapon, and a dead man with no history of violence or known enemies.”




Alberto walked through the living room with slow steps, as if trying to read the energy in the walls.

	— 	“No. What we have is a planned scenario. And someone who needed it to be discovered. This is a performance.”
	— 	“This will be tabloid fodder as soon as it leaks. And with these elements... things are going to explode.”
	— 	“Perfect,” said Alberto, with a dark gleam in his eyes. “There’s nothing more exciting than having the press and public opinion breathing down your neck. On top of that, they’ll tip off the killer.”
	— 	“She?” Carolina interjected, crossing her arms. “I think you’re jumping to conclusions, Moreno. We have semen from several men, hair from different women, and two from wigs. We shouldn’t narrow it down so quickly. It could have been a man, or even a transvestite.”




Alberto glanced at her sideways, with a slight crooked smile.

	— 	“A transvestite is a man... with breasts, but a man, Andrade. But yes, you’re right. We shouldn’t rule anything out. Not yet.”




She looked at him with a mixture of annoyance and disappointment, as if he had just confirmed something she already suspected.

	— 	“Sexist and outdated. We’re off to a great start.”
	— 	“I’m not outdated,” he replied, turning to her calmly. “I’m pragmatic. I care about who killed him, not how they dress.”




Carolina snorted under her breath but didn’t insist. Even so, her displeasure flashed in her eyes like an electric spark. She wasn’t a woman who stayed quiet out of submission, but she knew when to save her energy for something more productive.

	— 	“Well, gentlemen,” Mondego interrupted, uncomfortable with the growing tension, “let’s stick to the tangible. Locate all the building residents. Security cameras. Intercom system. There’s no way someone could come up to this penthouse without being recorded.”
	— 	“If there are no images...” Carolina said.
	— 	“For now, let’s talk to the housekeeper. Let’s see if we can make any sense of this mess.”
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A painting hung on the wall that Alberto examined closely, as if he were an art expert.

“It’s an authentic Banksy,” he observed. “Do you know how much this is worth?”



I didn’t know you knew about art, much less that you could identify one.

	— 	“It’s easy,” he replied with a smile. “You just need to know what to look for. Like the signature, for example.”
	— 	“Do you know who he is?”
	— 	“Of course. A graffiti artist. But from what I see... he also paints on commission.”
	— 	“Or it’s a gift. I don’t know. Besides, it could be a replica. I don’t think it has anything to do with the case...”




The cleaning lady was sitting in a chair in the living room, next to the large window overlooking La Castellana. A domestic employee in her fifties, with dyed hair, a face hardened by years and work, and reddened eyes. She clutched a crumpled handkerchief between her fingers. She was trembling, but obviously not from the cold.

Carolina crouched down to her level, gently, while Alberto remained standing, observing in silence.

	— 	“Your name is... Margarita, right?” said the inspector in a low, almost maternal voice.
	— 	“Yes... Margarita López...” the woman responded, barely audible. “I come Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays. Today I entered with my keys. Nobody answered, but that’s not unusual. Sometimes the gentleman slept in late.”
	— 	“And what did you find?” asked Alberto, direct, without beating around the bush.




Margarita swallowed hard.

	— 	“I went to the bedroom to put away the clean clothes... and I saw him... like that... with the rose on his chest and that music playing... I thought he was drunk. I approached and saw the blood on his head... How horrible! My God!”




Her voice broke. She covered her mouth with the handkerchief.

	— 	“Do you know if he had frequent visitors? Men, women?” Carolina interjected.
	— 	“All kinds. He was... an odd gentleman. Elegant, educated, but odd. Very beautiful girls would come. And boys too. Sometimes they wouldn’t leave all night. Or two or three would come at once. I don’t ask questions. That’s not my job. I just kept the house tidy and cleaned up after the parties.”
	— 	“And last night? Did you see him arrive with anyone?”
	— 	“No. I usually leave at five. Last Friday I left earlier. He gave me the rest of the day off. ‘Don’t come until Monday,’ he told me.”
	— 	“Did he have cameras?” Alberto asked.
	— 	“Not inside. But I think there are some in the hallway where the elevator arrives. He requested to have them installed, in case something happened, he said. He was very protective of his privacy. He had a system connected to his computer in the office.”




Alberto and Carolina exchanged glances.

— “We haven’t checked that one yet,” he muttered.



Carolina placed her hand on the woman’s arm again.

	— 	“Thank you, Margarita. You’ve been very brave. We might need to speak with you again as the investigation progresses.”




She nodded, slumping a little more in her chair. A few minutes later, the forensic technician took her away to get her fingerprints and complete the protocol.
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Carolina was sitting in the small video analysis cubicle on the ground floor, with the light from the screens casting bluish reflections on her face. She had requested a copy of the building’s surveillance system, and after some pleading and phone calls, the security technician had finally provided it. The penthouse hallway had just one fixed camera, focused on the elevator door.

Alberto appeared in the doorway, with a cup of coffee in his hand.

— “Found anything?”



Carolina didn’t respond immediately. She gestured for him to come closer and rewound the video a few seconds.

— “Look at this. Saturday, 1:50 in the morning.”



On the screen, the elevator opened with a slight flash. A tall man emerged, dressed in a dark suit, white shirt unbuttoned at the collar and no tie. His walk was confident, somewhat theatrical. He was accompanied by a woman.

A blonde with a sculptural figure, wearing a blue sequined dress that sparkled even under the dim hallway light. She wore high heels and moved with measured calm, almost choreographed. An elegant wide-brimmed hat covered half her face. “You can’t see her face,” said Carolina, pausing the video at a key moment. “She’s tilted just enough. Either she knows exactly where the camera is positioned, or it’s an incredible coincidence.”

— 
“You might be right. That pose doesn’t seem improvised,” Alberto murmured.



Carolina nodded.

— “And now this.” She pressed play again. “Watch.”



The man stopped in the hallway, turned toward her and leaned against the wall with a casual air. What followed was more than just flirtation: the two melted into a series of intense, wet kisses, with quick, sensual caresses.

	— 	“Damn,” said Alberto, narrowing his eyes. “Well, well, look at her…”
	— 	“Notice how she never raises her head. Not a single glance toward the camera. Just the right gesture.”




Carolina rewound a couple of seconds. She pointed out a detail.

	— 	“See that gesture?” The blonde woman adjusted her hat with a sensual movement, turning it a couple of degrees just before kissing the man. “That’s not flirtation. It’s strategy.”
	— 	“Perfect. She wants us to know she was there, but not who she is.”
	— 	“If she knew about the camera’s existence, she knew everything would be recorded. She wanted to leave her own spectacle on tape while maintaining her anonymity.”
	— 	“It’s too obvious,” Alberto murmured, finishing his coffee. “I get the feeling it was done deliberately.”




A loaded silence fell between them. The images kept repeating in a loop. Just like the song in the penthouse.

	— 	“Send me a copy. Let’s look for the rest of the building’s cameras. She knew where this one was, but there might be another one she didn’t know about.”
	— 	“Or maybe she made a mistake when leaving. We need to check everything in the surrounding area.”




Carolina continued with the footage: Saturday, 04:40 hours.

The image was grainy but clear. At the elevator, the blonde woman appeared, leaving. Same body, same walk... She was wearing that spectacular blue sequin dress. Impossible to forget. She had the wide-brimmed hat on, unhurried. The dress fit her perfectly, hugging her naturally, riding up her thighs, slightly straining at the seams around her hips. She walked with the confidence of someone who knows she’s being watched, though she didn’t care. She typed the secret code into the elevator and disappeared inside.

An hour and ten minutes later, at 05:50, the elevator opened again. The girl was returning.

Carolina paused the image.

— 
“Are you seeing this, Moreno?” she asked, with a slight tremor in her voice, a mixture of surprise.



Alberto moved closer and narrowed his eyes. Again, the wide-brimmed hat made it impossible to identify her.

	— 	“What I see is that this apartment has no door. You access it directly from the elevator. And she had the code. It’s like giving someone the keys to your house,” he said without taking his eyes off the screen.
	— 	“And finally...” she pressed play again. “Look. It’s 06:30. She leaves again. Calls the elevator with the code and leaves.”
	— 	“So she was in the penthouse for exactly forty minutes. That’s plenty of time to do many things.”
	— 	“I’m going to request a copy of these recordings.”
	— 	“Wait. Let me take a photo with my phone. We need to have an image of the woman to ask if anyone has seen her.”
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At the Municipal Video Surveillance Center, the building’s camera footage was already indexed. Alberto and Carolina had requested access to recordings from the immediate surroundings: Paseo de la Castellana, and the streets leading toward Plaza de Cuzco. Madrid’s traffic system, private doorways, traffic lights... everything was part of the digital tapestry they were beginning to reconstruct.

At 04:45, the blonde in the black dress appears on the street. The image is very small, but it was clearly her. She walked confidently, swaying her hips sensually. High-heeled sandals, handbag, and that damned blue wide-brimmed hat.

— “She’s heading to Plaza de Cuzco.”



At 04:52, a camera in the plaza captures her. Her steps were unhurried.

	— 	“She looks calm,” Alberto murmured, leaning back in his chair, hands interlaced across his chest.




Carolina scrolled through the footage with an expression of frustration. Frame by frame. Hour by hour.

— “It’s like they vanished into thin air,” she said.



Alberto stood up abruptly.

	— 	“No. It’s like she knew exactly which cameras to avoid.”
	— 	“Do you really think that’s possible?”
	— 	“I’ve seen stranger things. We’re not leaving this to chance.”




He turned toward the assignment board.

	— 	“I’m going to request backup to review all public and private camera footage from the northern quadrant. Shops, banks, parking lots. Hotels too, if necessary. Someone might have deleted the footage, that’s one possibility. But if they kept walking, they have to appear somewhere.”
	— 	“Who’s going to handle it?”
	— 	“Two officers. We need to strengthen the investigation. And they should be women,” he said without thinking.




Carolina raised an eyebrow.

	— 	“Excuse me?”
	— 	“Women are more detail-oriented with images. I’ve seen it many times. Guys sometimes miss something and move on. Women don’t.”
	— 	“Are you saying women are better at this just because they’re women?”
	— 	“No. I’m saying the best people I know at this happen to be women. Don’t start a debate now. Should I ask for Pérez and Nerea?”




Carolina observed him for a second longer than necessary, in silence. Then she nodded.

	— 	“Fine. But one day we’re going to talk about your ‘theories.’”
	— 	“That day won’t be today,” he said, already dialing the number on his phone.




Minutes later, two young officers entered the room. Nerea, a redhead, meticulous, with a reputation for having a photographic memory. Pérez, dark-haired, somewhat curt, but efficient like a Swiss watch.

	— 	“You’re going to overdose on videos,” Alberto said as he handed them the zones and time frames. “We need to find this woman. Don’t rule out clothing changes, taxis, cars, or entrances to buildings.”
	— 	“What if she took a car or changed somewhere?” Nerea asked.
	— 	“Look for her as if she were a shadow. I think she knew we’d be searching for her on the cameras. But nobody is completely invisible.”
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Homicide Police Station. Digital Forensics Laboratory. Monday, 18:30

The room was dimly lit, illuminated only by computer screens. The victim’s phone, an iPhone 14 Pro, had been unlocked after an express court authorization. It didn’t have fingerprint access but did have facial recognition enabled.

Daniel, the computer forensics expert, short and fidgety, was reviewing the contents while Carolina and Alberto waited behind him.

— “Okay,” he finally said. “Let’s start with the calls.”



Last outgoing calls:

Friday, 20:18 – “Domi” – duration: 02:03

Friday, 21:01 – “Alicia M.” – duration: 00:31

Friday, 21:02 – “Club Único (reservations)” – duration: 04:16

Friday, 21:14 – “Unknown (unidentified)” – duration: 00:11

Last incoming calls:

Friday, 20:09 – “Susi (work)” – duration: 00:00 (rejected)

Friday, 21:20 – “Unknown” – duration: 01:15

Friday, 21:50 – “Alicia M.” – duration: 02:01

	— 	“Club Único?” Alberto asked.
	— 	“Exclusive dating venue, near Alonso Martínez,” Daniel answered. “Private, elitist. They host dinners with ‘sensory experiences,’ you know... candles, music, partner swapping, discreet orgies.”
	— 	“A swinger club?”
	— 	“I guess. We’ll have to investigate it.”
	— 	“Upper class playing at being wild,” Carolina muttered.
	— 	“Exactly,” Daniel nodded, amused. “And now for the most interesting part...”




Installed applications:

Tinder, Badoo, Feeld

Telegram (with several archived chats)

Signal

Encrypted Notes

Wallet with five bank cards and two cryptocurrencies

	— 	“The Tinder and Badoo history is interesting. He had more than 300 active matches, but his most recent contacts were with two very new female profiles. One without a face photo. The other with a suggestive image but probably fake. There are no open messages, just emojis.”
	— 	“Contact dates?” Carolina asked.
	— 	“Both profiles were activated Thursday night. They started talking Friday morning. They shared location via Tinder. And this location matched a café near Serrano, but after that... nothing.”
	— 	“Names?”
	— 	“On Tinder they called themselves BlackBaccara and BlackMamba88. But there are more profiles he contacted in the last month. All with very attractive and subtle nicknames.”
	— 	“Can you trace IPs or locations?”
	— 	“I’m trying. But if they used VPNs or accessed from places with wifi, I won’t be able to do anything. Telegram also has deleted chats. The content is encrypted, but I’m already cloning it. It will take me hours.”
	— 	“Anything else?”
	— 	“Yes. A deleted note in the Notes app, recovered with forensic software. It only had one sentence: ‘Friday night, another fantasy to fulfill. Blue desire.’”




Alberto and Carolina exchanged a glance. Blue desire...

	— 	“It’s clear that the phrase must have something to do with the color of the blonde’s dress,” said Alberto.
	— 	“Do you think the color is important?”
	— 	“I don’t know. Let’s take it step by step.”




Daniel raised his hands in a pause gesture.

	— 	“I’ll let you know when I have more data on IPs, deleted messages, or transactions. But if you want my opinion… this sounds like an online date. More and more common these days.”
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Alberto Moreno’s office. Tuesday, 10:12.

The monitor’s light gave a gray tone to his poorly shaved skin. The coffee, cold. The ashtray, full. On the screen, several open tabs: exotic floriculture, black markets for horticulture, botanical collectors’ forums.

He typed: rare black rose. Generic results appeared. But one caught his attention.

Black Baccara.

— “There you are…” he whispered.



A rose of such a deep red that it appeared black. Extremely delicate cultivation, popular in certain circles for its rarity, beauty, and symbolism. Not sold in common flower shops. Not even in the most exclusive ones. Only some greenhouses in southern France and private collectors had access. Price per unit: more than 150 euros. Some specimens were auctioned in private markets.

He clicked on a horticultural file. The text said: “Flower of ambiguity. The Black Baccara is not given for love, but for power, as a warning or as a farewell.”

Alberto leaned back in his chair. The Tinder profile nickname came to his mind: BlackMamba. Black mamba. Venom and darkness. Flower and poisonous snake.

He stood up, took his black-covered notebook and scribbled a circle around the flower’s name. He wrote underneath: “Signature. Style. Message.”

At that moment, Carolina entered with a preliminary report. She stopped when she saw him concentrated, with a furrowed brow.

— “What are you doing?” she asked.



Alberto turned the screen toward her.

	— 	“I’m investigating the black rose. It’s not just any flower. It’s a Black Baccara. Very difficult to obtain. They don’t sell it in any flower shop in Madrid. It’s almost like a jewel.”




Carolina frowned, moved closer. She looked at the image on the screen. Then she looked at him.

	— 	“How did you know it wasn’t just a dyed rose like the ones they sell on Valentine’s Day?”
	— 	“Dyed roses leave stains on your fingers. The one from the penthouse didn’t stain. I picked it up myself.”




Carolina observed him for a moment longer than necessary. In that loaded silence, she began to see something else in him. He wasn’t just a disheveled, cynical guy. Beneath the two-day stubble and sad tie was a mind as sharp as a scalpel. Shrewd. Meticulous. Dangerously lucid. And yet, something in him was broken.

— “Damn, you’re good,” she said quietly, almost involuntarily.



Alberto didn’t answer. He wrote something else in his notebook without looking up.

Carolina kept watching him. What had happened to him? What could turn a brilliant cop into a shadow with whiskey breath and perpetual distrust? But she didn’t ask. She couldn’t yet.

	— 	“I’ll call the premium florists in Madrid. See if anyone has ordered a Baccara recently,” she finally said.
	— 	“Do you think she’ll leave another rose?”
	— 	“I think this is just the beginning, and we need to pull on every thread.”
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A young officer, with a serious expression and folder in hand, intercepted Carolina in the middle of the police station hallway.

	— 	“Inspector, we have the building doorman’s testimony,” he told her in a neutral tone, though he seemed somewhat surprised.




Carolina gestured for him to continue.

	— 	“Nothing remarkable, honestly. He didn’t see anyone suspicious enter. And according to him, the victim typically went up to the penthouse without passing through the main entrance. Each floor has direct access from the garage, with an exclusive code. You enter directly from the elevator without needing a door. So... they could have avoided any visual contact. He confirmed that almost all residents access directly from the garage.”




Carolina pressed her lips together. She had suspected as much, but didn’t want it confirmed so soon.

	— 	“And during the early morning?” she asked.
	— 	“That’s where it gets interesting,” the officer replied, consulting his notes. “Around four-something, he saw the blonde woman leave. Twice, he says. The first time she was calm, even greeted him. Her beauty caught his attention. He used that word: ‘she was a beauty.’ He also said she exuded class, elegance. She wasn’t wearing the wide-brimmed hat. She was carrying it in her hand. He noticed the blue dress, very tight, high heels... something that stood out.”




Carolina raised an eyebrow.

	— 	“And the second time?”
	— 	She was in a hurry. He says she rushed past at full speed. She was wearing the wide-brimmed hat and barely looked at him. But he insists it was her. He says her hair was a very distinctive blonde. Very intense, almost yellow. Says he hasn’t seen many like that.
	— 	“Wasn’t he suspicious?”
	— 	“No. He says he thought maybe she’d forgotten something. He didn’t see her again. What does surprise him is that the second time she entered the building, he didn’t see her pass by. He swears he didn’t fall asleep or leave his post.”
	— 	“Then she must have entered through the garage.”
	— 	“Well, we’re screwed. There are no cameras in the area that show the garage entrance. I’ve already checked.”
	— 	“Damn... Don’t we have anything else?”
	— 	“Nothing else. He didn’t hear any noises. There were no other visitors through the main door, no deliveries, no strange movements. The garage cameras, by the way, aren’t active either. The system was under maintenance. Just perfect.”




Carolina cursed under her breath.

— “Thanks,” she said, turning on her heels.
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Viewing room. 1:25 PM.

The dim lights gave the room a grayish tone as they reviewed the captures from the mobile phone. The conversations in the app were disarmingly vulgar: fire emojis, empty promises, pixelated photos, and messages that went from syrupy to purely animalistic in three lines.

Alberto snorted, bringing his hand to his face in exasperation.

	— 	“I have no fucking idea how this shit works. Badoo, Tinder, Grindr, whatever. It all seems like a carnival of desperate people to me.”




Carolina, leaning against the back of the chair with her arms crossed, raised an eyebrow.

	— 	“You’re a man from the last century.”
	— 	“Probably,” he answered, without looking at her. “But I’ve never needed to resort to that crap to get laid.”




She slowly turned her head toward him. Silence.

— “You’re a bit of a brute. Aren’t you?”



He shrugged, as if her opinion mattered little to him.

— 
“Basic. Sexist. Disgustingly convinced that the world revolves around your rhythm.”



Alberto lowered his gaze. The air tensed like a wire. He didn’t respond immediately. He rubbed his forehead, clenched his teeth. Then he looked up, more tired than angry.

	— 	“Let’s keep the peace, okay? I don’t want problems with you. Let’s try to get along. You don’t have to like me. We just need to work together.”




Carolina observed him. She noticed the change. It wasn’t arrogance or sarcasm. It was something deeper. Fatigue. Resignation. Guilt, perhaps. She said nothing. He looked back at the screen, as if facing fake profiles was easier than facing an honest gaze. Carolina ran her hand through her hair, annoyed, but no longer angry.

	— 	“Look, if you want… I can explain how all this social media stuff works. I could give you a crash course in how to hook up in three easy steps.”




Alberto let out a half-laugh, humorless.

	— 	“Is that a professional offer or a thinly veiled insult to my seduction skills?”
	— 	“Take it however you want,” she said, without looking at him. “But if you don’t have anything better to do when we finish, we could stop for a beer. I’ll explain it with examples. Visual ones.”




Alberto raised an eyebrow, as if trying to gauge whether this was a trap, a favor, or simply humanity.

	— 	“Fine. One beer.”
	— 	“Just one. No drama. No getting familiar.”
	— 	“Works for me,” he repeated.
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El Pasaje Brewery. 7:07 PM.

The place was spacious, smelling of wood and subtle air freshener, as tradition dictated. Nothing modern. The bartender served them two pints and a plate of green olives without saying a word.

	— 	“Is this where you used to pick up women?” Carolina asked, scanning the place.
	— 	“This is where my colleagues would chew me out because I always ended up closing the bar with someone. Bad habits I had back in those days.”




Carolina looked at him over her glass, mockingly.

— “So the dark legend is true.”



Alberto stared at her intently. He didn’t smile.

	— 	“Depends which legend you’re talking about.”
	— 	“The one about you being the most badass bloodhound in homicide… and how you screwed it all up with a case that got out of hand and by not knowing how to keep your dick in your pants. That’s what they say...”




Alberto set down his glass gently, still looking at her. In his eyes was an ancient spark, like a match igniting in the darkness.

— “Do you want the official summary, the hallway gossip version, or the one I don’t tell anyone?”



Carolina held his gaze, defiant.

— “The one you don’t tell anyone.”



Silence. The bar’s bustle seemed more distant than usual. Alberto looked at the bottom of his glass. Then he raised his eyes again, but said nothing. Not yet. She leaned on the bar with one elbow, closer, unafraid.

	— 	“I don’t know you well enough for that version. I’ll stick to your literal proposal: ‘One beer. No drama. No getting familiar.’”
	— 	“Whatever you want.”




Alberto pressed his lips together. Something was clearly hurting him inside, barely perceptible. Carolina observed him without speaking. She noticed he was at that point where a man debates between opening his mouth or building the highest wall he has.

— “Alright, fossil. Pay attention. Master class.”



Alberto tilted his head slightly, with that half-smile of his that wasn’t quite friendly.

	— 	“Enlighten me, encyclopedia of virtual sex.”
	— 	“Let’s take this step by step,” she said, ignoring his comment. “First: Tinder. It’s the most well-known app. You create a profile — photo, age, location — and the AI throws meat at you. If you like someone, swipe right. If not, left. If you match, a chat opens.”
	— 	“And that’s where the decline of the species begins.”
	— 	“Exactly. That’s where the puppy gifs and the ‘hey, beautiful’ messages with spelling mistakes start. But there are also well-crafted profiles, people just looking for sex, or just friendship, or a steady relationship... though ninety percent lie, of course.”
	— 	“Have you used it?”




Carolina raised an eyebrow.

	— 	“Do I have to say it out loud? Yes. I’ve hooked up more in two months than you did in your entire damn decade as star inspector.”
	— 	“Thanks for that image.”
	— 	“No, thank you for the questions. Now Badoo. That’s murkier territory. It’s like Tinder, but on steroids and with less dignity. There’s everything there: women with cat filters, guys taking bathroom selfies with toilets in the background, single mothers, truck drivers, ghosts and sociopaths with fake abs.”
	— 	“A zoo.”
	— 	“Exactly. You can search by location, send virtual gifts, or say you like someone even if they haven’t shown up yet. More private messages. More possibility of harassment.”
	— 	“And what kind of normal guy goes on there?”
	— 	“Those who are married, separated, bored or desperate. And many who just want to see if they still ‘have it.’ Ego. It’s all ego.”




Carolina picked up her phone and opened Tinder. She showed it to Alberto without hesitation.

	— 	“Look. This guy here wrote to me last night: ‘I’d do things to you that can’t be written during children’s hours’. He doesn’t even have a face photo. Just abs and a chest tattoo that says ‘Legend’. In italics.”
	— 	“Holy shit.”
	— 	And this other one: “I’m not handsome, but I’m funny. I’m not rich, but I have a car. I’m not smart, but I get by”. A real gem. I have him saved in my favorites.




Alberto let out a genuine laugh. The first since Carolina had known him.

	— 	“And you actually respond to that?”
	— 	“Only if I have insomnia and want a good laugh. But there are normal people too, you know. Decent people. The problem is you have to dig deep to find them. And that gets exhausting.”
	— 	“And you’re looking for something decent?”




She looked at him for a second. It wasn’t a casual glance.

	— 	“No. Not at this point. I’m satisfied if they’re not complete idiots and don’t send me dick pics by the second message.”
	— 	“Damn. Is that what it’s like out there?”
	— 	“Worse.”




A brief silence fell between them. The waiter brought them another plate, this time with vinaigrette potatoes.

— “You’ve never tried it?” she asked.



Alberto shook his head, very slowly.

	— 	“I’ve always gone with the traditional method.”
	— 	“Pushing through crowds, between drinks and cigarettes?”
	— 	“No. Glances, phrases, chemistry. Or not. If there was chemistry, I’d go for it. If not, another round.”
	— 	“How very romantic.”
	— 	“I never got along with emojis.”
	— 	“You could use a beauty filter, honestly,” she said, taking a sip of her beer. “You look like you stepped out of a ’90s detective show. That’s not a criticism. It’s advice. You desperately need an image update.”




Carolina observed him for a moment, more seriously.

— “And now what? No chemistry with anyone anymore?”



He took his time responding. Then, he murmured:

— 
“These days I don’t feel like complicating my life. I’m a magnet for trouble.”



She didn’t reply. She just took another potato, chewing slowly. She stared at the half-empty glass as if all the questions she didn’t dare ask were floating inside. The silence stretched on, but it wasn’t uncomfortable. It was dense. Like fog between two buildings that weren’t quite ready to collapse.

	— 	“You know what’s the worst thing about Tinder?” she finally said, without looking at him. “That even the ones you like end up seeming the same. They all repeat the same pattern. Gym photos, pre-packaged phrases, that whole ‘I’m different’ routine. And they’re not. There’s no soul. All posturing and anxiety.”
	— 	“And you’re looking for soul.” It wasn’t a question. It was a sharp observation.




She shrugged, as if unwilling to admit it.

“Sometimes I’d settle for someone who doesn’t reek of lies.”



Alberto scratched his two-day stubble. He didn’t say anything at first, but his gaze grew more intense.

	— 	“That’s sad. I don’t use apps because I don’t want to appeal to a filtered version of someone. And because I know that if I start selling myself, I lose myself. I wouldn’t know how to pretend I’m whole.”
	— 	“You’re not?”
	— 	“No.”




That word hung in the air, still, hurting more than any speech could.

Carolina looked at him directly. She studied him. Not as one observes a colleague, but as one examines a poorly healed fracture.

“What happened to you, Alberto?”



He didn’t respond. Not with words. He poured himself more beer, drained the previous glass, and wiped the corner of his lips with his hand.

“You’re too hot to be a cop.” He fired the phrase like a shot.



She blinked, confused, not by the compliment, but by the dry way he delivered it.

	— 	“Is that supposed to be a compliment?”
	— 	“It’s a fact.”
	— 	“And? You expect me to take that as some bar pickup line?”
	— 	“No. I just wanted to tell you.”
	— 	“You’re an asshole. A brilliant asshole, but an asshole nonetheless...” she snorted, but she didn’t sound entirely angry. She said it like someone discovering a painting they like, even if it’s hanging crooked.
	— 	“And you’re fucking intense. Smart, yes. But you’ve got something bottled up inside that I don’t know if it’s rage or fear.”




Carolina looked away. She touched the base of the glass with her fingers.

	— 	“What if it’s both?”
	— 	“Then you’re dangerously attractive.” And he said it with something that wasn’t fear. It was admiration disguised as desire.




A new silence. Denser. More electric.

— And you? —she asked, lowering her voice this time— What are you hiding?



He looked at her intently. And for a second, just one, Carolina saw something break in his expression. An old pain. Then, as if someone had turned off a light inside, he became stone again.

	— 	Too much to tell over one beer.
	— 	Then let’s order another. Or two.
	— 	Carolina…
	— 	Yes?
	— 	I don’t know if you’re interrogating me, saving me, or starting to fuck me with your eyes.




She laughed. For real. A clean sound, without pretense.

	— 	Damn… So the rumors are true. You really think highly of yourself. I’m stunned. –she said, somewhere between amused and annoyed— And you? Are you trying to hit on me, provoke me, or warn me?
	— 	You tell me.
	— 	I haven’t decided yet. But I’m definitely not fucking you with my eyes.




He smiled. At last. Carolina leaned over the table. Not much, just enough to observe him in more detail, like someone analyzing a work of art without yet deciding if she likes it or if it disturbs her.

	— 	You have that broken, rough, attractive man vibe that drives some women crazy. You know... the antihero. The walking wound.




Alberto arched an eyebrow as he lit a cigarette without asking permission.

	— 	And you have that good girl with sharp fangs vibe. Who analyzes everything, who doesn’t allow herself to desire what she can’t control.
	— 	And what do you know about what I desire?
	— 	I’m seeing it right now.




She held his gaze. Direct. Brazen. Playing with the edge of the glass between her fingers.

	— 	You’re not an easy man to look at, Moreno. I mean, your suit looks like it was bought at a nineties outlet, your beard is crying for help, and you smell a bit like coffee, tobacco, and defeat… —She paused for a second— But even so, there’s something about you that screams “danger,” and that sometimes is... attractive.




He smiled, tilting his head.

	— 	What about you? Perfect skin, gym-toned body with curves, a gaze that cuts like a knife... but I’d bet my salary you’ve got more walls inside than a medieval castle.
	— 	You don’t know me.
	— 	No. But I’m starting to. And I have good aim.




She crossed her legs, slowly, deliberately. He noticed. He didn’t pretend otherwise. He pushed away some recent, very painful memories from his mind, ones that would surprise this Neanderthal if he knew about them.

	— 	Are you always this intense with your female colleagues?
	— 	Only with the ones who make me think about things I shouldn’t.
	— 	You get straight to the point, huh?
	— 	You want me to beat around the bush?
	— 	No. They bore me.




Another sip of beer. The ice was breaking, and beneath it wasn’t calm water.

	— 	Do you sleep with all your female colleagues, Alberto?
	— 	No. Just some of them.
	— 	Damn, man. You’re looking more and more like a second-rate Al Pacino. With all due respect.




He laughed, genuinely this time. A deep, warm chuckle. Carolina didn’t say it out loud, but that sound sent shivers through her.

	— 	What about you? Do you sleep with your colleagues?
	— 	No.
	— 	Never?
	— 	Only with those who don’t ask me stupid questions.
	— 	Then I better shut up.




They looked at each other. Intensely. Everything they’d said floated between them like an invisible bridge. Charged with electricity, sarcasm, and something else they didn’t want to name. Carolina drained the last sip of beer and set the glass down with a sharp tap on the table. She didn’t smile. She didn’t joke. Her eyes were no longer warm or sarcastic. They were two black blades beneath a stormy sky.

	— 	For our first few days as investigation partners... that’s enough, don’t you think? —she said as she stood up, brushing off her jacket.




Alberto observed her without moving. He still had the cigarette between his fingers, almost burned down. He allowed himself a crooked half-smile, defiant.

— “Afraid you’ll end up in my bed?”



Carolina turned slowly, with that expression of a woman who stands halfway between mockery and fury.

— 
“Don’t get your hopes up, Moreno. Pearls before swine.”



He let out a hoarse laugh, lowering his head for a second.

— “Relax, Inspector. I don’t want to tonight.”



The statement landed like a bomb. She took a step toward him. Just one.

	— 	“Excuse me?”
	— 	“I don’t want to tonight,” he repeated, without raising his voice. “It’s not your night. Or mine.”




Carolina looked at him, scanning him up and down with surgical contempt.

	— 	“You know what? For a few minutes I actually believed you were a guy worth knowing. A bit messed up, sure, but real. One of the few left. But you’re just a damn hothead. Another precinct rooster who thinks everything that moves wants to jump into his bed.”
	— 	“I haven’t said that you want to…”
	— 	“Then what the hell are you implying?”
	— 	“That you could. If you weren’t so afraid of feeling something real. And I could too. If I wasn’t disgusted by all this.”
	— 	“Go to hell, Alberto.”
	— 	“Don’t get angry, damn it...”




She pivoted on her heels and left the bar without looking back. The door creaked. Warm air rushed in, carrying the echo of her perfume. He remained alone, eyes fixed on the empty glass. He didn’t stand up. He didn’t regret it. Nor did he order another beer.
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The alarm went off at six. Alberto Moreno opened his eyes as if he hadn’t slept all night. Perhaps because it was true. The beers, the tension with Carolina, his own words pounding in his head like stones. And that look, the last one, before she left… that wouldn’t leave him alone.

He got up slowly. He went into the bathroom and stood staring at the man in the mirror.

Deep dark circles. Disheveled beard, almost gray at the edges. Wrinkles marked like cracks in a neglected house. Tired eyes, but still with some fire in them.

— “You’re disgusting, you bastard,” he muttered.



He turned on the faucet. He showered in scalding water, as if he could strip off his skin and start over. Afterward, he shaved with precision, leaving no trace of the beard that had accompanied him for weeks. When finished, he slicked back his wet hair with firm, methodical gestures, as if each strand had to return to its original place.

He opened the closet. In the back, hanging like a buried memory, was a dark blue suit. Impeccable. Unworn white shirt, blue tie. Gleaming burgundy Lotusse shoes. All new. No wrinkles, no stains, no shabby stories.

He dressed in silence. When he looked in the mirror again, he didn’t see the same man. It was someone else. Someone he knew well… and whom they had tried to bury.

— “The bastard is back,” he whispered.



The usual Monday murmur came to an abrupt halt when Alberto walked through the glass doors. Heads turned toward him like magnets. No one said anything, but their eyes spoke volumes: surprise, disbelief, respect.

Chief Inspector Mondego let out a low whistle.

	— 	“Did you eat the Alberto Moreno from the last three years or just leave him locked up at home?”




Moreno didn’t respond. He kept walking, straight toward the elevator.

— 
“Inspector Moreno!” Commissioner Arango’s voice boomed from her office.



Alberto turned. He walked with firm steps, without averting his gaze. He entered.

The commissioner was standing by the window, looking out at Madrid. When she turned, her eyes scanned every detail of his appearance: clean-shaven, perfect suit, subtle but elegant cologne.

	— 	“Well, well,” she said with a cold smile. “You look like the inspector who screwed up my life a year ago.”




He didn’t answer. He simply looked at her, steadfast.

	— 	“What’s gotten into you, Moreno?”
	— 	“Nothing.”
	— 	“Are you sure? Because you don’t smell like a funeral anymore.”
	— 	“I suppose I smell like Fahrenheit...” he said, loaded with sarcasm. “Maybe I’m tired of smelling like failure.”




She crossed her arms. She looked uncomfortable, as if this change reminded her of something she preferred not to revisit.

	— 	“Don’t play at being who you were. That guy was also an asshole, just with a better appearance.”
	— 	“I’m not playing. I’m coming back. Or whatever that means.”




A thick silence settled between them. She didn’t want to admit it, but something in his gaze had changed. He had that flame from the good years. From the days when everyone at the station believed Moreno was the best inspector in the homicide unit.

	— 	“Well, let’s see how long you keep the suit clean before staining it again,” she finally said. “Your partner is already here. Seems she arrived before you, which is also starting to remind me of the old days.”
	— 	“That’s because, in those days, the nights were long and sleep was scarce. Remember, Commissioner?”




He turned to leave. Before crossing the doorway, she added, more quietly:

— “Moreno... Go fuck yourself...”



He didn’t respond. He closed the door behind him gently. He walked down the hallway. Everyone’s gaze was still fixed on him. But this time, it wasn’t pity he saw. It was something else.

Carolina was already seated, absorbed in her laptop. She was dressed in a simple but elegant outfit: dark jeans, a fitted beige blouse, and a navy blue blazer. Her hair hung loose, slightly wavy, falling over her shoulders with calculated carelessness. Concentrated, she didn’t look up when the door opened.

But she did when she heard the firm footsteps, different from before. When the faint aroma of a warm, understated, and deeply masculine cologne reached her. Then she looked up... and froze.

Alberto Moreno was there. Standing tall. Perfect suit. Clean-shaven. Hair elegantly combed back. He had left behind the shadow of the previous night. Carolina didn’t know whether to blink or insult him.

“Damn,” she whispered, barely audible.



He approached without saying a word, placed his folder on the desk, sat down across from her and began turning on his computer as if everything were normal.

“
What miracle of Lourdes is this?” she asked, her voice drier than she intended.



Alberto didn’t look at her at first. He typed something, checked the screen, and only then raised his eyes. His tone was neutral, almost courteous.

	“	I thought it was time to work with a bit more... presence.”
	“	Presence? And you decided this after calling me sexually frustrated and spewing a bunch of sexist bullshit at me in a cop bar?”
	“	Sometimes you need to smell your own garbage before changing your clothes.”




Carolina observed him with a mixture of distrust and curiosity. She didn’t like it. She didn’t like at all that this guy, as messed up as he was attractive, had the ability to reinvent himself overnight. What was going on in that head of his?

	“	Don’t mess with me, Moreno. Are you apologizing?”
	“	No. I don’t have to.”
	“	Well, it seems like it.”
	“	You’re interpreting it that way. That’s your problem.”




She crossed her arms, trying to hide the tingling sensation creeping up her stomach. The guy looked gorgeous. More than that. He exuded something dark and seductive that put her on guard... and attracted her like an idiot.

	“	So what was this, then?” she asked, gesturing at his new look from head to toe. “A rescue operation for your dignity?”
	“	A necessity. I saw myself in the mirror. I didn’t like what I saw in the reflection. I decided it was enough.”
	“	And all this is because of me?”




Alberto smiled for the first time, with just the corner of his lips turning up slightly and his eyes wide open.

	“	Big ego you’ve got there, huh?”
	“	No bigger than yours, Moreno.”




She turned back to her laptop. She pretended to focus, but it was difficult. He was there, with that scent of rebirth, with that presence that now seemed even more dangerous.

They went down to the room where the cameras were monitored. The bluish light from the monitors gave the room an aquarium-like atmosphere. The two assigned agents — Jara and Lidia — turned around when Alberto and Carolina entered. They smiled. Jara discreetly adjusted her hair. Lidia, quite directly, bit her lower lip when she saw the inspector. Her eyes scanned him up and down for a few seconds, and she evidently liked what she saw.

	— 	“Good morning, Inspector Moreno,” one of them greeted, with an almost cloying sweetness.
	— 	“How’s it going? Anything interesting?” he asked, approaching without noticing —or pretending not to notice— the obvious effect he had caused on them.




Carolina glanced at him uncomfortably. The two women looked like teenagers in front of the high school idol. He seemed so cool, so self-assured, as if he hadn’t just transformed from caveman to runway model without getting lost along the way.

	— 	“Relax, Andrade,” he murmured with a crooked smile, without looking at her. “You’ll get your session whenever you want.”




She fixed her eyes on him, with a mixture of rage and disdain.

	— 	“You’re a fucking caveman. A walking textbook of toxic masculinity.”
	— 	“Yes. But this caveman is dying to get you into bed. And you’re dying for me to do it.”




Carolina blinked. She glared at him. She turned to Jara.

— 
“Do we have anything?” she asked, with an icy tone that instantly wiped the smile off the agent’s face.



Lidia was the one who responded, to the surprise of Jara, who was left with her mouth open at that conversation, which seemed to her completely out of place.

	— 	“Let’s take it step by step... 4:55 AM on Saturday. The woman walked toward Cuzco, and...” —the agent typed on a keyboard, and the image changed— “she got into a taxi. Heading to Plaza de Castilla. We got the taxi’s license plate. 6390 KRV.”
	— 	“Fucking brilliant!” she exclaimed.
	— 	“We lost track of her at the Manoteras junction. I’m sorry, but we weren’t able to find her,” Lidia apologized.
	— 	“And at 6:30? Were you able to track her again?”
	— 	“Yes, Inspector. The cameras in the northern area. The woman walked toward Cuzco. She entered a venue, quite an exclusive place. It’s called “Lunático.” But here’s the strange part...”
	— 	“What?”
	— 	“She didn’t leave. Not through the main door, nor through the back. The cameras don’t show her exiting. We reviewed more than five hours of footage.”
	— 	“What do you mean she didn’t leave?” said Alberto, approaching the monitor. “Nobody just disappears like that, damn it.”
	— 	“We know. We thought maybe she left through the rooftop or through the parking garage, but there’s no trace there either. We checked all available cameras. It’s as if she just... vanished.”
	— 	“Or they knew exactly how to avoid them,” Carolina murmured.
	— 	“That’s practically impossible. Not in Cuzco.” Alberto said.




Alberto ran his hand over his freshly shaved beard, already showing incipient shadow.

	— 	“What about the people in charge of the venue? Witnesses?”
	— 	“They haven’t opened yet. We’re going to request the interior footage from their closed-circuit system,” Jara responded.
	— 	“Good,” said Carolina, writing something in her notebook. “As soon as it’s available, I want to review every minute. If she didn’t leave... it’s because she’s tricked us somehow.”




Alberto nodded and looked at Carolina with a spark of concealed respect.

	— 	“Caveman or not, looks like we make a good team.”
	— 	“Don’t get your hopes up, Moreno. As soon as I solve this case, I’m requesting a transfer.”
	— 	“You’re lying,” he said, lowering his voice.




She didn’t respond.
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Thanks to the camera footage, it wasn’t difficult to find the taxi driver who had picked up the woman near Paseo de la Castellana. They had located him through the Radio Taxi dispatch records.

The journey matched the estimated time frame of the suspect’s departure from the penthouse. Alberto received him in one of the interrogation rooms with a tired expression, but a sharp gaze. The taxi driver, a man of about fifty, stocky with a voice roughened by years of tobacco and bar coffee, entered somewhat nervous but willing to cooperate. He showed him the photograph, and the man nodded. He remembered her perfectly.

	— 	“I was finishing up for the night,” the man began, folding his hands on the table. “In fact, I’d decided not to take any more fares and was heading home. It was near the Cuzco area. She was there, on a corner... not raising her hand like just anybody, no. Standing there. Elegant.”




Alberto observed him, taking notes.

	— 	“What caught your attention?”
	— 	“Everything,” he responded without hesitation. “The most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen in my life. But not just her body. She was dressed like in the movies. A blue dress that sparkled, with a neckline... well, you know... High-heeled sandals and long gloves. And an enormous wide-brimmed hat. She got into the car and smelled of a perfume I still remember. I swear on my children’s lives I’ve never seen anything like it.”
	— 	“Did she say where she was going?”
	— 	“Yes. She gave me the address. Mauricio Legendre. I don’t remember the number, but I can show you on maps. A pretty luxurious apartment building, yes. When we arrived, she paid me in cash. Left me a five-euro tip. I can’t say she was friendly, because she didn’t speak except to give me the address and when she paid me, but I can tell you she had a way of speaking that was very pleasant. Has something bad happened to her?”




Alberto shook his head and continued with his questions. “Did you see her enter?”

	— 	“Yes. She went through the main entrance. Used a key to open it. She looked confident and calm. As if she lived there.”




Alberto pulled out the clearest capture from the penthouse recording. The image was the best they had been able to get, but you could only see the silhouette, the slender body, and blonde hair peeking out from under the wide-brimmed hat.

— “Is this her?”



The taxi driver barely took a second.

	— 	“Without any doubt. I recognize her body, her hair, her dress, her walk. I don’t need to see her face. It’s her.”




Alberto didn’t say anything at first. He simply closed the folder, leaned back in his chair, and exhaled slowly.

— “Please, show me on the map the exact place where you dropped her off.”



The man handled the application quickly, and within seconds he pointed to the building: “It’s there. Castellana Building. The entrance on the right.”

— “Thank you very much for your cooperation. You’ve been a great help.”



The taxi driver nodded and left with his hands in his pockets.
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Marta was tense, irritated by the wait. She jumped up from her chair when Alberto and Carolina entered her office door.

— “Alright, let’s get to it. What do we have from the crime scene?”



As if someone had pressed a button, Alberto began reading his notes.

	— 	“Wound to the temple. No usable fingerprints, no forced entry, nothing missing.”
	— 	“In other words,” she said sitting down, “absolutely nothing.”
	— 	“We don’t have the weapon used,” he detailed. “Semen everywhere, hair from several women... Wig hairs...”
	— 	“Why did she return if she was already inside?” Carolina asked. “It doesn’t add up.”
	— 	“It’s strange. Maybe she was waiting for him to fall asleep before doing it.”
	— 	“She could have waited inside. It makes no sense that she would go home and come back later. And when she returned, she didn’t come through the main entrance. The only option is that she came through the garage. The doorman confirmed that to open the garage door, you use a different code than to access the apartments. Did she know both codes? It seems odd to me.”




They exchanged a look that revealed their doubts.

	— 	“On the other hand, the cocaine was... of extraordinary quality, much purer than what’s found on the street. I’ve asked the narcotics department to look for a possible source. They say it’s the highest quality powder they’ve encountered in years. The kind drug lords consume.”
	— 	“Yes,” Alberto continued, “he inhaled cocaine. There were traces on his lips and on his penis...”
	— 	“He put it on his dick?” Carolina asked. Alberto grimaced.
	— 	“Topical use as a vasodilator is common. It’s used to enhance pleasure.”
	— 	“Have you tried it?” she asked, both curious and scandalized.
	— 	“Yes.”
	— 	“And?”
	— 	“Come on, Carolina, let me finish. That’s not important right now. We know he liked cocaine. He liked beautiful women, rough sex. He probably moved in unsavory circles.”




Marta shot him one of her typical furious looks. “Very well,” she said. “What about the women? According to the housekeeper, he received visits from many beautiful women. And men.”

	— 	“Not men,” he stated, “there’s nothing in the victim’s history suggesting an interest in men. He might have organized some orgies or swinging parties, but no men for himself. Regarding the women... There are a couple of them who were more or less regulars. They’re investigating their profiles, but none of them is blonde.”
	— 	“Transvestites?”
	— 	“I wouldn’t rule it out. That type of person usually doesn’t say no to those things.”




Alberto checked his notes again.

	— 	“Rivas had a law degree. Single. Studied at the Autonomous University. Brilliant academic record. Never practiced. He was involved in the business world. Imports of all kinds. Fine woods, precious stones, premium products...”
	— 	“Drugs?”
	— 	“Not that we know of.”
	— 	“Anything on the phone or laptop?”
	— 	“That’s what we still need to find out. The technician asked for a couple more hours.”
	— 	“What line of investigation do you plan to continue?” the commissioner asked very seriously.
	— 	“Analysis of the mobile phone, and then a visit to the venue in Cuzco. They open late.”
	— 	“Alright,” she said. “Keep me informed. This case is being closely monitored by the Chief Commissioner. We need progress now.”
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Digital Traces

Location: Digital analysis room. 8:17 p.m.

The forensic technician’s office was a cave of bluish light, filled with screens, cables, and that distinctive aroma between ozone and cold coffee that only digital labs have. On a steel table sat a safe with a biometric locking system. Inside was the victim’s mobile phone. Alberto drummed his fingers against the table. Carolina sat with her legs crossed, focused and impatient.

	— 	“Can you access it yet?” Alberto asked, arms crossed, with Carolina beside him. There seemed to be a truce between them.
	— 	“I’ve had it in forensic analysis mode for an hour. We don’t just turn it on like amateurs. We’re using a Cellebrite station,” replied the technician, a skinny young man with thick glasses and a t-shirt so worn it looked like it might disintegrate.
	— 	“What’s that?” Carolina asked.
	— 	“A system that allows access to the phone’s content without altering the metadata. Images, messages, apps, deleted content… all without leaving a trace.”
	— 	“Why does that matter? It’s a dead man’s phone…”




The technician shrugged and continued typing. On one of the screens appeared the virtual desktop of the device: the latest iPhone model. And lots, lots of usage.

	— 	“Any social networks?” Alberto asked.
	— 	“It would be better to ask which ones he didn’t use. He mainly used Telegram, WhatsApp, Instagram, and Tinder Badoo. But Badoo and Tinder seem the most interesting. He used them constantly. There are many entries.”




The technician, a thin guy under thirty with patchy beard and a “Blade Runner” t-shirt, expanded a window. His name was Iván Ros, the best in cyber-analysis in the group despite his appearance, and although he usually did his own thing, when he found something, he nailed it. He had the eternal adolescent air of many computer specialists who resist leaving their rebellious youth behind.

	— 	“I’ve been able to access the victim’s phone. He had the Badoo app active and linked to his email. All legal, no weird encryption. This isn’t sophisticated or hidden. No proxies, encryption or false identities. It seems like a personal, ordinary profile. Several recent contacts appear here. The closest to the date of the homicide are BlackBaccara and BlackMamba88. They don’t hide much either... or they don’t need to.”




Alberto nodded, his eyes fixed on the screen.

— “Can you trace BlackMamba88’s profile?”



Iván was already on it. He typed at an astonishing speed.

	— 	“She has a Gmail account linked. Seems real, no aliases. I’m requesting the recovery data. It might take some time, but I already have her profile picture, and she seems to have used the same alias on other sites.”




Alberto stepped forward.

	— 	Where else?
	— 	Here comes the interesting part...




The technician typed a few lines. On the screen appeared a list of more than 80 different profiles with which the victim had interacted in the two weeks prior to his death.

	— 	Many fake profiles. Some deleted. But there are several that stand out: among them “BlackMamba88”. She initiated contact with him three times in the last few days. She sent him images. They arranged to meet on Friday night.
	— 	And him? —Alberto asked, bending down a bit to see better.
	— 	Look. The victim’s profile on Badoo. He had it hidden, configured as private. But when dumping the cache data, it came up. He used the name "Bandit Lover".




Carolina narrowed her eyes.

	— 	How original! —Alberto muttered sarcastically—. He might as well have called himself “Casanova Reloaded” and it wouldn’t be any less ridiculous.




Carolina let out a laugh.

	— 	Wait. Look at this —said the technician, pointing to a series of messages. The headers were clear: user "Bandit Lover" first contacts "BlackMamba88" nine days ago.
	— 	He was the one who sought her out? —Carolina asked, surprised.
	— 	Yes. She only responded. He was the one who started the conversation. Here you have it. First line: “Your story has turned me on. I’ve never read anything so direct and delicious. I want to experience what you describe. I want to fuck you every which way. I want you to come in my mouth. You’ll be my goddess of love. Everything will be arranged for our pleasure without limits.” 




The technician continued scrolling down through the sequence of messages.

— “You’ll have to try harder, Bandit Lover.”  



Carolina frowned.

	— 	Story? What story?
	— 	I don’t have access to the text itself. But from context, it seems she published some kind of post or website loaded with erotic content. —Here it is! Holy shit... look at this!




Carolina and Alberto approached eagerly. On screen, a private response from the Bandit Lover profile.

Private message:

Your story has set my skin on fire.

I’ve imagined your nails scratching my ribs,

your breath cutting off my speech.

If crime is an art, make me your canvas.

If love is a sentence, capture me without trial.

If your words are promises, I'm dying to fulfill each one.

Your Bandit. Your lover.

Carolina blinked, surprised.

— “Well, look at Neruda here,” she said ironically.



Alberto tilted his head. “It’s not a bad poem, honestly.”

— “And here... look at her response.”



Response from BlackMamba88:

Well... you’ve made an effort, Bandit.

I don’t usually reply to messages, but yours has touched my soul... or what’s left of it.

If you want to keep playing, write to me.

blackmamba88@gmail.com

Iván continued working without looking up from the monitor, his fingers flying over the keyboard with a mixture of concentration and adrenaline. Carolina and Alberto watched him in silence, as lines of code and pop-up windows flashed by at full speed.

	— 	“Okay...” Iván murmured. “Confirmed. BlackMamba88 also has a Tinder profile. Same username, same email. I had to bypass a small verification, but I’ve got it now.”




He clicks. The woman’s profile appears on screen.

Username: BlackMamba88

Age: 27

Location: Madrid, recently active

Description:

“I like to write. My stories are windows to another world. If you can’t read between the lines, you won’t know how to touch me.”

“Lover of art, classical music, and nights with soul. I’m not interested in boring men or those who don’t know how to play. If you think you can keep up with me, talk to me.”

Five photos. None explicit, but all intense. A face blurred by shadows, a suggestive neckline between the open pages of a book. A close-up of red lips biting the cover of a notebook. In another, a silhouette reflected in a mirror with a black flower in her hair.

	— 	“Damn...” Alberto muttered quietly. “She’s selling a persona.”
	— 	“And it works,” added Iván as he opened the profile conversations. He had exported a dump from the app with the most recent conversations.




One after another they unfolded on the screen. Carolina narrowed her eyes, attentive.

User: Dante_83

I read your story “The Night Maiden.” Damn, I haven’t slept in two days. I imagined myself participating in every scene.

Are you really here to meet up or just to turn on idiots like me?

BlackMamba88

Depends on how much of an idiot you are. Some deserve rewards. Others, silence.

	— 	“She never replied to him again...” said Iván, smiling.
	— 	“Of course not. For being an idiot,” Carolina interrupted.




User: LucesdelSur

Your story “The Wolf and the Rose”... it’s you, isn’t it? The way you described the mirror scene... Is it autobiographical?

— “She didn’t even respond....”



User: Rascacielos

If you give me a night like the one you described in “Slow Fire,” I’ll take you to dinner at the Four Seasons and fly you anywhere you want in a private jet.

BlackMamba88

Only if you agree to sign a surrender clause. I like control.

Carolina’s eyes widened.

	— 	“This woman has created a persona. Some kind of erotic goddess who plays with guys using stories and desire. And on top of that... she’s basing her attraction on her texts.”




Alberto nodded, fascinated.

 “And she has them eating out of her hand.”



Iván intervened:

	— 	“The interesting thing is that those stories they talk about... I think they’re on an open website. They’re not hidden. They’re free to read. She wants people to read them.”




Carolina looks at him.

	— 	“Have you located the website?”
	— 	“Give me a computer,” Alberto suddenly said, looking at the technician. His tone was dry, urgent. “With internet access. Unrestricted.”
	— 	“What for?” Carolina asked.




While Iván continued working, digging into possible accounts linked to her on other networks —Instagram, Twitter, even Goodreads— Alberto moved to a free table with a laptop.

	— 	“If her ‘fans’ know her for her stories, someone must have cited her. Some text, a signature, a mention...”




He started by searching for fragments of the stories mentioned on Tinder: “The Maiden of the Night,” “The Wolf and the Rose,” “Slow Fire.” He copied the titles into Google’s search bar in quotation marks. On the second attempt, a specific line returned results.

www.hiddenpleasures.es

Alberto entered. The interface was simple, somewhat outdated, with a minimalist aesthetic: dark background, white text.

	— 	“Here you are,” he murmured with a half-smile. “Hiddenpleasures.es is a community of erotic story writers, some amateurs, others with surprisingly sophisticated prose. Look. There are no explicit images, just texts, and a comments section where users debate, get excited, and sometimes even try to contact the authors.”




He searched by authors. And there she appears:

Author name: BlackMamba88

Profile:

“My words are not fiction. They are disguised memories. If you reach the end of my stories, perhaps you’ll understand what I’m looking for.”

She has more than 40 published stories. All with suggestive titles, all with thousands of reads and hundreds of comments.

Carolina approached him silently. Alberto pointed to the screen.

	— 	“She wasn’t hiding. You just had to know how to look for her.”
	— 	“When has she had time to write so much? And why does she need Tinder or Badoo if she has all this?”
	— 	“Because it’s part of the game,” he replied. “Because what excites her isn’t just sex. It’s the way of making contact. The power she has over the men who read her and then go looking for her.”




Alberto rubbed his jaw. The puzzle was starting to take shape.

	— 	“But we don’t know if it’s a woman, a guy in a wig, or an organization. It could be bait for making contact.”
	— 	“No,” said the technician, “but the sexual pattern is clear. Seduction, manipulation, role reversal... and a very distinctive aesthetic signature.”




Carolina glanced at him sideways.

	— 	Looks like the case is getting more complicated.
	— 	Welcome to homicide —said Alberto—. Here reality always surpasses porn.




Alberto continued typing skillfully, jumping from one tab to another, reviewing erotic story forums and pages where users shared fictionalized or real sexual experiences. His eyes scanned texts full of dirty phrases, codes, fetishistic terms, cross-references. He was focused, though an ironic smile played at the corner of his mouth.

Carolina, who was watching him while standing with her arms crossed, raised an eyebrow.

— 
Well, inspector… do you know all these websites or are you skipping the paid ones?



He didn’t bother looking at her. He just murmured, sarcastically:

	— 	Don’t play innocent. I’m sure you have your favorites too. Or do you think you solved the Velarde case with female intuition.
	— 	Are you suggesting I infiltrated porn sites to catch him? —she asked, in a defiant tone.
	— 	I’m not suggesting it. I’m stating it. I bet you still have the account active. With premium subscription and everything.




Carolina laughed with disdain.

	— 	You’re completely wrong. It was much worse than that. And much more dangerous. Don’t talk about what you don’t know.—she looked at him with contempt— I’m not interested in the fantasies of frustrated men who write as if all women faint at the sight of a dick. But you… —she looked him up and down— seem quite comfortable among these stories of submissives, whips and black roses.




Alberto finally turned his head toward her. His gaze was amused, though somewhat fearful.

	— 	Mine is a calling to serve. I’m a professional.
	— 	Or a pervert with a badge —she retorted sarcastically.
	— 	It all depends on the angle —he said, turning back to the monitor—. Look at this.




Carolina moved closer. On the screen, a story signed by BlackMamba88, dated five days before the murder. The title: “Saturday of Obedience”. The text described a night scene in a penthouse, with champagne, cocaine, group sex and a veiled threat that the ultimate pleasure would be the last thing “the chosen one” would feel.

— Coincidence? —Alberto murmured.



Carolina looked at him for a moment. Then she threw another jab at him, lowering her voice.

— Tell me, inspector… does this case turn you on?



He didn’t flinch. He typed without looking at her and murmured:

	— 	I’m only turned on by women who don’t bust my balls every five minutes.
	— 	“Then I’m your worst nightmare,” she said, with a half-smile.
	— 	“No. You’re the one who thinks she always gets the last word. And that, in my language, is called busting my balls.”




“I don’t look for men. I look for wet dreams. If you don’t know how to dream, don’t knock on this door. I like those who burn inside and aren’t afraid to burn out. One night. One experience. One mark forever.”

	— 	“Jesus Christ,” Carolina muttered, rolling her eyes. “If men were any more basic, you’d be amoebas.”




Alberto murmured without taking his eyes off the screen:

	— 	“Inspector, people who visit these sites aren’t competing for the Nobel Prize. They’re looking for quick sex.”
	— 	“Here are the emails,” said Iván. “The guy had no filter. Hundreds of messages. Most with explicit content, others more emotional.”
	— 	“Are there any to BlackMamba88 and BlackBaccara?” Carolina asked.
	— 	“Yes. And with more people. Quite a few. He mostly wrote late at night, long messages, even with poems that seem taken from a self-help manual for fuckboys. But there’s more.”
	— 	“These are the eight main contacts he almost certainly met in person over the last month:”




BlackMamba88 – Contact through Badoo. Erotic messages, references to stories and supposedly his date at the penthouse.

BlackBaccara – Via Tinder. More direct. There may have been physical contact, still unconfirmed. I wouldn’t rule her out as a suspect.

Venus_Roja – Hot emails, they exchanged many photos, date scheduled for the previous weekend.

Edelweiss69 – Amateur writer, they’d been corresponding for months.

Sirena_Perversa – Contact through Instagram. Voice messages only. I think he met her two weeks ago.

ÁgataNocturna – More emotional relationship, but with exchange of sexual content.

NaiaraXXX – Possible escort. Ambiguous conversation. The messages coincide with a reservation the victim made at an Airbnb.

Blue_Mist – Dates arranged through WhatsApp. Seems they spent several nights together. In one of the emails, he asks her not to disappear, but she doesn’t reply.

Alberto sighed as he reviewed the list.

— 
“Talk about promiscuity... This guy collected lovers like they were trading cards.”



Iván shrugged, without taking his eyes off the monitor.

	— 	“In certain circles that’s normal. Some high-income profiles become addicted to this type of game. Anonymous sex, liquid relationships, excitement without commitment.”
	— 	“Yes, but that also makes you visible. Vulnerable,” said Carolina, as she tucked the list into her folder. “So many open doors... and one of them sticks a knife in your temple.”
	— 	Uh… we have another account that made contact on Thursday. – Iván exclaimed. - Different profile, but very similar. It’s BlackBaccara. Just as suggestive. The language, the photos. Everything smells the same. Could be her using a different alias. Or… something stranger.




Alberto approached and frowned.

	— 	Similar style?
	— 	Yes —replied Iván while browsing through the screenshots—. The same pattern of emotional seduction: literary phrases, promises of unforgettable nights, but this time there’s more... rawness. Look at this.




He projected the conversation on the screen:

BlackBaccara:

"Do you dare to let me dominate you? I write and you obey. What I narrate, you will fulfill. If not, you’ll be left with a hard cock and an empty soul."

AmanteBandido:

"I’m hard just reading you. Where and when?"

BlackBaccara:

"When you understand that I don’t send locations. I choose, I decide. If you earn it, you’ll know."

Carolina whistled softly.

	— 	It’s the same person... She has the same style. Just as suspicious as the damn mamba.
	— 	The tone is more direct in the other one, more sexual than this —said Alberto—. There’s no romanticism or dark poetry there. It’s more pure domination. But look at the connection times... sometimes they overlap with BlackMamba88 and other times they alternate. As if one replaced the other.




Alberto crossed his arms.

	— 	Two people, then?
	— 	Or one very clever person. Who plays with different personalities depending on what she wants to provoke —responded Carolina, thoughtfully. – Two options for hooking up with the guy she wants.
	— 	And the profiles have different contact methods. BlackMamba88 directs you to the story website. BlackBaccara gives you a Telegram number directly...
	— 	Can you trace it?
	— 	I’ve already requested the information from the platform. But if it’s one of those prepaid numbers with hidden IP, it’s going to be impossible.




Alberto stared at the screen for a few seconds.

	— 	And what do we know about the other guys who talked to BlackBaccara?
	— 	Four active conversations in the last two weeks. Two are still online. I’ll send them a date pretending to be her, to see if they take the bait. With the other two... one doesn’t respond, the other one’s account has been deactivated.
	— 	“Get those names,” Alberto said. “I don’t want another corpse when we could have seen it coming.”




Alberto stared at the screen for a few more seconds in silence. Carolina stretched in her chair.

	— 	“I’m going for a beer. I need to reset my brain a bit.”
	— 	“Is that an invitation?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.
	— 	“I don’t know... do you want to come?”
	— 	“Depends. Are we going to relax or keep talking about work?”
	— 	“I definitely don’t plan on talking about black mambas and impossible roses. If you want a beer with someone who still thinks you’re salvageable,” she replied with a crooked smile, “you know where I’ll be.”




Iván, who had been listening to the conversation with curiosity, stretched in his chair, rubbing his eyes.

	— 	“I need to disconnect too. Count me in for that beer,” he said with a half-smile.
	— 	“Alcohol is for adults eighteen and over, Iván,” Alberto snapped, without turning his head.




Carolina burst out laughing, shaking her head.

	— 	“Good Lord, you’re sharper than a chainsaw.”
	— 	“Realistic. The kid’s been glued to a screen for fourteen hours straight. If we pump him full of beer, he’ll pass out at the bar and ruin our night...” Alberto added, standing up. “Besides, we need to go to El Lunático to interview the bouncers and bartenders. They open at 11:30 PM. I’m afraid it won’t be a very relaxing beer. Just enough to kill time...”
	— 	“Damn. You’re really good at driving people away, aren’t you?” Iván said with a twisted expression. “I’ll send you the complete tablet dump tomorrow. Good night.”




He left without looking back. Alberto shrugged.

— 
“See? These kids can’t take a little ribbing. All sensitivity and zero resilience.”



Carolina shot him a withering look as they walked out onto the street.

	— 	“You’re not just rude. You’re a Neanderthal with a superiority complex. And you act like a drill sergeant.”
	— 	“Thanks. It’s been a while since anyone complimented me like that,” he replied, placing a cigarette in his mouth.
	— 	“That wasn’t a compliment. And didn’t you say you quit smoking?”
	— 	“I’m working on it...” he replied while lighting it up still inside the police station.
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They walked a couple of blocks to a small brewery with dark wood and warm lighting. The background jazz music matched perfectly with the walls covered in vintage photographs.

They ordered two draft beers and sat at a table in a corner at the back. Carolina held his gaze, smiling crookedly, but with a certain complicity in her eyes.

	— 	“You have the charm of a slap in the face on a winter day. Have you always been like this or is it the result of a screwed-up childhood?”
	— 	“Another one obsessing about my childhood... You people are so predictable...”
	— 	“You should consider reconciling with humanity. For example, by stopping treating Iván like he’s your damn intern.”
	— 	“Iván is brilliant, but from a different generation. His generation flirts with cat gifs and responds to shootouts with emojis. The day I need a playlist to conduct a raid, I’ll put him on the team. Besides, you didn’t want him to come either.”
	— 	“Why do you say that?” she replied with a hint of indignation.
	— 	“Don’t mess with me, Andrade. Lying doesn’t suit you at all. You didn’t want him here, period. You enjoy these sarcastic conversations. You like me throwing innuendos at you. You’re still weighing whether we’ll sleep together tonight, and if Iván had come, that wouldn’t have happened in any way.”
	— 	“You’re a charming asshole. That’s the worst part. That you actually make people want to listen to you.”
	— 	“And want to punch me too?”
	— 	“That would come later. With more beer.”




Carolina took another sip of beer, this time more slowly. She rested her elbows on the table, interlaced her fingers, and fixed her eyes on Alberto’s.

— “Tell me about Marta,” she said bluntly.



He blinked. The name fell like a stone in the center of the table.

	— 	“Why’s that?”
	— 	“Marta. The commissioner. They say she was the beginning of your downfall. Call it what you want. It’s the talk of the station, Alberto. I’m not a mind reader.”




Alberto leaned back. His lips formed a bitter grimace.

	— 	“I didn’t know they included hallway gossip in promotion courses.”
	— 	“I’m not one for hallways, much less gossip. But when you start working with someone, you’d better know if they have a corpse in their closet or in their trunk.”




He looked at her in silence for a few seconds. Then he leaned his arms on the table, narrowing his eyes.

	— 	What about you? Don’t you have anything to tell me? A secret, a trauma, an ex who destroyed your soul. Something. Before I open that box.




Carolina blinked, and for the first time that night, her expression faltered. She bit her lower lip. Her eyes drifted away from Alberto’s face for a moment.

	— 	You first.
	— 	No, Inspector Andrade. Whoever asks first, answers second. That’s how the game works,” he said, taking a long sip.
	— 	It’s complicated,” she murmured.
	— 	Perfect. I love complicated things.




The silence between them filled with a gentle tension, thick like humidity before a storm. She observed him, as if evaluating how much truth she was willing to give.

	— 	Do you really want to know?” she asked, this time without irony in her tone.
	— 	Yes.




Carolina sighed. She pressed her lips together, hesitated… and then spoke.

— I don’t know if I can trust you.



Alberto raised an eyebrow, not mockingly this time, but with a tired honesty he rarely showed.

	— 	Behind this cynical jerk you see,” he said, bringing the glass to his lips, “there are layers. Some dirtier than others, yes… but beneath them all, there’s someone you can trust. I’ve never betrayed a colleague.




Carolina observed him in silence. The corner of her mouth trembled, as if she were about to say something cutting… but she didn’t.

	— 	Fine,” she finally said. “I’ll tell you something. Not because I trust you. But because I damn well feel like it.
	— 	A method as valid as any other,” he nodded.




She put her glass on the table. She rubbed her hands together, as if she were about to mount the uneven bars in a rhythmic gymnastics competition.

	— 	It was right after a relationship that ended terribly. He was a lawyer. Brilliant, educated… and a complete bastard. He was married and never told me. You can imagine the day I found out…
	— 	Classic,” Alberto murmured.
	— 	I was broken. Truly. That’s when they assigned me the Velarde case. The minister one. Remember?
	— 	Of course I remember. The actress, Eva Luján. A damn scandal. National news.




Carolina nodded slowly.

	— 	It was in the middle of all that when I met them. A Civil Guard couple assigned as support. He was a Lieutenant Colonel. She worked at the Madrid Command. They were… an incredible couple. A few years older than me. Cultured, kind, a team. But also… different.




Alberto tilted his head, curious.

	— 	Different how?
	— 	Liberal perhaps. But not in the easy-to-understand sense. There was a connection between them… magnetic. It absorbed you. They were so comfortable with each other that it made you rethink your own relationships. How you wanted to live. How you wanted to feel. They made you feel like a queen without saying a word.
	— 	And you entered that circle? —he asked, softly.




Carolina swallowed. For the first time, she truly lowered her guard.

	— 	Yes. I dove in. Headfirst. It was like learning another language. Another way of living. They made me feel alive like I’d never felt before.




The silence between them grew dense, not uncomfortable, but intimate. The brewery murmured around them, oblivious to this moment. Carolina drained her beer in one gulp, as if she needed to liquefy her memories with alcohol, and gestured to the waiter for two more. She remained silent for a moment, staring at the bottom of her glass, and then spoke without looking at him.

	— 	Before I knew it, I found myself at absolutely wonderful parties. The kind that don’t seem real. Impressive houses, soft music, interesting conversations, genuine laughter... Satin dresses, high-heeled sandals, champagne flutes. All luxury, all glamour.
	— 	Damn. I’d pay to see you like that…
	— 	Do you want me to continue, or would you prefer to interrupt me with bullshit?




Alberto, who had been playing with the wet rim of his glass, slowly raised his gaze. He observed her with a mixture of amazement and wariness. As if he had suddenly discovered that the murder weapon could talk and tell stories.

	— 	Sorry. Don’t mind me. I’m a specialist in saying the wrong thing at every moment. Please, continue.
	— 	And suddenly —she continued, with a melancholic smile— I found myself in their bed.




The silence became thick, almost physical. Alberto choked on the sip he was about to take. He coughed, wiped the corner of his lips and raised his eyebrows.

— “Well, well, look at Miss Innocent...” he blurted out, unable to help himself.



Carolina shot him a piercing look.

	— 	“I knew you’d say something stupid like that.”
	— 	“No, seriously,” he said with an ironic expression. “I’m impressed. Satin dresses? Threesomes with Civil Guard officers? Not the resume I expected from you. Understand why I’m surprised.”
	— 	“Well, add that to your list of prejudices,” she replied firmly. “What happened shouldn’t have happened.”




He placed his glass on the table, both intrigued and skeptical.

— “And what was that? What happened?”



Carolina leaned back in her chair. Her gaze drifted momentarily to the vaulted ceiling of the bar, as if searching for the answer written there.

— “I fell in love.”



Alberto tilted his head, maintaining his sarcastic expression.

— “With him?”



She shook her head gently.

— “With both of them.”



The impact was sudden. Like a door slamming shut in a draft. Alberto struggled to react. He was used to people throwing shit at him, provoking him, even trying to impress him. But this he didn’t see coming. He leaned back slowly, as if he needed more space to process.

	— 	“Seriously?” he asked. There was no mockery. Just disbelief.
	— 	“Yes,” she nodded. “It was a perfect triangle... until it wasn’t.”




Alberto didn’t respond immediately. He looked at her with a strange mixture of respect, fascination, and a hint of jealousy he didn’t want to acknowledge.

	— 	“And what happened?” he finally asked, in a lower, more intimate voice.
	— 	“What happened was that it wasn’t sustainable. The Velarde case ended. They had their life. I fell in love like an idiot with an impossible story. And I got broken again. But in a different way.”




Alberto lowered his gaze. He tapped the table with his knuckles a couple of times. He didn’t know whether to tell her he understood or simply remain silent.

	— 	“Damn...” was all he said.
	— 	“Yeah. Shit. But also...” Carolina looked at him directly, “...it was beautiful. Like watching a fire from a distance.”
	— 	“And what happened with them?”




Carolina looked away. A flash of nostalgia crossed her face like a passing cloud.

	— 	I’ve done like you with cocaine and alcohol. —She said it without malice, without judgment, just as a statement—. The things that destroy you, even if they’re the best thing that ever happened to you, you have to let them go. You have to bury them, even if they sometimes visit you at night.




Alberto lowered his eyes. That comparison cut through him like a knife. Not because of her tone, but because it was true. Because he understood exactly what she meant. Because if there was anyone who knew about self-destructive love, it was him. Carolina composed herself. She returned to her firm, professional tone, although her voice still carried the emotional fatigue.

— 
Now it’s your turn —she said, looking at him with that intensity so characteristic of her—. Tell me your story.



He hesitated. His expression hardened again, as if he needed to build a wall whenever he felt exposed. He frowned and shook his head.

	— 	I don’t know if I’m ready —he murmured, more to himself than to her. – I don’t think I ever will be.




Carolina looked at him with a mixture of anger and disappointment. She stood up abruptly, throwing her napkin on the table as if it were a gauntlet of challenge.

	— 	You’re a bastard —she said without raising her voice, but with an emotional charge that crossed his face like a slap—. I open up my life to you and you hide like a fucking coward. You never disappoint.




She turned around, grabbed her purse and took two determined steps toward the door. But before she could reach it, she felt Alberto’s hand gently gripping her forearm.

— Wait, damn it.



She turned. She looked at him with her jaw clenched.

— What?



Alberto’s voice was somewhat hoarse. His eyes, for once, without their usual armor.

— Sit down. I’m going to tell you. Everything.



Carolina hesitated. The tension was like a thread about to break. Finally, she returned to the table, slowly, like someone walking on broken glass. She sat down without saying a word, crossing her legs with studied coldness.

— I’m listening —she said, without looking at him.



Alberto took a deep breath. He remained silent for a moment, as if he were looking for the exact point from which to begin opening the wound.

	— 	Marta found out I was good at paddle tennis —Alberto began, his voice low, almost resigned—. One day she invited me to a match. I knew she was married to a man much older than her. One of those with a hyphenated last name, a chair in criminal law, and a dream lifestyle. Honestly, I didn’t give it much importance. She was my boss and we got along well.




He paused to take a sip of beer. Carolina remained silent.

	— 	We played that match and we won. We started playing together regularly. Internal tournaments, between different departments... We won the Police paddle tennis championship. And I don’t need to tell you what happened...




Carolina arched an eyebrow and murmured, with that sarcasm that came so naturally to her:

— Let me guess… She fell on top of you in the locker room shower.



He smiled halfway, almost against his will.

— 
Something like that. We ended up in bed. Many times. She was crazy about it. And I...



He paused with a cocky air.

	— 	I’m a good lover. She sought me out every day. She behaved like a horny teenager.




Carolina let out a dry laugh.

	— 	“Of course, and modest too.”
	— 	“I’m not going to pretend it was love,” he said, more serious now. “Not at the beginning. But there was chemistry. The good kind. Magnificent sex. I didn’t fall in love... I think. But the problem was that her husband found out.”




Carolina stopped playing with her glass. She looked at him now with more attention.

	— 	“And what happened?”
	— 	“Marta disappeared. From one day to the next. She sent me a goodbye message, cold, formal. ‘What we had was a mistake. Don’t look for me again.’ As if nothing had happened. She left me high and dry. As if she hadn’t been the one who started it all.”




She nodded slowly. It wasn’t difficult to imagine the wound.

	— 	“And that’s when your downfall began.”
	— 	“Yes and no. Let’s say I thought I didn’t care,” said Alberto, his gaze distant. “But it screwed me up. A lot. More than I’m willing to admit out loud. I started falling apart. First alcohol, then lines of coke. I began looking for easy sex, and I did things a cop shouldn’t do. I took advantage of my position. I sought out prostitutes and offered them protection in exchange for free sex, I associated with dealers who gave me cocaine in exchange for looking the other way... I started having problems. Disciplinary issues, negative reports, confrontations. Until they kicked me out of the UDEV.”




Carolina said nothing. She just looked at him. And although her expression was hard, there was something in her gaze... something resembling empathy.

	— 	“Then came the accident,” he said, fixing his eyes on the floor. “During a senseless chase. A guy was fleeing on a stolen motorcycle and I was after him as if my life depended on it. I was high. Completely wasted. And like a fucking idiot, I ran red lights, ignored signs, everything a cop shouldn’t do. I thought I was invincible. As if speed could erase the ghosts.”




He paused. His jaw was clenched and he looked at the floor, ashamed.

	— 	“An old woman... and her three-year-old granddaughter were waiting at a crosswalk. Calm. Holding hands. I didn’t see them. Or I saw them too late, I don’t know. I lost control of the car. I ran them over.”




Carolina swallowed hard. The table between them became an abyss of silence.

— “They died, didn’t they?”



Alberto nodded very slowly.

	— 	“The little girl instantly. The grandmother had multiple fractures. She was hospitalized for weeks until she died from a blood clot.”




His eyes watered. But he didn’t let the tears fall.

	— 	As you can imagine, they ran every test on me. I tested positive for everything. Alcohol, cocaine... I didn’t even try to deny it. There was nothing that could justify what I’d done.




Carolina had gone completely still. She didn’t know whether to comfort him or just stay silent.

	— 	Disciplinary proceedings. Disqualified. I was crucified in the press. The judge let me off with a fine and suspended my license, thanks to a police lawyer and the forgiveness of the little girl’s mother. Do you know what that’s like? To have a mother look you in the eyes and say she forgives you, but you can’t forgive yourself.




Now it happened. A tear escaped. But he didn’t even wipe it away.

	— 	That’s when my real nightmare began. Not the press, not the trial. My own personal hell. I crawled into a cave. Isolated myself. I came this close to putting a bullet in my head. The only thing that saved me was that bastard Ortega, my former boss, who pulled me out of the grave and asked me to come back. He promised me a second chance. When he retired, Marta took his place as the new Commissioner. She didn’t make it easy for me, but here I am.




Carolina took a deep breath. Her expression had changed. There was no judgment now. Only respect. Shared pain.

	— 	Jesus, Alberto...
	— 	Now you know why I am the way I am. —He ran his hand over his face, ashamed—. I don’t try to be likable. I don’t want people to like me. I’m just trying to... hang on. One more day.




A long silence fell between them.

	— 	And yet you’re still here —Carolina whispered—. Fighting.
	— 	You spend your life building a reputation as a tough guy, an asshole, infallible... and then you realize you do it so no one can hurt you.
	— 	I’ll tell you something: you still have time not to end up like all those guys who drag their past around like a life sentence. You’re not just an asshole, Alberto. You just... got used to being one.




Alberto checked his watch and saw they could now go to El Lunático, the place where the suspect’s trail had gone cold. Carolina picked up her purse and Alberto paid for the beers, dropping some bills on the counter. Outside, the temperature was a bit cooler, but still above seventy-seven degrees. They drove in silence, as if the weight of the confessions they’d shared was too much for trivial conversation. A certain awkwardness had developed between them.
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The façade of El Lunático gleamed with the reflection of the neon lights from the sign. The club hadn’t opened yet, but the doorman —a robust, dark-haired man with a neatly trimmed beard and dark glasses— was leaning against the doorframe, smoking.

Carolina and Alberto identified themselves as they approached. He looked at them suspiciously, dropped his cigarette to the ground, and crushed it with the toe of his boot.

	— 	What’s going on? Some kind of trouble?
	— 	We need to ask you some questions —said Carolina, showing him a screenshot from the security camera footage that showed the blonde woman entering the club.




The doorman crossed his arms. He looked at the image carefully.

	— 	I don’t remember her. Not a chance. I’d remember a woman like that,” he finally said, frowning. “That look isn’t easy to forget.




Alberto raised an eyebrow.

	— 	Are you sure? She came through this door after six in the morning.
	— 	Look, I’ve seen plenty of people come through that door looking weird, but that blonde... that hat, that dress... Nothing, zero. Doesn’t ring a bell. And I’ll tell you something else: if a woman like that comes in here, we definitely talk about it. We notice everyone. There are regulars, new faces, people who come to cause trouble... And she’s the type you remember.
	— 	Were you alone?
	— 	No. I was with Jony, the other doorman. Do you want me to call him?




He called him. A few minutes later, a somewhat younger, muscular guy with the face of someone who hadn’t slept much came out. They showed him the photo too.

— Did you see her come in that night?



The doorman immediately shook his head.


	— 	No way. A blonde like that wouldn’t slip past me. And especially not with that look... She didn’t come in while I was at the door.




Carolina and Alberto exchanged a quick glance.

— She did come in. We have the recording. Clearly.



The two doormen fell silent for a moment. The younger one was the first to speak.

	— 	Then what the hell happened? Because we didn’t notice a thing.
	— 	Is it possible she came in with someone and you didn’t see her?
	— 	No. Not with that look. Impossible. Even if she was in a group, she would have stood out.




Carolina looked at them for a while. They didn’t seem to be lying. Their responses were spontaneous, and the confusion on their faces was genuine.

	— 	What about the cameras? Do you check them in real time?
	— 	No. Only if there’s trouble. That night was quiet.




Alberto clicked his tongue in frustration.

	— 	Well, someone walked right past you and you didn’t see her. Or she was wearing more than just a sun hat...




A dense, unsettling silence fell. The doormen shrugged.

— Sorry, inspectors. But we don’t recognize that woman.



Alberto sighed, thanked them for their time, and they went inside.

	— 	Too perfect, don’t you think? —he said as they descended the steps into Lunático.
	— 	Are you referring to her entering without being seen or the doormen who don’t remember anything?
	— 	Both.
	— 	Let’s see what the bartenders say. Maybe they saw something.




The interviews with the female bartenders were quick but conclusive. One after another, upon seeing the frozen image of the woman in the sun hat, they all denied having seen her.

	— 	No, impossible —said one—. If that woman walks through the door, we all turn around. And the guys, don’t even get me started. They’d go crazy for a woman like that... It’s not just the dress, it’s the style. She didn’t come to the bar, or sit at any tables. And if she ordered something, it wasn’t from any of us.




Another bartender, younger, with a high ponytail and tight top, rested her elbows on the bar while looking at the photo.

— 
We get a lot of cool people in here, but this one... doesn’t ring any bells. And I notice everything.



The statements were repeated, almost identical. There was no trace of the mysterious blonde inside the venue, despite what the cameras claimed.

	— 	“What about the internal cameras?” Carolina asked the shift manager.
	— 	“Those are handled by the manager,” he replied without hesitation. “Only he has access to the recordings. He controls them from his office. I think they’re stored for thirty days before being deleted.”




Alberto frowned.

	— 	“We need to speak with him. Is he available?”
	— 	“He doesn’t usually come in during the week, but I can call him. Or give you his number.”




They provided it. Carolina wrote it down in her notebook. Meanwhile, Alberto stood staring at the empty bar, reflecting quietly:

	— 	“A woman who enters without being seen by anyone, doesn’t order anything, doesn’t interact... but does appear on video. Either the cameras are lying, or someone here has mastered the art of camouflage.”




Carolina nodded, thoughtful.

	— 	“And if neither the bartenders nor the doormen remember her, it’s starting to look more like a trick than a coincidence.”
	— 	“We’ll need to see those recordings. If they have them complete.”




The manager of Lunático asked for half an hour to arrive. He lived nearby. When he arrived, he introduced himself politely. He was a man in his fifties wearing an impeccable suit, with a professional smile and a shrewd gaze, who guided them to his office with complete willingness. His name was Ricardo Gómez, and from the first moment he showed full readiness to cooperate.

	— 	“I’ll show it to you, of course. Here you have the complete file from midnight until eight in the morning when the last employee left.”




The image appeared crisp. An overhead view from the main entrance of Lunático, a modern and elegant venue, with dim lighting, soft commercial music, and a constant coming and going of well-dressed clients.

	— 	“We have four fixed cameras,” Ricardo explained. “Entrance, bar, VIP area, and bathroom hallway.”




On the screen, faces came and went: groups of friends laughing, cuddling couples, lone men with drinks in hand looking around. Sexy bartenders, security at the door, the occasional exchanged glance, some obvious flirtation.

Carolina and Alberto followed the images attentively, advancing carefully. Every so often, Ricardo would pause:

	— 	“Here’s 06:02. Nothing unusual. Customers coming and going normally.”
	— 	“What about entry records?” Carolina asked.
	— 	“We check IDs at the entrance. The doorman does it automatically, but only if there’s doubt about age.”




On screen, the hallway camera showed a couple kissing intensely. Beyond them, a group of women taking selfies in the VIP area. But no trace of a blonde in a party dress. No wide-brimmed hat. Nothing.

	— 	And this is the bar, look —said Ricardo—. The bartender is working non-stop. There are people, but it’s not overly crowded. Nothing and no one matching your photo.




Alberto said it quietly, as if to himself:

— It’s clear she didn’t come in. It can’t be. We saw her enter. Without a doubt.



Ricardo turned his head.

	— 	What’s that?
	— 	We have her on an external camera entering —Carolina clarified—. But she doesn’t appear inside. And nobody saw her. It’s as if she only entered in appearance.
	— 	Could she have left through another exit? —Ricardo asked.
	— 	How? —Alberto asked.




The silence that followed was heavy. The screen continued projecting images of an apparently normal night, without any disturbances.

	— 	We can take a copy, right? —Carolina asked.
	— 	Of course. I’ll get it for you right now.




While Ricardo prepared the transfer of files to a hard drive, Alberto turned to her, speaking quietly:

	— 	We need to look at this from another angle. Maybe... she didn’t even want to come in. She just wanted to be seen entering.




Carolina nodded.

	— 	A move to lead us in the wrong direction?
	— 	Yes... as if she were guiding us to where she wants.




When Alberto and Carolina left Lunático with the copy of the recordings, one of the doormen —the dark-haired one, with a well-groomed beard and an anxious look— approached them hurriedly.

	— 	Excuse me... one more thing —he said, lowering his voice slightly and looking toward the entrance of the club, pointing to a black door that blended with the building’s wall, also painted black—. I’ve been thinking about what you said, about the girl who came in, but nobody saw her inside...
	— 	Yes? —Alberto stopped abruptly, scrutinizing him.
	— 	Most weekends we set up some dividers —he explained, pointing toward the club entrance—. You know, those typical advertising ones, with LED lights, for Brugal rum that night. They’re very tall, about six and a half feet... and they form a kind of corridor at the entrance, to give the feeling of an exclusive event.
	— 	And?
	— 	Well, if she entered staying very close to the wall, and turned right there before reaching us, she could have slipped through a door that’s right there, behind the partition. The black metal door. It leads to stairs going down to a communal garage. Nobody ever uses it. It’s an emergency exit. But it’s not locked, in case there’s an evacuation.




Carolina narrowed her eyes.

	— 	An emergency door that’s open, unguarded, right next to the entrance?
	— 	It’s legal, regulations require it. But seriously, I’m telling you nobody ever uses it. It’s half-hidden anyway.




Alberto approached the door. It was black, discreet, barely visible if you didn’t know it was there.

	— 	If she came in through here... nobody would have seen her,” he murmured, trying the handle. It was open. “And from the garage she could connect to the entire building, even to exits on the back street.




Carolina looked at him thoughtfully.

	— 	This changes everything.
	— 	Yes,” Alberto nodded. “I’m afraid our blonde lady is playing us better than we thought.




They descended the narrow metal staircase with barely any lighting. A couple of emergency lights blinked intermittently, projecting erratic shadows on the peeling walls. The air smelled of dampness and combustion fumes. It didn’t seem like a place many people passed through, much less a woman dressed like a character from a classic film.

	— 	There aren’t any cameras down here,” murmured the doorman, illuminating with his phone flashlight. “Too easy to hide or go unnoticed.
	— 	Please don’t come down. There could be fingerprints. We’re trying to disturb the scene as little as possible,” Alberto told him kindly, and the doorman apologized and went back upstairs.




Carolina was a few steps ahead. She had taken off her shoes to avoid her heels getting caught in the grate openings. She carried her shoes in her hand, walking barefoot with determination on the cold, rough floor. She stopped every few meters, scrutinizing every corner, looking for any anomaly.

	— 	What if she didn’t come alone?” she asked, almost to herself. “What if someone was waiting for her here?
	— 	Or if someone picked her up...” replied Alberto. “Could be.




At that moment, Carolina stopped abruptly. She crouched next to a concrete column. She illuminated the area more carefully and felt the floor with her fingertips, cautiously picking something up between them.

— What is it?” Alberto asked, approaching.



She turned and showed him a small blue sequin. It was round, minuscule, and caught the light like a jewel. It seemed almost out of place in that gray environment, like a drop of color fallen from a different universe.

— “A sequin?” he frowned.



“Yes,” Carolina nodded. “And not just any kind. Look at the color, the finish. This is from an expensive party dress. Not from a discount store.”

Alberto examined it carefully.

	— 	“Could it be from the blue dress the doorman mentioned?”
	— 	“I have no doubt. Everything fits. Deep blue, shiny. This isn’t something you wear to go to the supermarket.”




They looked at each other in silence for a moment. It was the first real physical evidence linking the alternative entrance with the presence of the mysterious woman.

	— 	“Okay,” said Alberto, now more serious. “This proves she was here. We need to ask the technician to check the garage circuit. Even if it’s private, if there are cameras on the ramps, entrances or exits... something might have been recorded.”
	— 	“And notify Forensics. Have them come with UV light. There might be more textile residue. Even footprints.”




Carolina carefully placed the sequin in an evidence bag, as if it contained a key piece of a puzzle they still didn’t know how to fit together.

	— 	“And if she came down here...” she murmured, “maybe she got into another car. Maybe she was never in the Lunático. It was all a smokescreen.”




At that moment, both their phones rang. One look was enough for them to realize something was happening. They separated to speak discreetly without disturbing each other. When they came back up, no words were necessary.

The car moved along an almost deserted Castellana Avenue.

— “You have very beautiful feet...” Alberto murmured. “Very well-kept.”



Carolina suddenly turned and looked at him with surprise.

	— 	“Don’t tell me you’re a foot fetishist?” she exclaimed. “You really don’t hold back on anything!”
	— 	“Damn, woman. I’m not. But I noticed and I said it as a compliment. Does that bother you too? I beg your pardon...” he said, shaking his head.
	— 	“It doesn’t bother me. I appreciate the compliment.” she said with a smile she was trying to hide.




Silence fell again inside the vehicle, a heavy silence, still loaded with their conversation at the brewery, the discoveries at the nightclub... but also with the dull fear brought by the new crime.

	— 	“It seems to be the same modus operandi,” Alberto repeated, more to himself than to Carolina. “A clean stab wound to the temple. No signs of defense. Instant death. Champagne, cocaine and a black rose... like a signature. Ritual.”
	— 	“Just like in the penthouse,” she added, her gaze lost on the road. “It’s not a coincidence. It’s someone who has everything calculated.”
	— 	“But this time...” Alberto paused. “This time we don’t have cameras. No doorman. No visual trace.”
	— 	“What about the neighbors?”
	— 	It’s a detached house. The property is in the middle of nowhere. They didn’t see or hear anything. No signs of forced entry. They probably had a key... or the victim let them in.




Carolina ran her hand through her hair, uncomfortable.

	— 	“Do we know who he is?”
	— 	“Mauricio Alcina. Businessman. 52 years old. Divorced. Lived alone. According to the patrol that arrived first, there are no signs of struggle. The scene is immaculate. As if they took their time. It fits.”
	— 	“So...” she turned toward him, “it’s someone who controls the environment. Who chooses their victims and leaves no traces.”




Alberto nodded, but he didn’t seem convinced.

The car turned toward the northern exit, heading to the luxury developments on the outskirts. When they arrived, the scene was almost a repeat of the penthouse: forensic police cordoning everything off, cold lights, respectful silence and tension.

Dr. Santos, the medical examiner, a dry and efficient woman with angular features and a precise gaze, greeted them with a gesture.

	— 	“The forensic team is already inside. Same pattern. A single stab wound. Precise. One hundred percent lethal. They opened the door for them. There are glasses with champagne and cocaine residue on the living room table.”
	— 	“Do we know if there was sexual activity?” Carolina asked in a neutral tone.
	— 	“There definitely was, but we’re still working on it. There are fluids, yes, but until we analyze the DNA, we won’t know how many and from whom.”




Alberto clenched his teeth.

	— 	“The mobile phone?”
	— 	“It’s in the bedroom. They’ve already retrieved it. There are recent calls. A technician is downloading the data now. We’ll let you know as soon as we have something useful.”




Carolina crouched next to the body, which lay on the bed, carefully positioned. Mauricio Alcina’s face showed an almost serene expression. It had been quick. The rose was placed next to his left arm.

	— 	“It looks like a signature,” she murmured. “A staged scene.”
	— 	“And they’re inviting us to look,” Alberto added in a low voice. “As if telling us they’re one step ahead. That they can do it again. Whenever they want.”
	— 	“Do you think there will be more?”




He looked at her and his expression hardened.

— “I think this is just the beginning.”



Carolina stood up with a slight cracking of her knees. She had been standing for hours, but the body lying before her didn't allow her to complain.

 “Do we know what time he died?” she asked.



The forensic examiner consulted her notepad.

	 	“Between 6:00 and 7:30 PM. The body is already cold, but not completely rigid. The champagne still had bubbles when the first officers arrived.”
	 	“And the door?” asked Alberto, his gaze fixed on the doorknob that showed no signs of forced entry.
	 	“No useful fingerprints,” responded one of the forensic agents. “Everything’s clean.”
	 	“Was anything taken?”
	 	“Nothing obvious. Wallet, phone, expensive watch… it’s all here. The laptop too.”
	 	“What about the laptop?” said Carolina, turning toward another technician.
	 	“We’re working on it. It had a simple password that we’ve already bypassed. Looks like he had a habit of watching a lot of porn… and something more.”




 “More?”



The technician hesitated, but spoke.

	 	“Access to porn websites. All kinds. Movies, stories…”
	 	“Stories?”
	 	“Yes. Several pages with erotic stories.”
	 	“We’ll need the IPs of the latest connections and any emails sent from here. Also the browsing histories and downloaded files.”
	 	“We’re on it. There’s a lot of material. And...” the technician hesitated, “a folder with videos. Homemade ones.”




Carolina raised an eyebrow.

	 	“Of him?”
	 	“Yes. And of his... encounters. There are many sex recordings. At least ten different women, from what we’ve seen so far. Some wearing masks.”




A knot formed in Carolina’s stomach. Alberto turned toward her, his voice barely a whisper.

	 	“This is getting more and more fucked up.”
	— 	“Maybe…” she replied. “If he recorded the killer, perhaps she didn’t even know it. And it could be the lucky break we need to catch her.”




One of the technicians called Alberto over with a restrained but tense gesture.

— “Inspector... you’d better see this for yourself.”



Alberto approached and Carolina followed immediately. The technician had prepared a folder with about ten videos classified by date. The laptop was connected to an external monitor. Everything very meticulous.

— 
“This one is dated two weeks ago,” said the technician. “Saturday night.”



He played the video.

The victim appeared in the image. He was naked, lying on the bed. A woman, with her back to the camera, was removing a black silk robe. She wore a Venetian mask with dark feathers. High heels. Her silhouette was elegant, feminine, almost sculptural. But the most disturbing thing was her confidence. She moved calmly, as if she perfectly knew she was being recorded and didn’t care.

— “Do you recognize anything?” asked the technician.



Carolina stepped forward, observing the small details: the curtains, the lamp, a mirror on the wall.

	— 	“How long is the video?” Carolina asked.
	— 	“Eighteen minutes. Explicit sex. There’s no violence, but... she’s dominant. She dominates. He’s completely surrendered.”




The next video was different. Shorter. About five minutes. Another woman. Also masked. This time, the lights were off except for a dim lamp. The encounter was more aggressive. More theatrical. The woman wore a red corset and long gloves. Also a mask. In a corner, a clock showed the time: 23:16.

— 
“It could be her...” Alberto said in a grave tone. “Blonde, beautiful, elegant...”



Carolina didn’t respond immediately. Her mind was racing at a thousand miles per hour.

— 
“We need to analyze every video. Faces, voices, tattoos, moles... any detail.”



The technician, obeying without needing explicit orders, rewound the video. He played it in slow motion, frame by frame.

	— 	“Look at this,” he said. “Just when she leans toward him, the reflection in the side mirror gives us a fairly decent profile. Pronounced cheekbones. Angular jaw. I’d say that...”




Carolina moved closer. “Blonde. I don’t know if natural or dyed. Hard to tell.”

	— 	“Fair skin. Very fair. And those heels...” Alberto added. “Louboutin. Red bottoms. They cost no less than eight hundred bucks.”
	— 	“Bracelet on the left wrist,” Carolina pointed out. “Could be important if she wears it in other videos.”




The technician paused just as the woman was climbing onto the bed. “Look at the right ankle.”

The image was subtle, but clear: a small tattoo. A flower.

	— 	“Is that...?”
	— 	“An orchid?” Carolina said. “White.”
	— 	“It’s something at least…” Alberto nodded. “If we can get a clearer image of that tattoo, we could run a reverse search in databases. Some escort websites have profiles with real photos. That flower might tell us more than her face.”
	— 	“We need one of those tattoos to lead us to a real person,” Carolina said. “And it needs to match the contacts in the phone and emails.”
	— 	“We’re already cross-referencing the metadata with public profiles,” the technician confirmed. “Social networks, forums, even alternative modeling websites. The orchid will give us something. Sooner or later.”




While the evidence collection team meticulously did their work, Alberto approached the forensic examiner, who was noting observations on her tablet.

	— 	“Doctor, I want everything you can give me,” he said in a firm but tired tone. “Hairs, fibers, fluids, everything. And please, pay special attention to any residue under the fingernails and in the victim’s hair.”
	— 	“I’ve got it, Inspector. I’ve already taken samples of the fluids on the bed and towels. There are hairs on the sheets. Some blonde, others dark. They don’t appear to be from the same person.”
	— 	“Perfect. And this phone,” he said, picking up an evidence bag with the victim’s phone, “goes straight to the tech. Have them track activity, messages, apps, geolocation… we can’t do much more. We don’t have cameras or witnesses.”




Minutes later, in the car, the tension was different. More contained. As if the scene was still pulsating in their heads.

Carolina broke the silence. “I’m still surprised by the victims’ profiles. Men with money, well-positioned, but… utterly empty. All looking for the same thing.”

	— 	“Beautiful women?” Alberto replied without looking at her. “That’s not a sign of emptiness. It’s a sign of good taste, Andrade.”
	— 	“Beautiful women… and something more. Games, control, danger. It’s as if a comfortable life isn’t enough for them. They throw themselves into an abyss just to see what’s at the bottom.”
	— 	“What’s at the bottom,” he replied, “is sex. Pure, dirty, unbalanced. And that power, Carolina… you underestimate it.”




She glanced at him sideways. “Are you going to lecture me about the power of sex, Inspector Caveman?”

	— 	“It’s not a lecture. It’s a fact. Sex moves the world. People who risk careers, marriages, reputations… all for one night. For a rush. Or to feel alive for five minutes.”
	— 	“And you?” she asked with a half-smile. “Is that why you did it?”




Alberto turned his gaze toward the road. His jaw tense.

	— 	“I did it for many reasons. And none of them good.”
	— 	Sometimes I think this woman kills for revenge. Not even for pleasure. Maybe there’s a cause that links both murders.
	— 	What if it’s not revenge? What if it’s art? A manifesto? Those scenes, those flowers, the staging... they don’t belong to a disorganized psychopath. There’s intention. A message. As if each corpse were a signature.
	— 	I wouldn’t rule it out. Revenge usually involves violence and brutality. There’s none of that here.
	— 	Drop me at home,




Alberto glanced away from the road for a second, then fixed his eyes ahead again.

— Alone?



She held his gaze for a moment. Then nodded, firmly.

— Yes.



He sighed. Not from resignation, but because he knew there was nothing more to say at that moment without screwing everything up.

For several minutes they didn’t speak. Just the murmur of the engine, the distant flickering of streetlights, and that dense silence that sometimes says more than an argument.

When they finally reached her street, she unbuckled her seatbelt and before opening the door, said in a low voice:

— I don’t want complications with my partner.



Alberto leaned on the steering wheel, without looking at her directly.

	— 	I’m not looking for complications either,
	— 	Sex?




He didn’t answer. Neither confirmed nor denied. He simply lowered his gaze, as if chewing on his own response.

— 
That brings complications, Alberto. I know it. You know it. We don’t need more scars.



Carolina got out of the car, closed the door without looking back, and climbed the stairs to her building.

Alberto stayed there for a moment. Watching her disappear. He didn’t start the engine. He just remained silent. With that uncomfortable emptiness that comes when desire runs into a wall it won’t climb... at least not tonight.
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In Commissioner Marta Arango’s office, the atmosphere was dense, charged with the tension that accompanies decisions that can make the difference between catching a killer or losing their trail forever.

The commissioner watched them, standing by the window, arms crossed.

— More resources?



Alberto stepped forward. His expression was serious, but his eyes shone with a dangerous mixture of lucidity and exhaustion.

	— 	We’re dealing with someone meticulous, intelligent, with a twisted sense of art. She publishes stories that serve as bait for her victims. She has a network of admirers. She moves through closed websites. We need a team specialized in digital content analysis, not just IP tracking. People who understand symbolic language, sexual metaphors, narrative construction. We’re not hunting an ordinary killer.




The commissioner raised an eyebrow.

	— 	What’s your plan?
	— 	Create a fake profile on www.placeresocultos.es. But not as a simple user—as a writer. I’m also going to join Badoo, create a fake profile, and try to find BlackMamba88 and BlackBaccara. If her profile is still active, it might have public content. She won’t be waiting for us. If she’s smart, she’ll be covering her tracks. Someone who might spark her interest. Publish a story, something that connects with her codes. Something that catches her attention. We can’t bombard her with messages. She’d shut down. She’s a hunter, and she doesn’t trust easy prey. She needs to believe she chose us, not the other way around.




Carolina intervened then, with a firm calmness that contrasted with her partner’s heated tone.

	— 	I think before making any moves, we should study her profile thoroughly. We need to understand how she chooses her victims. Which stories are directly related to actual crimes, and which might be just fantasy. There are patterns. Rituals. Literary references. Symbolic elements. If we move too quickly, we could make mistakes. She can’t suspect we’re after her.




Marta observed them in silence for a moment. Then she walked to her desk, sat down slowly and let her hands fall onto the keyboard.

	— 	Alright,
	— 	There won’t be,




Carolina didn’t respond, but her expression was that of someone already analyzing the stories in her head.

	— 	I’ll assign you two analysts and a profiler. And I want reports every 48 hours,
	— 	Perfect,




They went downstairs to see Iván, who was waiting for them in the digital analysis room. He made no attempt to hide the anger he was still carrying from the night before. No greeting, no courtesy.

	— 	Here’s the damn phone,




Carolina observed him with a raised eyebrow.

	— 	Are you okay, Iván?
	— 	I’m fucking great,




Alberto ignored the comment and picked up the open laptop showing the records extracted from the phone.

— Any matches?



Iván nodded, reluctantly.

	— 	I’ve reviewed all the linked accounts. Most are junk mail or social media registrations. But there are two addresses that appear repeatedly in phones and emails: blackBaccara and blackMamba88.
	— 	“Just those two?”
	— 	“Yes. They’re the only constants. On both phones. On both computers. And with both victims. He operated as DanteAligheri.”




Carolina frowned, leaning in to read the screen better.

	— 	“What’s in the emails?”
	— 	“Suggestive messages, arranged meetings. Nothing too explicit, but enough to know they met up. And that there was a sexual game involved. BlackBaccara is more direct and blackMamba88 is more subtle. Uses metaphors, poems... seems she enjoys building a fantasy before meeting.”
	— 	“Dates of the emails?” Alberto asked.
	— 	“Two days before each death, in both cases. Same pattern. First contact, quick hook, immediate date.”
	— 	“And she knows how to leave no traces. Almost all emails are deleted at the source. I recovered them from the phone’s backup. But whoever it is, they clean up well. I’m sorry, but I can’t give you an address,” he said, turning the laptop toward them. “The email accounts are active, yes, but everything indicates they were managed from public networks or mobile devices. There’s no IP associated with a clear residence. The connections are intermittent, mobile, scattered.”




Carolina looked at him, frustrated.

	— 	“Not even a general area?”
	— 	“Very general. The closest I have is a triangulation of cell towers for one of the mobile connections. But in Madrid that’s like looking for a needle in a haystack. Plus, if they’re using VPNs, forget about it.”
	— 	“What about the IP addresses from the emails?” Alberto asked.
	— 	“The IPs are dynamic and keep changing. Some come from cafés, others from an open library network, and one from what appears to be a computer store. Access was recorded at all of them, but none offers a direct link to a specific user. No previous logins, no identifiable devices, nothing. Understand me, they don’t even have to be trying to hide. It could be a simple coincidence. Imagine someone eating somewhere with wifi, who takes the opportunity to register on a website, or send a couple of emails.”
	— 	“So we’re basically screwed,” Alberto huffed, crossing his arms.
	— 	“Technically, yes,” Iván nodded.




Carolina ran a hand through her hair, tired.

— “So... what options do we have left?”



Alberto tilted his head, thoughtful. His gaze darkened for a moment before speaking.

	— 	“The only way I can think of… is to set a trap. Use her own weapons. Contact from the inside. A fake identity, a truly seductive profile. Through the story website or social media. Make them think they have another fish taking the bait.”
	— 	“Bait?” said Iván.
	— 	“Exactly. One that attracts them and that, this time, we can control. Someone who accepts their rules. Who seems real. And above all… who makes them lower their guard.”




Carolina held his gaze.

— “And who’s going to be that bait?”



Alberto gave a crooked smile.

— “Do you have any doubt?”
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The meeting room at the Police Station was quieter than usual. Blinds half-drawn, fluorescent lights off. Only the projector light outlined the silhouettes of the five people present. On the screen, two profiles framed in red: BlackBaccara and BlackMamba88.

The first to speak was the department psychologist, Dr. Luis Galdeano, a thin man with a sharp face, round glasses, and a measured voice. The commissioner has already briefed me on the case. She told me you would all be interested in hearing my opinion.

	— 	“It’s really quite simple,” said Galdeano as if lecturing a group of students. “In any case, we’re dealing with a deeply disturbed personality. It’s difficult to diagnose the degree of malevolence in psychopathic disorders, but in layman’s terms, I’ll tell you that I don’t believe these are crimes of passion or revenge. You’re facing a diabolical and profoundly cold mind,” the doctor said calmly.
	— 	“The mechanism behind psychopathic behavior like this still requires much research,” the doctor said in a light tone. “Had it been a single homicide, the lines of investigation would be different, but if she’s done it again, I would rule out revenge. That makes it worse, if possible. You’re facing someone so obsessed that she desires to kill an irrelevant victim.”
	— 	“But why?” asked Carolina. “Without a real motive? Killing just for the sake of killing…?”
	— 	“I have no idea. But what I do know is that you’re facing a person who derives profound pleasure from carrying out their plans. And certainly someone with a complete disregard for human life.”
	— 	“I see, doctor. What you’re saying is that we’re dealing with a complete nutcase, a lunatic, right?”




Dr. Galdeano didn’t want to fully abandon professional language, especially as the inspector had phrased it.

	— 	“Let’s just say you’re facing someone very dangerous, and very sick. These two women, or one if she’s using two profiles,” he began in an analytical tone, “follow a classic pattern of psychological domination. They use sex as bait, but what they’re looking for is control. What stimulates them most isn’t the physical act, but the emotional and behavioral submission of the other. They provoke, they drag in, and they destroy.”




He paused. At the table, everyone was waiting for more.

	— 	“They’re not impulsive. If they’re involved in the crimes, they’ve planned everything meticulously. They pay attention to details. The theatricality of the scenes proves it. What matters to them isn’t just the act, but the staging: the clothing, the environment, the symbolism. That’s not done by someone who kills out of necessity. It’s done by someone who wants the crime to say something.”




Marta Arango crossed her arms, serious.

— And what do you propose?



Alberto took a breath. “Create a decoy,” he interjected confidently. “A fictional profile, but well-crafted. It needs to be present on the same platform where they operate: On placeresocultos.es.”

	— 	She or they cast the bait and wait for responses. They hunt those who generate interest for them. A flat character doesn’t interest them. They need to detect a special sensitivity. Contained desire. That’s where they sink the hook.




Marta observed each of them in turn. Then she turned to Alberto.

— Do you think you’re capable of writing that type of content?



Carolina, surprised, hesitated for barely a second.

	— 	We’ll do it. We have the help of analysts, psychologists... I’ve read one of the responses that made BlackMamba88 decide to contact the first victim, and you don’t exactly need to be Shakespeare to attract her...
	— 	The key is to generate a profile with layers,” the doctor interjected. “Someone intelligent and sensitive. With the capacity to generate interest. Attractive, but uncertain. Someone who awakens their interest, but also their hunting instinct. If we seduce them with a well-told story, they’ll eventually take the bait. They don’t want a basic male who offers himself without barriers. They seek sensitivity.




Marta nodded slowly.

	— 	Alright. Do it. I want that profile active this very week. Make it subtle, not obvious it’s a trap. And watch every step you take. If these women kill for pleasure, the slightest error could cost another life.




Luis Galdeano, Carolina and Alberto remained alone facing the monitor after the meeting. Outside, the footsteps of officers, muffled voices, and the clinking of coffee cups marked the routine of the police station. But in that office, there reigned the clinical silence of those about to create a life from scratch.

He took a breath. He typed with a slow, methodical rhythm. First, the name:

Elias Ever.

A name that sounded real, with a poetic touch, almost literary. “Elías” evoked depth, something ancient, while “Ever”—which wasn’t a common surname—suggested a melancholic note, constant, like a wound that never fully closes. Exactly what they needed.

Next, the basic profile on placeresocultos.es.

Age: 39 years old.

Profession: Freelance auditor.

Location: Madrid, but with frequent stays in Lisbon and Paris for work.

Interests: Classical literature, jazz, international cuisine, analog photography, painting and of course... writing.

Emotional status: Separated for two years. No children. Not very socially active.

Luis wrote with attention and slowness. Nothing was superfluous. Everything had a function: to provoke interest without seeming desperate. The objective was to construct a cultured, introverted, attractive but inaccessible man, with a touch of emotional darkness.

Then came the profile biography:

“I translate books I don’t want to read and write stories I would never dare to live. I lead a life in silence, in rooms with little light, accompanied by others’ words and bitter wine. There was a time when passion guided me, but now I only write when it hurts. And it hurts often.

I’m not looking for company. But if you stay... perhaps I’ll tell you a story that isn’t a lie.”

Alberto read it over twice. It was perfect. Human, vulnerable, dark enough to awaken a woman like BlackBaccara. Authentic enough for BlackMamba88 to believe she could mold him.

	— 	Damn, doctor... That’s really good...
	— 	Thank you. It shouldn’t seem too obvious. I want to generate an aura of mystery that envelops everything.




He then moved on to the central part: The introductory story for the website.

He knew he couldn’t improvise. It had to be a piece with strength, with rhythm, with contained sexual tension. A text that showed a tormented mind and, above all, an open crack.

"The Most Beautiful Mistake"

“She didn’t enter. She glided in. As if the room already belonged to her. As if every corner, every shadow, every half-empty glass had been placed for her entrance. She was dressed in white, but her voice was what weighed the most. There was something mournful in her way of smiling, as if her laughter also carried sadness.

She asked if I was afraid. I told her yes. She laughed. She caressed my face and told me that was good, that men who don’t fear aren’t worth it.

She tied my hands. Slowly. As if taking her time to decide whether she wanted to break me or remember me forever.

She took out a rope, removed my shirt. I was surprised but let her do it. No one had ever tied me up before, but it was evident she knew what she was doing because my wrists were left taut but comfortable. After finishing with my wrists, she took another rope and tied my elbows, which wasn’t as comfortable.

She told me it was now my turn to know what it was like to be defenseless. She tied my ankles to the feet of the bed. Without saying a word, she went into the bathroom.

After five minutes that passed as if they were five weeks, she came out. She had put on an outfit that accentuated her sensuality and mystery, and black high heels. She was truly spectacular, much sexier than I could have imagined. She had a perfect body, sculpted through sacrifice. Just seeing her dressed like that made my imagination run wild. She sat on top of me. She gave me a kiss, bent down and began to lick me slowly.

I begged her to untie me so I could participate in the game, but she started laughing and told me I wasn’t in a position to ask for anything. She sat on me again, leaving me as a mere observer.

She took out a scarf and blindfolded me. She took out some earphones and put them on me. Sensual music invaded my ears. She inserted a piece of cloth in my mouth and put a scarf with a large knot in the center for me to bite while she tied it with a couple of knots at the back of my neck.

Now I was truly defenseless, I couldn’t move, see, hear, or speak, and worse still, I had no way of freeing myself. The piece of cloth in my mouth had a strange taste, but from the texture I assumed it was her underwear.

She tightly tied a scarf around the base of my penis to keep it erect throughout. While her tongue traveled all over my sex, one hand gripped it firmly at the base and another hand rubbed the area between my anus and my penis. At first, all her movements were soft and slow, but little by little she increased the rhythm until I poured out like a waterfall during the thaw.

She left me and I was on the bed for more than an hour, unable to see or hear anything. I tried to scream to get her attention, but got no response. First she removed her underwear from my mouth, then the earphones, and finally freed me from all my bindings.

“Don’t fall in love with me,” she said. “I get bored quickly.” She left as silently as she had arrived.

I still have her perfume on the sheets. And the marks. The ones on my skin, and the others.

It was a mistake. The most beautiful one.”

When he published it, he accompanied it with a brief phrase: “The things you never forget can end up hurting.”

	— 	“Damn, Galdeano... This is amazing...” said Carolina. “So good it seems too obvious. Don’t you think?”
	— 	“...I poured out like a waterfall during the thaw...” Alberto looked at him somewhere between surprised and ironic.
	— 	“I hope I didn’t go too far, but I didn’t want to use basic words typical of these kinds of stories. It needs to be a bit more subtle than usual. It’s the only way to catch her attention,” he said, looking at them very seriously. “Should I send it?”




They looked at each other and nodded in unison. The doctor sent the link and crossed his fingers.

The profile was activated with an ambiguous image: a blurred male silhouette, sitting in front of an old typewriter. Nothing too attractive. Nothing that screamed “look at me.” But just enough to make them wonder who this man was who wrote as if he were full of insecurities.

Now it was time to wait and monitor every like, every comment, and every visit to his profile. Because if BlackBaccara or blackMamba88 were who they thought they were... They wouldn’t take long to bite the bait.

Digital operations room. Second floor. Central police station.

The room was nothing more than an old archive hastily repurposed: three long tables, computers in a row, cables snaking across the floor, blank screens of monitors that no longer worked. It smelled of cheap coffee, contained sweat, and the desperation and boredom of those who had spent more than twelve hours in front of a screen.

Agents Laura Velasco and Óscar Molina, both approaching 30, were in charge of constant surveillance of Elías Ever’s profile. She was a reformed hacker who had gone from computer engineering to the Police after a brush with justice. He was a socially awkward but brilliant geek, wearing an Akira t-shirt and permanent dark circles under his eyes.

	— 	“Have you seen this?” Laura said, raising an eyebrow as she read one of the first comments on the published story—. “I would tie you up too, but without all the poetry. Tell me where and when, I’ve got rope and a long tongue.”
	— 	“Damn,” Oscar snorted. “What kind of crap is this...”
	— 	“A lady from Zaragoza with a photo of her cat and a username that says ‘PantheraDelDesierto69’. Very subtle.”




Both laughed. They had already read more obscenities in half an hour than in an entire week.

A user called “TuDiosaDeFuego88” had written:

“I like you more than brandy. I have marks on my skin too. Some you’d love. If you want me to show them to you, tell me which dark doorway I should wait in.”

Laura noted the details in the report.

	— 	“Another candidate for national embarrassment. Dark doorway? What the hell do they think this is, ‘Fifty Shades’ bargain basement edition?”




Oscar rubbed his face with both hands.

	— 	“I’m going to have nightmares about these people. Does anyone really fall for this stuff?”
	— 	“They do. Don’t doubt it,” Laura replied, more seriously. “But not our girls. They’re not idiots. This...” she pointed with the cursor, “is too obvious. Too crude.”




Third interaction. A private message. This time more crafted. From someone called “Azrael.7”:

“Your text shook me. Not everyone writes from the gut. Are you broken? I’m drawn to broken things. Perhaps we could break together.”

Laura said nothing for a few seconds.

	— 	“This one... this one has a different tone,” she murmured.
	— 	“Profile?” Oscar asked.
	— 	“All male. Thirty-five years old. No photos. Just quotes from Nietzsche, Baudelaire, and a Placebo song in the bio.”




Oscar leaned in.

	— 	“Ring any bells?”
	— 	“No. But it seems more credible to me.”
	— 	“Or it could be another idiot with delusions of being a tortured poet.”




Laura gave him a sidelong smile.

— “On the internet, that’s almost the same thing.”



“Handsome, tell me what you’re wearing. Or tell me what’s inside you. Let’s see if I dare to blow your mind with pleasure.”

Nick: “DarkBrunette_93”

Oscar rolled his eyes.

— 
Is this a police operation or a casting call for ‘First Dates: Satanic Edition’?



Meanwhile, Carolina and Alberto, from the observation office, received reports every two hours. Commissioner Arango had ordered maximum discretion. Everything went through Galdeano, who selected which messages were truly suspicious and which were just background noise.

So far, none of the messages seemed to bear the subtle signature of Mamba or Black Baccara. But they knew they were out there. Watching. Observing.

They just had to make Elias Ever bleed just enough.
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It was past ten at night when Carolina stretched in her chair and then slumped over her desk. She tidied up her workspace neatly and said goodbye until the next day. Alberto put on his jacket and readjusted his tie knot. He turned off the air conditioning and switched off the office light.

	— 	“Leaving already, Inspector?” asked Marta from the shadows of her office, without looking up from the report she pretended to read.




Alberto stopped in his tracks. “That was the plan. Are you going to eat dinner here alone? I could keep you company if you want.”

	— 	“How thoughtful. But no, thanks. I’ve had enough chewing on reports all day,” she raised her eyes and smiled mischievously. “Though I must admit that reformed cop look suits you. The other one reeked of failure.”
	— 	“And I must admit that the bitchy, distant boss aroma suits you perfectly. Some find it irresistible.”
	— 	“And you? Does it turn you on too?”
	— 	“Depends on the day. Generally no, but today I could make an exception,” he moved a few steps closer, slowly.
	— 	“Careful, Alberto. I know that tone. The same one you used before screwing up... and screwing around.”
	— 	“You’re still playing ice queen while burning inside. It’s a miracle this office doesn’t catch fire.”




Marta narrowed her eyes. “Let’s not go down this road. Leave, Alberto. I can’t afford this.”

Marta’s hands pushed him gently. Alberto understood. He turned and left her alone in the office.

The beer glass was already warm from being handled so much. His reflection in the amber liquid showed back a face he barely recognized after months of neglect, but for the first time he felt like a person again.

The bar was a refuge for those who had no refuge. Men with loose ties and broken souls, lonely women seeking comfort, empty promises served in tall glasses. The music was a distant sound, barely perceptible among the murmur of conversations and laughter.

Alberto ordered another beer. He wanted bourbon, but knew he shouldn’t. The bartender, a man with a certain elegance, served it in silence. At this point, words weren’t necessary. He was a regular customer who left the police station every day carrying more weight than he could bear.

— 
“Rough day, Inspector?” he murmured, barely looking at him, drying a glass methodically.



Alberto laughed humorlessly.

— “Like all of them. No better, no worse.”



A group of colleagues from the station was arguing at the back table, their voices gradually rising, breaking the monotony of the place. Alberto turned his head slightly, but his gaze didn’t linger on them. She appeared before his eyes like a mirage in the desert.

It was her.

The short red satin dress clung perfectly to her body beneath a black leather jacket. Her blonde hair gathered in a loose bun, almost undone, fell in carefully disheveled waves framing her face. Her eyes were lined with eyeliner. But her mouth... her mouth was a promise painted red.

— “I knew I’d find you here... Inspector.”



Her voice reached him like a whisper.

She leaned against the wall with the confidence of someone who knows what was about to happen. Alberto slid his eyes down to her high-heeled red sandals.

	— 	“Will you buy me a drink?”
	— 	“Depends,” he murmured, slightly flustered. “What are you offering?”




She let out a low laugh, unsurprised.

— “Inspector... if you have to ask, you’re worse off than you look.”



She took a few determined steps toward him. She opened her jacket to allow his eyes to take in the neckline of her dress, fully aware of her own attractiveness.

	— 	“Damn it, Carolina... I think we’re about to make a mistake. Tomorrow we’re going to regret this.”
	— 	“Do you have any remedy for insomnia?”
	— 	“If I did, believe me, I wouldn’t be here.”
	— 	“Then let’s go somewhere more discreet. I don’t want to be the talk of the station tomorrow morning.”




They climbed the narrow staircase. Alberto felt his heart stop. At the door of the bar stood Marta, watching them with a smile that was frightening. They didn’t know what to do or say. They didn’t want to have problems with her, didn’t want her to think badly of them, and yet there she was, right in front of them. The only thing that occurred to him at that moment was to apologize. So he approached her and whispered an apology she hadn’t asked for.

	— 	“I’m sorry,” he told her.
	— 	“What are you sorry for?” Marta asked, drilling Carolina with her gaze.
	— 	“Well... about earlier.”




Marta brought her mouth to his ear. She pressed so close that he felt the heat of her face, felt her lips brush against him.

	— 	“A man doesn’t have to apologize to a woman because she gives him a hard-on. But I see you don’t waste any time. You’ll never change...”
	— 	“Marta, I think you’re drawing the wrong conclusions. Carolina just arrived... And she didn’t plan to meet me. She stopped by to discuss something about the case, but she’s meeting her boyfriend,” Alberto lied.
	— 	“I didn’t ask for explanations. You’re both adults.” She looked Carolina up and down again. “By the way, Inspector... You have good taste in clothes. A bit daring for a place like this, but it suits you.”




She turned on her heels and walked away with determined steps, leaving them in silence and embarrassment.

	— 	“Damn it!” Alberto exclaimed.
	— 	“What now?” Carolina asked.
	— 	“Well, I’m not going to waste all the effort you put into getting dressed up. To hell with it.”




The heat of anger rose uncontrollably within him. His breathing was a deep echo in the room, his fists clenched on his knees, digging his nails into his flesh as if trying to keep himself in one place and not run out to destroy everything.

He raised his eyes and looked at her.

	— 	“Let’s go for one more drink, Andrade,” Alberto said.
	— 	“I don’t know if I’m in the mood anymore, Alberto,” she said, trying to maintain her composure despite the growing tension.




Alberto smiled. “I like you, Andrade,” he said in a deep, seductive voice. “And I’m not going to let Marta ruin our night. If you came all the way here, it’s because you made a decision. We’re not doing anything wrong.”

Carolina felt a shiver, but also a curious excitement. It was as if an irresistible force was drawing her toward him, despite knowing it was a mistake. Alberto moved closer slowly, his eyes shining with a hunger he couldn’t hide.

	— 	“Besides, we’re working. I need to practice my seduction skills to win over suspects,” he responded, gently brushing Carolina’s lips with his own.




A burning fire exploded inside her as he kissed her with a passion that defied reason. His skilled hands traced Carolina’s body, awakening sensations she had never experienced before. Each caress was electric, each kiss stole a sigh of pleasure.

	— 	“Let yourself go,” Alberto whispered between kisses, his lips grazing the sensitive skin of the inspector’s neck.




She knew it was dangerous, that she was entering unknown and forbidden territory. But lust and desire dominated her. With a trembling sigh, she surrendered, giving herself to the forbidden pleasure he represented.

	— 	“You’re delicious, Andrade,” he murmured when he pulled away. “I’ve liked you since the first time I saw you.”
	— 	“I’ve liked you too. Behind that archaic, sexist cop...” She gasped, her body trembling with pleasure at the intensity of the encounter. Alberto pulled her toward him, wrapping her in his strong arms.
	— 	“What are you going to do with me?” she whispered, her breath ragged with emotion.




He looked at her with burning eyes, a subtle smile playing on his lips.

	— 	“Let’s go to my place,” he said, taking her hand while admiring her figure wrapped in that sensual mini dress.




Carolina clung to him, feeling the warm breeze caress her body as they walked in silence down the street, anticipating what was about to happen.

Alberto’s apartment surprised her. It was small, but tidy and immaculately clean. Inside, he led her down a small, bright hallway. They arrived at an opulent bedroom where the light from screens illuminated the ivory silk curtains and a soft comforter covering the bed.

Alberto watched her with desire as she slowly removed her clothes, revealing each inch of her skin with adoration. Carolina slipped off the straps of her dress, which fell softly to her feet. She stood completely naked under his burning gaze, feeling desire ignite within her. The hair on her skin stood on end as Alberto’s eyes traveled over her, surprised by the absence of underwear.

	— 	“Damn, Inspector… ”He murmured—. “You keep surprising me lately. I had no idea about this side of you.”




She, with eyes full of anticipation and a barely perceptible smile on her parted lips, surrendered herself to the burning contact, whose intense gaze promised a pleasure she wanted to experience.

— 
“You’re beautiful, Carolina,” he whispered, caressing her cheeks with his fingertips.



Carolina shuddered when he kissed her again, his hungry lips seeking hers with scorching passion. Their bodies melded in a burning dance of hands and lips, each caress provoking a moan of pleasure.

The kisses traveled down Carolina’s chest. They lingered on her aroused nipples.

She gasped, throwing her head back with her body burning with need — “Don’t make me wait any longer.”

— “No rush, Andrade,” he whispered – “only fools hurry.”



With a smile on his face, he left her nipple and began to descend down her stomach, leaving wet kisses along the way.

Alberto’s lips approached her shaved pubis, which he observed with a mixture of desire and devotion. With exquisite delicacy, he began to kiss and caress it. He knelt before her, gently parting her legs. He slid his tongue inside, exploring every fold with softness. Each movement was an act of surrender, seeking to please her with every broken breath she let escape. His tongue moved rhythmically, alternating between gentle caresses and more intense pressure, triggering waves of pleasure that made her arch her back.

Almost without being aware of it, Carolina found herself lying on the bed, with Alberto’s head between her legs. His caresses were now more intense and deep. In that moment, he was completely focused on her pleasure, whispers and moans of satisfaction filling the room as she let herself be carried away by the rising tide of ecstasy.

	— 	“Stop, please,” she murmured tremulously. “You’re going to make me come.”
	— 	“And don’t you want to?” he asked with a smile.
	— 	“Not yet…” she said, sitting up with a lascivious smile on her face. “Weren’t you the one talking about the foolishness of rushing? Let’s not do that…”




Carolina rose with sensual movements. Her breasts were exposed, round, with dark nipples that had hardened from his caresses and excitement. She removed his tie and slowly unbuttoned his shirt. The fabric slid over his shoulders and fell onto the bed. His scars were exposed: a gunshot mark on his shoulder and the trace of surgery on his side. She contemplated his lean, sinewy body.

She ran her fingers along his collarbone, across his chest.

— “How long has it been since you’ve done this?”



The question hung between them. “Too long,” he answered.

She tilted her head slightly, evaluating him with a depth in her gaze that excited him. She played with the silence for a moment before murmuring:

— “Today we’ll make up for lost time.”



She pushed him gently onto the bed, making him sit on the edge. He offered no resistance, letting himself fall slowly. She moved with the precision of someone who has repeated the same scene and knows what to do. She straddled him, her weight light but firm.

Alberto reacted. His hands closed around her waist. Carolina’s skin was warm, soft.

	— 	“Like this…” she whispered, her voice vibrating against his neck before her lips brushed it. She didn’t really kiss him, just let her warm breath travel over his tense skin, igniting an involuntary shiver. Her breasts brushed against him and her loose hair fell freely over his face, creating an exciting tickle.




The lights made the light layer of sweat that was beginning to form on their bodies shine. Alberto felt the brush of her fingers descending down his chest, tracing each muscle and moving down to the line of hair that showed above his pants. She wasn’t smiling. There was contained passion and intensity in her expression.

She unbuttoned his pants and pulled them down along with his underwear. She wrapped her hand around his penis, exploring it with the methodical skill of someone seeking more pleasure than efficiency. Alberto exhaled. He was invaded by the awkward nervousness of a first encounter, his trembling hands sliding over a body that still seemed unfamiliar to him.

And then, her voice filtered through the broken silences. Carolina’s voice emerged like an invisible blade, dry and firm, leaving no room for doubt.

— “Look at me.”



It wasn’t a plea, nor a caress wrapped in tenderness, but an order. Their gazes remained fixed for an instant, and she took his cock into her mouth without looking away. Her tongue licked a drop that had formed at the tip.

— “You’re incredible,” Alberto whispered.



She closed her mouth and went deeper, until the head almost reached her throat. With her mouth full of his cock, she smiled with a mixture of satisfaction and excitement.

— 
“You don’t know how much I wanted this with you,” he admitted in a low voice, stroking her hair.



She raised her head to look him directly in the eyes and took him out of her mouth.

— “I wanted it too.”



She continued her sensual dance with her lips and tongue, feeling how Alberto’s body tensed more and more under her expert attention. His moans became more urgent, his breathing more ragged. She felt his body was on the edge of the abyss, every nerve ignited with unmatched intensity. Suddenly, a searing heat accumulated in his lower abdomen, and with a deep groan, he felt the orgasm exploding out of his body.

	— 	“Holy shit!” he gasped, his voice broken by ecstasy. “What the hell did you do?... That was incredible!”




She didn’t stop, her mouth and hands working with frantic passion to squeeze out every drop of semen, swallowing it with a naturalness that excited him like few things had before.

— 
“That’s it,” she whispered between licks. “Let yourself go, I want to feel everything you have to give me.”



He trembled violently, his body arching as the climax slowly left him.

Without barely time to recover, he sat up and inserted his fingers into her cavity, and his thumb began to caress and press his partner’s pleasure button. Her clitoris hardened instantly. Alberto could taste her salty juices. The orgasm inside her intensified and built increasingly powerful. Her body began to tense, every muscle preparing for the imminent climax. Her breathing became rapid and shallow, moans escaping from her lips in an increasingly urgent cadence. Her fingers dug into the sheets as a wave of heat traveled through her body, accumulating in her belly. Suddenly, like an unstoppable torrent, the orgasm enveloped her, making her arch her back and close her eyes tightly.

A cry of pure pleasure slipped from her throat, her hips trembling with uncontrollable spasms as the sensation of ecstasy spread, overwhelming her and taking her to a state of total abandonment. Each pulsation was a reminder of the intense pleasure coursing through her body, leaving a feeling of fullness and satisfaction.

Alberto didn’t want to stop. He slowly traced her body with his hands, admiring every curve, every trace of the recent pleasure he had shared with her as she still trembled slightly, her skin glowing with the heat of the ecstasy she had just experienced.

Carolina felt a wave of new energy and desire as her hands explored every inch of his back and strong shoulders. With a decisive movement, she grabbed his member, once again firm and eager. She began to move down his torso with her lips, leaving a trail of hungry kisses and gentle bites. With a mixture of desire and determination in her eyes, she slowly lowered her lips down Alberto’s body, savoring every inch of his hot skin. When she finally reached her destination, she took a moment to admire his enormous, thick and delicious member, which throbbed with anticipation. With a sigh of pleasure, she began to trace a path of soft and provocative kisses from the base to the tip, enjoying the taste and texture of his hardness.

Her lips closed around him, sliding her tongue with precise and sensual movements, exploring every vein and every inch with a mixture of devotion and lust. Elena varied the pressure and rhythm, driving Julian to the edge of madness with each deep suction and each playful caress, provoking uncontrollable moans of pleasure that resonated throughout the room.

With a crooked smile, he approached and slid his hands over his partner’s curves, caressing her smooth, warm skin. He took her firmly, positioning himself between her thighs, and with a decisive movement, penetrated her deeply. Carolina let out a moan of pleasure, arching her back as their bodies merged in a rhythmic and passionate dance.

With an intense gleam in his eyes, he began to accelerate his rhythm, each thrust deeper and more precise than the previous one. He felt the wet, enveloping heat of Carolina’s interior, his hardened member throbbing with each movement. Her body responded to every impulse, her moans intensified, her nails dug into Alberto’s back while her body arched with pure pleasure. He could feel the exact point where she was advancing toward climax, with her vaginal walls contracting around him with an almost uncontrollable force. He knew Carolina’s orgasm was near, and his own pleasure increased in intensity, threatening to overflow at any moment.

Her breasts bounced with each thrust, full, perfect. The dark, hardened nipples pointed at him like small marks of provocation, and there was lust in her gaze, even a kind of recognition.

Carolina's fingers gripped his shoulders, her red nails digging into his flesh. Her damp hair clung to her face, some strands sticking to her sweat-soaked neck. Her hips continued moving in that measured rhythm, as if timing each thrust of her pelvis against his.

She felt the wave of pleasure enveloping her, her body tensing and shuddering with each thrust. Her moans turned into muffled cries as the orgasm overtook her, an explosion of sensations that left her breathless. Her vaginal walls contracted rhythmically around the member penetrating her, intensifying the connection between them. In that culminating moment, she felt the warmth of semen filling her inside, a hot torrent that amplified her own climax. Each pulse of pleasure was a declaration of possession, a testimony to the complete and passionate union they shared. Their bodies, intertwined and trembling, surrendered to ecstasy, creating a symphony of sensations that left them exhausted and satisfied.

	— 	“So... is this what they call ‘inter-unit cooperation’?” Carolina murmured, with a raised eyebrow as she played with the sheet that barely covered her naked body.




Alberto, leaning against the pillow, gave her a crooked smile.

	— 	“And we haven’t even filled out the joint report yet,” he said in a deep voice. “Imagine if we follow the entire protocol.”




She let out a soft laugh, almost resigned, and then glanced at him.

	— 	“Don’t tell me this happens with all your female colleagues...”
	— 	“Only with the ones who come looking for me dressed like models,” he replied, stretching his arm to brush a strand of hair from her face.




Carolina sighed, looked at the ceiling for a moment, then lowered her gaze.

	— 	“I don’t know if this was such a good idea...”
	— 	“Are you referring to doing it, or doing it twice?” he asked her, and a laugh escaped him when he saw her expression.




She pushed him gently, still smiling.

	— 	“Idiot... I mean this, us. You know how it is. The station hallways are faster than 4G. And then there’s the thing with Marta...”
	— 	“We can always pretend we were investigating an illegal pheromone trafficking ring,” he joked.




Carolina lay back down, serious for a moment.

	— 	“Alberto... it’s not that I regret it. Not at all. But... I don’t want this to complicate things. You and I are different. You... you’re not looking for the same thing I am.”




He looked at her intensely, without that mockery he always wore like armor.

	— 	“And what do you think I’m looking for? No-strings-attached sex? To be the cliché of the broken cop with cheap charm? Inspector. Don’t take everything for granted...”




Carolina didn’t respond immediately. She remained silent, as if weighing each word.

— “I don’t know. But I have the feeling that you don’t know very well either...”



Alberto sat up a bit, looked at her intently and lowered his voice.

	— 	“What I do know is that with you I don’t want to repeat what I already screwed up with Marta. And I don’t want this to turn into another fire that we end up putting out with distance and reproaches...”




She interrupted him with a tired smile.

	— 	“I like having sex with you, Alberto. And I like you too. But I’m not here for broken heroes. Or for redemptions.”




He said nothing. He just nodded, slowly.

— “Then let’s not make promises. But let’s not run away either. Okay?”



Carolina caressed his cheek, gently, with that gesture you make when you don’t quite want to let go yet.

— “Okay... But if you break my heart, I’ll report you for workplace harassment.”



Carolina remained silent for a few more seconds, as if trying to commit the moment to memory. Her naked body was still next to Alberto’s, but her mind seemed to be already one step ahead. He, attentive to that slight change in her expression, said nothing. He simply observed her, as if studying her for the first time, without the shield of sarcasm or workplace tension.

	— 	“You know what pisses me off?” she finally said, in a low voice.
	— 	“Tell me,” Alberto replied, turning toward her.
	— 	“That I liked this,” she confessed, with an almost bitter smile. “It pisses me off that I like it more than I should. And not because of the sex, which was...” she hesitated for a second, “let’s say, highly recommendable.”
	— 	“Just recommendable?” he replied, raising an eyebrow.
	— 	“Don’t get too excited, Rambo. Your ego is already about to explode,” she answered with a gentle tap on his chest. “I mean I like what’s happening now. This... silence. The way you look at me when you’re not acting.”




He sighed, deeply.

	— 	“Something else bothers me,” he admitted. “That I feel I have something with you that I don’t know if I can handle. That you’re not just a brilliant lay in the middle of the case. That I don’t know how to let you in, but I don’t want you to leave either.”




She looked at him in silence, swallowing.

	— 	“Well, well, the tough cop has feelings,” she whispered.
	— 	“Don’t tell anyone. I’d lose my aura,” he joked, but then turned serious. “I’m also tired of pretending to be strong. You saw me at my worst, and still you didn’t run away.”




Carolina sat up slightly, leaning on her elbow.

	— 	“I didn’t run away, but I don’t know if I’m willing to pick up your pieces if this breaks. I don’t have the energy to save anyone, Alberto.”
	— 	“I don’t want you to save me. Just don’t close the door if I knock.”




She held his gaze. Long. Without evasion. Like two people who have lived too much to disguise what they feel.

	— 	“And what if you hurt me?” she asked, almost in a whisper.
	— 	“Then it’ll be the only investigation where I want to get caught,” he replied, and tenderly kissed the palm of her hand.




Carolina let herself fall back beside him. This time without words. She placed a finger on his lips, gentle but firm, with a half-smile that didn’t entirely hide the emotion in her eyes.

— 
“Don’t ruin it, Alberto... Please, don’t tell anyone about this,” she whispered.



He nodded slowly, not taking his eyes off hers, as if wanting to memorize every line of her face before letting her go. The silence was thick, charged with something new. Not uncomfortable, but fragile.

	— 	“I won’t say anything,” he said, breaking the tension with a voice hoarser than usual. “I’m not a blabbermouth.”
	— 	“You better not,” she replied, crossing her leg with an elegant gesture while adjusting her dress as best she could. “I don’t want rumors, or knowing looks at the coffee machine.”
	— 	“And if they ask why I’m smiling more than usual?” he said with a wink.
	— 	“Tell them you slept with an ex,” she responded, dryly, but unable to hide a smile that escaped halfway. “And now, call me a taxi. I can’t show up at the station like this...”
	— 	“That’s a shame. I like that dress. Even more without underwear...”
	— 	“I figured. All men are the same.”
	— 	“Get dressed. I’ll drive you. So you can’t say I’m not a perfect gentleman.”




They made the return journey in silence. When the car stopped in front of Carolina’s building, she opened the door slowly. She hesitated for a second.

	— 	“Do you think any of the suspects will have taken the bait?”
	— 	“In a couple of hours we’ll know if they’ve bitten,” Alberto said, looking at his watch. “And I hope they bite... both of them,” he responded, more seriously.




Before getting out, she leaned toward him again. The kiss was longer than the previous one. More heartfelt and deep. When he slid his hand under the fabric, slowly, and caressed her bare breasts, Carolina closed her eyes.

— “I could fall in love with you,” he whispered.



She looked at him, her finger once again resting on Alberto’s lips.

— “Shhh. Don’t say it.”



And with that, she left. Leaving in the car a faint aroma, a thick silence, and a man who for the first time in a long time wasn’t sure he was in control.
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The next morning, the police station building awakened with its customary murmur of voices, slamming doors, and keyboards being mercilessly pounded. Carolina arrived first, impeccable, as if she had slept ten hours and wasn’t still carrying the memory of a night of skin and sighs, still warm beneath her clothes. She poured herself a coffee in the common room and greeted some colleagues with a brief, professional smile.

Five minutes later, Alberto crossed the main door with his somewhat more measured stride. He had no dark circles or visible signs of sleeplessness, but he seemed relaxed, perhaps too much so for eight o’clock on a Thursday morning. He met Carolina by the coffee machine and poured himself a cup, no words necessary. They only exchanged a fleeting glance and a slight curve at the corner of their lips.

From her glass-walled office, Marta Arango observed them carefully. She didn’t take her eyes off them. She tilted her head as if trying to fit a new piece into an already quite complex puzzle. Her expression wasn’t one of disapproval, more of suspicion and curiosity... but she said nothing. She simply returned to her computer, though with a barely perceptible smile that vanished before becoming real.

Alberto and Carolina went down together to the surveillance room. There, the young agents in charge of monitoring were in that hazy state that can only be reached after a night of shifts and reheated coffee. One of them was yawning with his jaw dislocated while another rubbed his eyes, but the energy between them was undeniable: a mixture of fatigue and expectation that kept them alert despite their sleepiness.

Rubén, the most experienced one, gestured for them to come closer.

	— 	“No trace of Blackmamba or BlackBaccara,” he told them. “But there’s something. Another profile we shouldn’t rule out. I think there might be a possible match.”




Carolina frowned and leaned toward the screen.

— “Who?”



He enlarged a browser window. In the image appeared a sparse profile, with a single blurry photo of a woman in an electric blue dress. Username: Bluedress.

	— 	“She hasn’t taken the bait directly,” Rubén explained. “But she reacted to two stories from the account we’re using, and commented on one with a somewhat ambiguous message... though the style is suspiciously similar: Message from Bluedress to Elías Ever:”




“I’ve read your latest words and couldn’t help imagining your voice whispering them in my ear.

You say you like the art of suggestion, elegance rather than the explicit... I’m afraid we’re going to get along dangerously well.

Sometimes I dress in blue. Not out of vanity, but because some nights I need to shine so I don’t disappear.

Are you also looking for something you can’t name?

If you dare, answer me.

Or better yet, write me something you wouldn’t tell anyone else.”

Alberto crossed his arms, studying the profile. Then he looked at Carolina.

— “Well, looks like we have a third mysterious lady.”



Iván typed quickly, expanding the interface of Bluedress’s profile. On the screen appeared a blurred image: a female figure, from behind, walking toward a staircase illuminated with dim lights. The electric blue sequined dress seemed to have been captured by a low-quality mobile phone, but even so it stood out.

Carolina moved closer to the screen.

	— 	“It’s very similar... to the one we found in the garage,” she murmured.
	— 	“The sequin,” Alberto nodded. “The shade is almost identical. And that cut in the back... could match the description given by the doorman at the venue. Although this woman isn’t blonde. And she doesn’t seem as statuesque as the images we have of her. It’s not the same woman. But good catch, guys.”
	— 	“She could be wearing a wig... Remember we found artificial hairs at the crime scene,” Carolina commented thoughtfully.




Iván turned his chair toward them.

	— 	The profile was created just three weeks ago. She posted two erotic stories that were quite sophisticated, without being vulgar. Same themes as BlackBaccara: control, mystery, dominant women, wealthy men lost in uncontrolled passions. Read this. It’s her latest published story:




“Deep Blue”

By Bluedress

He didn’t look at me directly. Not at first.

His attention was on the cold crystal of the glass, on the small swirl of bubbles rising as if competing with my breathing.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he said without raising his voice.

“Neither should you,” I answered, slowly rotating my ankle on the heel, letting the dress slide deliberately over the curve of my thighs.

The room wasn’t any bigger than my vanity. Warm lights, velvet sofa, and the muffled echo of bass from the party. In there, time floated…

When he finally looked at me, I felt my skin change temperature. It wasn’t immediate desire. It was decision.

I leaned against the wall, tilted my neck, and let the thin strap of the dress slip down my shoulder. The sequins trembled with a slight tinkling, as if the dress were speaking for me.

“You won’t touch me,” I warned him, even as I already wanted him to.

“I don’t need to,” he said, now standing, so close that the heat of his body caressed mine without quite reaching it.

My hands were the first. Not because he allowed it. Because I decided.

I slid his belt off slowly, looking into his eyes. We were playing with fire, yes, but I was the one holding the match.

The story delved deeper and deeper into a sexual encounter of domination and certain sadomasochistic content.

	— 	Can we infer a possible location? —asked Carolina, frowning.
	— 	It doesn’t appear, but in one of the comments she mentions “the night of Rum and neon,” which matches the sponsored party at Lunático. It was the same night as the first murder.
	— 	And the language? Could it be the same author? —Alberto interjected.
	— 	I can’t say for certain —said Dr. Galdeano, who had joined them—. But she uses the term “glass of black bubbles” to refer to champagne in both stories. And there are references to the “kiss on the temple”... there are too many coincidences.




Carolina looked at him, serious.

	— 	They’re playing with us.
	— 	Did she respond to any of our baits? —Carolina finally asked.
	— 	Yes. Two stories. She commented on one with a simple: “You would know how to silence me.” And she reacted with a black heart to another one describing a ritual submission scene… exactly the type of dynamic we see in the previous profiles.
	— 	It might not be her —Alberto said quietly—, but she’s dangerously close.
	— 	And she’s wearing a blue dress,” Carolina added, crossing her arms. “At least one piece of the puzzle fits. We can’t just dismiss it.




Galdeano approached the keyboard with a crooked smile and a conspiratorial gleam in his eyes. Carolina glanced at him sideways, eyebrow raised.

	— 	“Easy there, Don Juan... don’t overdo it,” she murmured while taking a sip of coffee.
	— 	“Relax, Inspector. I’m a professional,” Galdeano replied, his eyes not leaving the screen.




Message written by Elías Ever:

“Your message has left me thirsting for more.

Thirsting for words, for glances, for silences shared across a table that burns hotter than wine.

Yes, I seek that which I cannot name. But I suspect you have the dictionary.

Don’t give me clues.

Give me a date.”

Alberto, who was standing right behind him, nodded as soon as Galdeano hit “send.”

	— 	“Direct and elegant. Good. But if she responds, you’re meeting her today. We’re not wasting another day chasing fake profiles.”




Galdeano turned with a serious expression. He nodded, no words necessary.

Ten minutes later, an email alert sounded on Alberto’s phone.

“Tonight. 11:00 PM. Club Kandela. Castelló Street, 124.

Reserved table by the piano. I’ll be wearing an emerald green dress. I’ll be drinking champagne. And wearing a smile that only you will know how to read.

Don’t be late. I don’t like waiting. And I don’t like predictable men.”

Bluedress.

Silence fell over the team. Marta Arango, who had come down minutes earlier, crossed her arms as she read the message on the screen.

— “Club Kandela... upscale. Minimal surveillance. Anyone familiar with it?”



Carolina nodded, her expression serious.

	— 	“Yes. Discreet atmosphere. Live music, dim lighting. No cameras inside, only at the entrance. They’re very careful about privacy.”
	— 	“Perfect for a trap,” Alberto added. “But also perfect for us to get duped.”
	— 	“I want a team surrounding the place. Four inside, at least two women,” Marta interjected. “And an agent at the bar with a mic. Moreno, you’ll wear an earpiece. Not a word outside your character.”
	— 	“No, boss. I can’t risk it. I won’t wear an earpiece or carry a weapon.”




Carolina approached the screen and read the message again. She pointed to a line:

	— 	“‘Reserved table by the piano.’ That narrows down the angle. We can cover it well from the back of the venue. I’ll be at another table with an agent.”




Alberto smiled with a hint of sarcasm.

— 
“I’m going on a date with the femme fatale. Let’s see if this time I don’t end up alone with just a drink.”



Carolina gave him a pat on the shoulder.

	— 	You just worry about not looking like a cop. And if you see the game starting, play along. But don’t get too clever.
	— 	Relax. I’ve got the touch.
	— 	Yeah, the jackass touch —Carolina shot back, but with a smile.




He turned toward her and winked.

	— 	Jealous?
	— 	Of a psychopath buying you champagne… no, thanks.




In the back, one of the young agents broke into a nervous laugh. Marta silenced him with a glare. She observed Moreno and Andrade’s behavior and didn’t know what to think. Perhaps what happened last night had been exactly as Alberto had explained to her on the brewery stairs…

	— 	This is serious. It could be her. Or it could be another wild goose chase. But tonight, nobody improvises. Not one screw-up. Is that clear?




Marta looked up from the file with that expression of tired, elegant authority. She crossed one leg over the other and rested her elbow on the table.

	— 	We’ll reserve a table for Carolina and Agent Rival —she announced, without further ado—. Make them look like a well-matched couple. The kind that doesn’t need to talk much to understand each other. Inspector… you’ll see I’ve found you a very good-looking partner.




Carolina pursed her lips, about to protest, but didn’t. Marta looked at her with a half-smile, sharp as a blade.

	— 	That said, wear something that stands out in a place like that, not something that looks like you’re about to write up a police report. Kandela is a demanding venue. Though I believe you have appropriate outfits for such events. Don’t you?




Alberto suppressed a laugh behind his coffee cup. He looked at Carolina, who had blushed and was staring at the paper in front of her. Rival, sitting in a corner, shifted uncomfortably, as if unsure whether to blush or feel flattered.

	— 	Tapia will be at the entrance —Marta continued, resuming her serious tone—. He won’t stand out among all those executives and smooth talkers. Vega will cover the emergency exit. Good eye and as discreet as a cat.




Carolina slowly stood up, collecting the folder she had on the table.

	— 	So all that’s left is for Alberto not to charm the target too quickly —she said with fake indifference, while giving the inspector a sidelong glance. – before you try to get her into bed, we need information.
	— 	I can’t be held responsible for what happens if she falls for my charms the moment she sees me —he replied, returning her look brazenly—. And remember: you’re stuck with Rival. I have a more intimate date.
	— 	Just try not to end up naked with handcuffs on —Marta concluded, turning her chair back toward the monitor—. The regulation ones, I mean.




No one laughed, but there was an electric tension hanging in the air, as if everyone knew that anything could happen that night.

	— 	“Seriously, Inspector,” the commissioner emphasized, “be very careful. We could be dealing with an extremely dangerous killer. Don’t take unnecessary risks.”




20

Alberto entered the room with the bearing of someone who knows all eyes turn to him, yet without paying too much attention to it. He wore an impeccable charcoal gray suit with sharp lines that outlined his athletic silhouette with the discreet arrogance of men who have seen themselves in more than one mirror and know the effect they have. The white cotton shirt further highlighted his slightly tanned skin, and the narrow black tie gave him that blend of elegance and modernity. He had shaved, but maintained a light shadow on his jawline that seemed deliberately crafted. On his wrist gleamed a simple yet expensive watch. His expression was calm, but in his eyes one could read concentration, and a hint of nervous tension that only those closest to him would recognize.

Carolina appeared a few minutes later. And the air changed. She wore a champagne-colored dress in shimmering satin that clung to her body with a perfectly measured mix of elegance and provocation. The generous neckline revealed the curve of her collarbones and a dizzying glimpse of her chest, supported with apparent effortlessness. The back was open halfway down, revealing smooth skin softly illuminated by makeup. Golden sandals with high heels made her legs look even more slender. Her hair was gathered in a loose bun, with a few strands falling with studied casualness. Her makeup was intense, with burgundy lips and lined eyes that seemed hypnotic. When she entered the room, even Marta raised an eyebrow.

Rival was waiting for them by the door. He was a young agent, but with a physique that seemed sculpted from marble. Fitted midnight blue suit, no tie, with the shirt unbuttoned at the collar. Dark hair swept back, firm jawline, and a mischievous smile that matched his green eyes. He walked like someone who knows he could make a living just from the way people looked at him. He was perfect for his role: discreet, attractive, and with that air of silent protector that melts prey and alerts predators.

Marta wished them luck and left with the support vehicle. Just before leaving, Carolina grabbed Alberto and pushed him into her office. She looked at him for a few seconds, evaluating him from head to toe with a worried gleam in her eyes.

	— 	“Be careful out there, Inspector,” she told him, as she moved closer and kissed him on the lips with a mixture of tenderness and mischief. “And try not to take her to bed. You know, professional and personal shouldn’t mix.”




He smiled against her lips.

— “What if it’s the other way around? What if she takes me?”



Carolina pulled back slightly, resting a hand on his chest, where the warmth of the kiss could still be felt.

	— 	“If you behave, there might be a reward tonight. But if you screw up... don’t come within two meters of me. Don’t forget we’ll be very close to you. I’ll hear everything you say. Don’t mess this up.”




They both smiled. It was a promise, a threat, and a confession, all in one sentence.

And then, without further words, they went down to the car together.

21

She was there. At the corner table, under the warm light that hung like a halo over the crystal glasses.

Alberto needed no more than two seconds to know it wasn’t her.

The woman calling herself bluedress certainly had a certain charm. She was probably in her mid-forties, wearing a somewhat fitted intense green dress, too low-cut for what it could support, heels too high for what she could manage, and makeup so meticulously applied that it screamed insecurity rather than seduction. Blonde, yes. But from a bottle. And from the cheap kind that dyes towels more than hair.

She wasn’t the woman from the cameras. She wasn’t the goddess in blue sequins who had glided like a specter between shadows and garages.

This was... an amateur. An imitator. Another victim, perhaps. Or simply someone bored with her life.

Alberto didn’t move from his spot. He just lowered his head slightly and said into the microphone, barely a whisper:

— “Confirmed. It’s not her. Not even close.”



At the other table, Carolina took a sip of her cocktail without taking her eyes off her "partner."

Rival was... petrified. Not rigid. Not tense. Petrified. As if he were afraid that moving a muscle might trigger an international catastrophe.

— 
“Relax,” she whispered with a raised eyebrow. “You look like a seminarian at his first mass.”



He swallowed hard.

	— 	“I am relaxed.”
	— 	“Of course you are, I can tell. If you were any more tense, your teeth would crack. —Carolina narrowed her eyes ironically—. Look at me like you desire me. Like they’re giving you a bonus for undressing me with your eyes.”




Rival made an effort. He tilted his head slightly and held her gaze... with an expression halfway between feigned desire and a muscle spasm.

	— 	“Better,” she said, smiling sarcastically. “But you lack conviction. Haven’t you ever seen a French film? Try again, this time like you’re going to fuck me in the bathroom in five minutes.”




He finally laughed, nervous but grateful.

	— 	“Is this better?”
	— 	“I don’t know...” —she paused, examining him as if he were a sale item—. “Let’s say for now you’re passing. But if you squeeze my hand too hard, I’ll scream and they’ll arrest you for harassment.”




He lowered his gaze with a half-smile. Carolina, however, wasn’t entirely joking. Because she knew the night could take a turn at any moment. And the worst part wasn’t the suspects... but the allies who didn’t know how to act.

At that moment, Alberto spoke again on the channel:

	— 	“Nothing. She’s just a bored woman looking for company. Not our target.”
	— 	“Do we continue or abort?” Marta asked over the channel.
	— 	“A little longer.”




The woman looked up and smiled nervously. It was obvious she had been there for a while, perhaps calculating every gesture, every pose. She had an almost untouched glass of white wine in front of her and her purse clutched tightly to her side, as if she might bolt at any moment. The conversation between them barely flowed.

	— 	“Bluedress? Why that name?” he asked.
	— 	“Although it sounds a bit ridiculous said out loud, I thought it was seductive.”
	— 	“Not as much as it seems when written,” he responded diplomatically, making her laugh more freely.
	— 	“I’m looking for someone cultured... but adventurous. Does that fit you?”
	— 	“Depends on the day. Sometimes I’m cultured, other times just adventurous. And on the worst days, neither one nor the other,” Alberto joked, crossing one leg over the other.




She looked at him with a dreamy expression, as if she were already mentally writing the synopsis of their future romantic story.

	— 	“I believe in coincidences. In chance encounters that change everything.”
	— 	“And is this one of those encounters?”
	— 	“It could be...” she murmured, leaning toward him. “If you wanted it to be.”




Alberto raised his eyebrows, slightly uncomfortable but without showing it.

	— 	“That will depend on how long your speech about destiny is. I have a moderate allergy to big words.”
	— 	“And to love?”
	— 	“Severe intolerance,” he said, smiling.




She laughed, touching her necklace as if embarrassed.

	— 	“I like your irony. I like men who don’t take themselves too seriously... but who deep down have a profound soul.”




Alberto took a sip of water. Profound soul? He was about to say that his was rather full of patches, but he opted to let it pass.

	— 	“And you? What are you really looking for?”
	— 	“A turning point. Something that takes me out of the ordinary. Haven’t you ever felt that there’s a better version of yourself waiting for someone to awaken it?”




He nodded, with a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes.

— “Sometimes. Though other times I just want to sleep without nightmares.”



The woman fell silent for a second. Then she sighed and took another sip of wine.

	— 	“You know how to listen. I like that.”
	— 	“It’s an occupational hazard,” he replied.
	— 	“What do you do for a living?”
	— 	“Let’s just say I see what others don’t want to show. And I hide what’s better not to reveal,” he said, amused.




She seemed to take it as a seduction game.

— “Mysterious. I like that.”



Alberto smiled politely. It was clear there was no danger in her. Just a lonely woman, excited about a fantasy she had probably written many times in her head.

And he... couldn't break it abruptly.

So he ordered another drink, settled into his chair, and let the conversation flow a while longer, knowing that all he had to do... was let her talk.

The date with Bluedress faded away on its own, like a candle burning out.

She was playing with her empty glass while he observed her calmly, maintaining his courteous smile.

	— 	“Are you leaving already?” she asked, trying to sound casual.
	— 	“Yes. And I want to be honest with you,” Alberto said gently, without a trace of mockery in his voice. “I’m not going to call you again.”




She blinked, hurt but proud.

	— 	“Well... at least you say it to my face.”
	— 	“It’s been a pleasure. Really. You’re a charming woman, but not the one I’m looking for.”
	— 	“And you... a perfect stranger who hasn’t told a single lie. I suppose that has its value too.”
	— 	“I’ll walk you home...”
	— 	“That’s not necessary. Thank you. I can go by myself.”




They said goodbye with a somewhat cold but polite kiss on the cheek. She remained at the table, pretending to check her phone. Alberto left the restaurant with unhurried steps.

On the opposite sidewalk, Carolina was already standing next to Rival. She didn’t say anything. She just gave him a look that contained irony, patience, and a spark of impatience.

	— 	“Are you done saving the female soul of the world?” she whispered as she passed by him.
	— 	“It’s not like it happens often,” he replied with a sigh.




The operation ended without incident. The agents gradually withdrew, blending into the city.

Alberto returned home unhurriedly. He unbuttoned his collar, dropped his jacket on the sofa, and walked barefoot toward the bedroom, undoing his tie knot with one hand.

He was working on his shirt when there was a knock at the door. There was Carolina, leaning against the doorframe, still in her champagne-colored dress, red lips, and eyes full of something that oscillated between contained anger and accumulated desire.

	— 	“What are you doing here?” The question sounded dry, but his gaze wasn’t.
	— 	“I didn’t feel like sleeping alone. And I promised you a reward if you behaved well...” she told him without entering. “So I came to fulfill my promise.”




Alberto didn’t even respond. She stepped forward, pushed him firmly against the wall, and kissed him intensely, barely biting his lower lip.

	— 	“Why didn’t you end the date sooner?” she whispered in his ear. “You knew it wasn’t her.”
	— 	“Because I can’t do that to anyone. I don’t like causing unnecessary pain,” he answered quietly. “A minimum of humanity, Carolina.”




She stepped back half a pace, surprised. She looked at him as if seeing something that didn’t fit with the tough guy she knew.

	— 	“Underneath all that roughness... there’s quite a sensitive man, huh?”
	— 	“Only from time to time,” he said, pulling her back toward him.
	— 	“That disarms me.”
	— 	“Good,” he whispered, caressing her back. “That way you’ll stop shooting daggers at me with your eyes every five minutes.”




Carolina smiled and kissed him again. This time with less fury and more hunger. She looked at him with a mixture of desire and bewilderment. Her hands remained on his chest, and she was breathing heavily, though her voice tried to sound firm.

— “So... the tough cop has a heart. What a surprise.”



Alberto sketched a half-smile, the one he used when he knew he had the upper hand. He brushed away a strand of hair that had come loose from her bun and caressed her gently.

— “Don’t go spreading that around, you’ll ruin my reputation.”



Carolina looked up at him, their lips barely inches apart. Her fingers traced lines on his shirt, just above his belt.

	— 	“And what if I told you that reputation turns me on...”
	— 	“The insensitive jerk one?”
	— 	“The irresistible bastard one.”




Alberto lowered his head and kissed her, slowly at first, but with growing urgency. Her hands clung to his back, and it was he who lifted her with ease, sitting her on the dresser in the hallway. The champagne-colored dress opened like a flower between her thighs, revealing dark, minimal lingerie.

	— 	“We shouldn’t...” she murmured without conviction.
	— 	“I know,” he said, as he pulled down the straps of her dress with his teeth. “But I couldn’t care less.”




She let out a husky laugh and pulled him even closer to her.

	— 	“I like you like this... when you stop thinking.”
	— 	“What if I told you it’s hard to think around you?”
	— 	“Then shut up,” she whispered, biting his neck. “And fuck me like there’s no tomorrow.”
	— 	“Rival is very handsome,” Alberto whispered as his mouth traveled along Carolina’s jawline, pausing only to bite her earlobe.
	— 	“Handsome yes... but stiff as a board,” she answered with a broken laugh. “I sat next to him and he looked like he was posing for an ID photo. He barely breathed.”
	— 	“You scare him,” he laughed, caressing her thigh with his fingertips. “With that dress and that look... anyone would be disarmed.”
	— 	“And you haven’t been disarmed?” she asked suggestively, though her lips were already exploring his again.
	— 	“I’ve been in pieces since you walked through the door,” he confessed in a husky whisper. “But I hide it better.”
	— 	“Liar.”




Carolina pulled back just enough to look him in the eyes.

	— 	“And bluedress? What a disappointment, right? You were expecting a goddess in a satin dress, and you found...”
	— 	“A lovely lady, heavily perfumed, and dangerously fond of Paulo Coelho quotes,” he murmured while nibbling on her nipple.




Carolina burst out laughing.

	— 	“What did she say? ‘I’m looking for a cultured but adventurous man’?”
	— 	“And she added something about ‘exploring the soul like you explore a tropical jungle.’ I was about to call for a rescue helicopter.”
	— 	“Oh, poor thing,” she murmured between laughs. “And why didn’t you escape earlier?”
	— 	“I couldn’t. I can’t bring myself to be a jerk to someone who got their hopes up,” he said, stroking her bare back. “Even if she wasn’t the woman in the photo.”




She lowered her gaze for a moment and then caressed his face with unexpected tenderness.

	— 	“Underneath all that tough cop exterior, there’s a decent man.”
	— 	“Don’t say it too loud. You’d destroy years of work.”
	— 	“Don’t worry. Your secret is safe...” she kissed him, softly, slowly. “At least until I have to reprimand you again for disobeying an order.”
	— 	“You’re addictive, you know that?”
	— 	And you’re headed straight for ruin.
	— 	Better ruined with you than stable with some random bluedress.
	— 	Is that what you want, Inspector? —she whispered, brushing her lips against his.
	— 	I have no idea… —he answered slowly, while his hands caressed her breasts—. But right now I want to keep kissing you until you forget your own name.
	— 	I should warn you, I’m hard to forget… —she whispered, and kissed him more intensely, with contained hunger that was still under control.
	— 	I know… —he responded between kisses—. I’ve been trying for weeks. And here you are. In my house. In my bed. In my head.




She pushed him away just a few inches, resting her hands on his chest.

	— 	You have to promise me something.
	— 	Ask —he says, looking into her eyes.
	— 	Don’t get into my heart if you’re going to leave as if nothing happened.




He caressed her cheek, and his voice dropped to a whisper: —Too late for that. I’m already in too deep.

	— 	I don’t want you having any more dates with strangers —said Carolina, not quite looking at him, as if casually dropping the thought.




Alberto tilted his head and observed her with a half-smile.

	— 	Is that out of fear... or jealousy?
	— 	Both —she responded without hesitation. Then she turned toward him, propping herself up on one elbow—. We don’t know who’s behind those profiles, Alberto. And I don’t like the idea of imagining you alone in a room with a woman who might kill you.




He nodded slowly, letting his gaze get lost in the ceiling for a moment.

	— 	What if it were part of the job? How far do you think I should go?
	— 	Would you go to bed with her? —she asked directly. There was no reproach, just a strange mixture of curiosity, fear, and desire.




He gripped her waist more tightly.

	— 	Are you asking as a colleague... or as a woman?
	— 	I’m asking as someone who’s getting more involved than they should be —she replied, without looking away—. I want to know how far you’d be willing to risk.




Alberto pulled her closer and brushed her lips.

— 
If I had to do it, I would. Although... I certainly couldn’t stop thinking about you.



Carolina caressed his face with her fingers, thoughtful.

	— 	That doesn’t reassure me —she whispered. – neither professionally nor emotionally.
	— 	I know —he said—. It doesn’t reassure me either.




The sound of the phone broke their bubble of intimacy with an abrupt buzz. Alberto answered without looking at the caller ID. His expression changed in seconds: the muscles in his jaw tensed and the warmth in his eyes faded.

— Are you sure? —he asked into the receiver—. I’ll check it right now.



He hung up, moved away from her, and his eyes met Carolina’s, who was already getting down from the dresser and fixing her dress.

	— 	What happened?
	— 	BlackMamba88 has written —he said, without beating around the bush—. An email just arrived in Elías Ever’s account.




Carolina followed him barefoot to the laptop. He opened it quickly. He typed with firm fingers and entered the fake inbox they had created for the operation.

The message was there. The subject: “Ready to lose control?”

They opened it together.

“I’d love to test how far you can go... but first you need to prove you know how to play. Last time, the boy was boring, predictable. I don’t want a lamb. I want a wolf. One that smells me, stalks me, takes me. Who doesn’t ask, who tears off my dress and forces me to beg. Are you that man?”

“Tonight, I can be wherever you want. But you have to make the first move. There’s no second chance. Send me an address. Surprise me. Undress me without touching me.”

Carolina blinked, frowning.

	— 	She’s different from bluedress. This one isn’t going to propose a romantic adventure. This fits.
	— 	Yes... And she thinks she has control.




She looked at him, with concern.

	— 	And does she?
	— 	No. Not yet.




Carolina stared at the laptop screen as if she could find a way out there, an alternative. Then she turned her eyes to Alberto. There was a mixture of fear, affection, and contained anger in them.

	— 	“There’s no time to set up anything solid,” she said quietly. “We don’t know what we’re going to face this time. You might not make it out of there. This time... it’s different. This time you’re risking your life, Alberto.”




He looked at her, holding his breath. He walked toward her, held her by the arms, gentle but firm.

	— 	“We can’t let her escape, Caro. You know that. Predators like this don’t come along every day. If she senses we’re hesitating, she’ll disappear. And we’ll never see her again.”




She shook her head, her lips trembling. “No. For once, don’t let your damn intuition make the decision. Don’t answer. Please.”

But he was already typing.

“I know a perfect place for us. Dark, elegant. Club Lunático, Cuzco. Tonight. At eleven. Don’t miss it. How will I recognize you?”

A notification flashed within seconds.

“Look for the blue...”

Carolina watched him helplessly. Her jaw hardened. She took her phone with a trembling hand and dialed.

	— 	“Chief, it’s me... Carolina,” her voice was a whisper. “BlackMamba88 has written. Alberto has arranged to meet her. Yes. Tonight. At Lunático.”




From the other end, the chief’s voice resonated clearly even through the phone:

	— 	“Don’t you dare allow it, Carolina! He’s completely insane! You won’t have coverage, or surveillance, or time! Tell him to cancel that meeting right now!”




Carolina glanced at her sideways, while Alberto put away his phone with a tense expression.

	— 	“I know, Marta,” she whispered. “I know. But it’s too late. He’s already replied. And you know he won’t back down.”




Carolina hung up with a barely audible curse. She turned to Alberto and for a few seconds just looked at him. Her face showed a mixture of fear, desire, and a desperate anger that found no outlet.

	— 	“You’re a stubborn idiot, Alberto,” she finally said, without raising her voice, but with contained rage marking each syllable. “You always have been. Always playing the hero. As if you didn’t care about anything. As if you had nothing to lose.”




Alberto maintained his gaze, calm, but there was a barely perceptible tremor in his jaw.

	— 	“It’s not that, Caro. I’m not a hero. I’m tired of watching them play with us, of seeing them escape because we don’t get there in time. This time we have a real opportunity. I’m not going to let it pass.”
	— 	“And what if it’s a trap?” she whispered, taking a step toward him. “What if you don’t make it out this time? What if you’re the one who ends up with a knife in your temple?”
	— 	“I’ll be careful. I promise.”




She clenched her fists, her eyes glistening. She pushed him against the wall with more desperation than strength.

	— 	You’re an idiot. A damn idiot. And I hate you even more because I can’t help... caring about you!




He smiled, sadly, touching her face with his fingertips.

— You don’t hate me. You’re scared. Like I am right now.



She looked at him, vulnerable for a second. Then, she kissed him. With hunger, with fury, with everything she couldn’t say.
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“I’m not going to sit at home watching you risk your life,” she muttered to herself as she got up from the sofa and walked toward the bedroom.

She examined herself in the mirror. The dress and sandals were appropriate. She pulled her hair back into a low ponytail. She dabbed on some perfume and touched up her makeup. She wanted to blend in, and in a place like that, the best way was to mimic the regular clientele. She went down to her car quietly. She hadn’t told anyone. She couldn’t. If Marta found out, everything would be over.

The entrance to Lunático was buzzing with activity. The bouncers were busy checking IDs and organizing entry. There was a long line. From outside, you could hear the music playing while hundreds of people packed the dance floor.

Alberto skipped the line, drawing protests from people who had been waiting for some time. One of the bouncers recognized him and made a gesture of understanding while removing the red velvet rope that blocked the entrance. Alberto thanked him and told him he was there officially, but to keep it quiet. The man nodded and continued with his work.

Customers crowded the bar ordering drinks from the bartenders. There were no conversations; the music was too loud. And if you wanted to talk to someone, you had to put your mouth to their ear and shout.

Alberto ordered a drink and then scanned the dance floor, his eyes searching the mass of bodies dancing frenetically, looking for his date. The walls, covered with LED screens, displayed images of people pulsating to the rhythm of the music. In the center, a packed dance floor with young people dancing as if the world would end that night. In the VIP areas, clouds of smoke and bottles of expensive alcohol. Everything smelled of sweat, expensive perfume, and sin.

Alberto wore an impeccable gray suit with a black tie loosened with calculated elegance. He walked with a tense gaze, scrutinizing the venue. His phone vibrated. Suddenly, among the crowd, he glimpsed a familiar face. A beautiful face that took him a moment to identify.

Carolina. In the middle of the dance floor. She was dancing alone, though several young men surrounded her and brushed against her, smiling. One of them grabbed her by the waist. He leaned in and said something to her, and she nodded, laughing forcedly.

Alberto approached, frustrated. He pushed his way through the bodies decisively, his jaw clenched.

	— 	What the hell are you doing here? he said into her ear, in a voice barely audible above the music.




She turned slowly, with a nervous half-smile.

	— 	Did you really think you could do this without any backup? Were you going to face a killer alone without knowing if someone was watching your back?
	— 	You’re crazy, Carolina! You’re going to ruin everything. If BlackMamba88 sees us, it’s over.
	— 	If something goes wrong and you don’t make it out of here, it’s over too. I’m not going to watch from home while they kill you, she snapped, more serious now.




Alberto looked at her for a few seconds with a mixture of fury, concern, and something else he didn’t want to admit.

— Don’t follow me. Don’t interfere. Just watch, he told her firmly.



She nodded with tense lips.

Alberto turned around and disappeared into the crowd, scanning each face, looking for a cold gaze, a silhouette dressed in blue. BlackMamba88 had to be there. And he had to find her... before she escaped again.

He wandered through the club inspecting the place. The music continued to vibrate, scratching the heavy air. Chaos on the dance floor. Ecstasy reflected in the sweaty faces. The past didn’t exist, and there seemed to be no possibility of a future. Only the here and now. The present. The future was measured in seconds between the next dance partner, minutes before the next drink. The music moved relentlessly from one song to another, and the rhythm and cadence never dropped for a moment.

Alberto suddenly saw her, as if everything around him went dark. The dance floor, the noise, the flashing lights, all faded into the background. There she was. Sitting on a high stool by the bar, with a glass of champagne between fingers gloved in midnight blue satin.

She wore an electric blue sequined dress, clinging to her body like a second skin, caressing her hips and opening in a small slit just above the knee. The neckline was deep, brazenly sensual. Long gloves, reaching almost to the elbow, to match. Blue strapped sandals with heels as high as they were elegant.

But it was her face that left him breathless.

Her blonde hair wasn’t simply blonde. It was that soft platinum shade, almost silver, that seemed to shine under the club’s lights, gathered in a bun in the style of fifties divas. Her makeup was meticulously done: perfectly outlined scarlet lips, precisely lined eyes, thick and long lashes framing feline green eyes. She had an unnatural beauty. Breathtaking. Like a creature from a dangerous dream.

She was looking at him from those feline eyes. With her glass half-raised, her eyes fixed on Alberto’s with an intensity that made his skin tingle. There was no surprise, no shyness.

Then, without breaking eye contact, she smiled seductively—a minimal curve of her red lips—and slowly turned her head, with studied elegance. She slid off the stool, letting the dress flow like water over her legs. She walked toward the dark area of the club, moving her hips with hypnotic rhythm.

Alberto swallowed. His heart was beating like a war drum. And he followed her.
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Carolina was pretending to have fun. Surrounded by those young men drunk on testosterone and cheap gin, she laughed with a certain disdain, casting calculated glances around while keeping one hand on the shoulder of one of them, who still didn’t quite know how to move. She was supposed to appear relaxed, attractive, distracted. But the only thing occupying her mind was Alberto. And fear.

Then she felt it. It was like a change in the air, a subtle vibration that ran through the room. She looked up, searching for him among the crowd. She saw him. He was just a few meters away, right at the edge of the dance floor, with a furrowed brow and dark eyes fixed on something that wasn’t her.

She followed the direction of his gaze.

And there she was.

Her heart sank in her chest.

This wasn’t the tacky blonde who called herself BlueDress. This woman could only be the venomous snake, a likely killer who seemed to have ensnared Alberto without the slightest effort.

Carolina hadn’t seen her arrive, and yet it seemed as if this creature had always been there, as if the entire venue had been designed for her appearance. Seated with a glass of champagne, her perfect silhouette outlined against the dim light of the bar. The electric blue dress embraced her curves like a promise that couldn’t be kept, and the long gloves gave her the air of a femme fatale straight out of a classic film. Her blonde hair fell over her shoulder in polished, luminous waves, like threads of liquid gold. Her face was a mixture of sweetness and feline aggression. Her movements seductively calculated. There was nothing random about this potentially lethal woman.

Carolina froze for a few seconds.

Suddenly, she felt as if everything inside her went dark. As if her golden sandals were ridiculous, as if her champagne-colored dress, carefully chosen, was the wrong choice. She suddenly felt like an insecure teenager facing a supermodel. Like the ugly duckling.

She, who had never been a woman of insecurities, felt a bitter pang in her stomach. And when Alberto’s eyes fixed on the woman in blue, when his expression transformed from alert to fascination... Carolina knew that, no matter how much he had loved her hours before, this woman spoke directly to a darker instinct.

She watched her rise with natural elegance, walk as if she knew she was being followed. And then Carolina, without saying a word, moved away from the boys who were still trying to get her attention. She headed toward a nearby column, her eyes fixed on Alberto’s figure as he moved away after the blonde.

It wasn’t just jealousy.

It was a premonition.

A terrible one.
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He followed her through the crowd, crossing a corridor of sweaty bodies and lights that pulsated to the rhythm of the music. She walked with confidence, as if she had no doubts, as if she knew everything. Her blue dress clung to her body like a second skin. Her platinum blonde hair, gathered in a high, loose bun that allowed some strands to fall in apparent disorder over her long neck. The bare back, the powerful hips. Each step was a measured provocation. A dance of farewell or invitation.

She stopped at the side bar, where the volume was lower. She ordered another glass of champagne. She held it with cold elegance, as if the entire world bored her. She didn’t even turn when he approached.

Alberto stopped beside her. Very close.

— “You know I’ve been following you for half an hour, don’t you?”



She took a sip from her glass. Barely smiled. Without looking at him.

	— 	“Half an hour... You took longer than I expected to find me.”
	— 	“There are a lot of people in the club. It wasn’t easy...”
	— 	But now you’re here…




She tilted her head, assessing him. Then she extended a gloved hand, in blue satin, as if she were a lady at a debutante ball.

	— 	Diana. Pleased to meet you.
	— 	Diana… The goddess of the hunt in Roman mythology. The Romans’ Artemis. The goddess of hunting, wild animals, virgin territory, births, virginity, and maidens.
	— 	Magnificent… I can’t stand the uncultured.
	— 	Alberto —he responded, shaking her hand. Her touch was firm, cold, and yet electric.
	— 	Weren’t you Elias? Are you going to continue standing there, among reggaeton and drunk teenagers... or are you going to invite me to sit down?
	— 	You were the black mamba.
	— 	Did that name attract you?
	— 	It sounds dangerous. I don’t know if I like you enough to take the risk.
	— 	Perhaps we’ll find out tonight…




She said it with a half-smile that didn’t reach her eyes, as if she already knew how everything would end. Alberto felt a tingling at the nape of his neck. He knew what he was doing. So did she. And yet, he didn’t move.

	— 	Table or private booth? —he asked.
	— 	Booth, of course. I don’t like being exposed like in a fishbowl. I prefer watching how fish writhe when they’re taken out of water.




She followed him. Or perhaps he was following her. It wasn’t entirely clear.

She had effortlessly guided him to a darker corner of the room. She hadn’t said a word since their eyes met, just walked with that air of haughty certainty, as if the entire world responded to her tempo.

	— 	Do you always choose your hookups through the story website?
	— 	Not always. But the website allows me to delve into the other person without wasting time. You wouldn’t believe how many awkward situations it saves me from. Men don’t usually like rejection.
	— 	Women don’t exactly love it either…
	— 	I never get rejected.




She turned her face slightly. A curve of a smile appeared at the corner of her red lips.

	— 	“But you never know what you’re going to find. Profile pictures are usually fake.”
	— 	“If I don’t like what I see, I leave. But some men think that staring long enough gives them the right to talk. Are you one of those?”
	— 	“Only if the gaze is returned.”




She took a sip from her glass. She observed him over the rim.

	— 	“I don’t remember looking at you.”
	— 	“You did.”
	— 	“And what are you doing here, Alberto? Watching? Hunting?”
	— 	“It depends. Sometimes one just waits for something extraordinary to happen.”
	— 	“And has it?”
	— 	“That depends entirely on you.”




She tilted her head, intrigued. She gave him space to sit beside her. The blue dress shimmered in the ambient light. Every fold seemed to have been placed to attract glances without appearing desperate.

	— 	“What if I told you I have secrets?” she whispered.
	— 	“I’d believe you. I wouldn’t expect anything less...”
	— 	“And what if I told you that you can ask me anything you want, but only if you entertain me?”
	— 	“Then I’ll do my best to bore you as little as possible.”




She let out a soft laugh, like the brush of velvet. She looked at him as if she already knew he was lying, but let him continue. Like a woman who enjoys the hunt, even knowing the animal is heading straight into the trap.

	— 	“I don’t quite understand it,” said Alberto, as his fingers played with the edge of his glass without drinking. “With that presence, with that way of moving, you don’t seem to need to hide behind a profile.”




She glanced at him sideways, with a mocking spark.

	— 	“You’re also here because of social media. Should I assume you’re shy?”
	— 	“Perhaps just curious.”
	— 	“Perhaps a liar,” she whispered, with a sharp smile. “Curiosity is an elegant excuse. Desire needs no pretexts.”




Alberto settled back against the seat, never taking his eyes off her.

“Blackmamba88. That’s not just any name.”



She turned her wrist, letting the blue crystal bracelet tinkle like an echo of her laughter.

	— 	“I chose it because it contains two things people fear: mystery... and danger.”
	— 	“Venom?” he asked, in a low, almost intimate voice.




She leaned toward him. The scent of her perfume was enveloping, intoxicating. A damp forest after a storm.

	— 	“Venom only kills when one allows oneself to be bitten,” she responded, with a whisper that brushed his ear like a promise.
	— 	“And you look for willing victims?”
	— 	“No,” she said, after a charged pause. “I look for men who know they’re going to die... and still don’t turn away their necks.”




He looked at her, weighing each word. Not as a police officer, not as a man lying in wait, but as someone who understood too well what it was like to feel the vertigo of heading toward the forbidden.

	— 	“Then I’m your type,” he said slowly.
	— 	“I don’t know that yet,” she murmured. “The mamba doesn’t bite by instinct. It observes. It waits. It only strikes when it’s sure it’s worth it.”




He sketched a slow smile.

“I have a weakness for dangerous animals.”



She held his gaze without blinking.

“And I for men who don’t tremble.”



She took a long sip of champagne, letting a drop linger at the corner of her lips. She didn’t wipe it away. She looked at him boldly.

	— 	“You know what happens to me with men like you,” she said, crossing her legs with fierce elegance. “I love seeing how long they can hold out without coming too soon. Not with their bodies. With their minds.”




Alberto raised his eyebrows, but didn’t move.

	— 	“My goodness... You really are direct. Is that what I am to you, a challenge?”
	— 	“No,” she said, resting her elbow on the table. “You’re a curious toy. One of those that seems luxurious, with well-crafted skin and a tough guy look... but I don’t know yet if you have an edge or if you just know how to pose.”
	— 	“Maybe you should find out before I get bored,” he replied, his gaze fixed on her neckline, where the club lights sank as if into a light trap.




She laughed with a soft, almost masculine snort.

	— 	“I love guys who don’t think they’re the smartest ones in the room. Later they’re begging with their dicks out and their eyes rolling back. And you don’t know how ugly that is if you don’t do it right.”




Alberto smiled, but no longer mockingly. There was tension in his jawline.

— “Do you always talk like this on first dates?”



She shrugged.

	— 	“Is this a date? I thought you came to fuck the mamba.”
	— 	“And you?” he asked. “Do you like fucking strangers?”
	— 	“I like to fuck people who make me think. The rest bore me. And if they’ve got balls too, then...” she tilted her head and gave him a slow, dirty, elegant look, “then I might even let them do things to me that I don’t tell anyone about.”




A thick silence fell between them. The music kept pounding, but they were in their own bubble.

	— 	“Tell me something, Alberto,” she said, using his name for the first time, as if tasting it on her tongue. “Are you judging me or getting hard?”




He rested his elbows on the table, leaning in fearlessly.

— 
“I don’t get hard over just anything. But with you... I’m learning not to blink.”



She smiled, with a mixture of mockery and acceptance. She stood up slowly, still holding her glass.

— 
“Come. Follow me. If you do it right, I’ll tell you what else makes a black mamba special.”



And she walked away without looking back.

He caught up to her in a couple of strides, positioning himself beside her as they walked through the purple dimness of the club, dodging bodies, lights, and the deep pulse of the music.

They were heading to the men’s restroom, though there the term “men’s restroom” wasn’t as restricted as one might think. It wasn’t restricted to men. Not at all.

It was a dark venue. The smell of air freshener stood out. In the spectral shadows, doors were closing behind couples and small groups.

Diana knocked on several doors, but none opened. She leaned against one of the sinks, her gaze on the floor. They didn’t have to wait long. One of the doors opened, and a man and two women came out, wiping traces of white powder from their noses. Diana entered and looked at Alberto intensely. He hesitated for a moment, but finally entered and closed the door.

Diana took a plastic tube filled with cocaine from her blue purse. She spread it on the toilet tank and pulled out a black straw. She inhaled one of the lines forcefully. A small speck of cocaine remained on the edge of the tube, and she seductively collected it with her tongue.

Then she held out the straw to Alberto. She smiled. And Alberto knew what he had to do...
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The music continued vibrating, scratching the air. Only the here and now. The present. The future was measured in seconds between the next dance partner, minutes before the next drink or line of coke. The music moved relentlessly from one track to another, and the rhythm and cadence never dropped for a moment.

— 
“Want to dance?” asked Alberto in a dry but suggestive tone, almost challenging her.



She turned her face toward him without stopping, with that bored feline smile of someone playing with her prey before breaking its neck.

	— 	“Yes. But in bed,” she whispered with a naturalness that wasn’t meant to provoke, but simply to state the obvious.




He let out a slight laugh, nasal, without joy.

	— 	“You don’t beat around the bush.”
	— 	“Why would I?” she stopped in front of him and fixed her eyes on his. “What I like, I take. And you...” she brushed his chest with her index fingernail, “I like you. Quite a bit.”




He didn’t back away a single inch.

— “Is this how you always operate? A look, a line, and that’s it?”



She leaned toward his ear, letting her perfume envelop him like a snake lying in wait.

	— 	“It depends. Sometimes I don’t even need to speak. There are men who beg me with their eyes. And others... who challenge me. Those turn me on.”




She ran her hand along the lapel of his suit, slowly, like someone caressing a fabric they already imagine on the floor.

	— 	“Don’t look at me like that, Alberto. I’m not a fantasy. I’m exactly what you see. And now you decide: are you going to keep pretending this is a game or are you going to play for real?”




He swallowed. Inside, his pulse hammered at his temples, but his face remained impassive. Though his eyes... his eyes burned.

— “What if I have fangs too?”



She smiled, her tongue caressing her teeth.

— “Then, darling, this is going to get very interesting.”



They looked at each other a second longer, a suspended blink between tension and surrender, before she turned and moved into the crowd, not waiting for confirmation. She left behind only the promise of a night that could end in many ways... all of them dangerous.

The private area of the club was bathed in semi-darkness, illuminated by bluish neon lights that trembled on the mirrors. The murmur of muffled music and distant voices barely managed to slip through the heavy door.

She leaned against a column, with a dangerous half-smile and her gaze fixed on Alberto, who had followed her without saying a word. Her midnight blue dress shimmered with liquid reflections under the lights, the long gloves further enhancing the contrast with the bare skin of her shoulders. She was a living sculpture.

	— 	“You know what I like about you?” she said in a low, raspy voice, as she slowly removed one of her gloves, finger by finger. “That you follow me without asking questions. That’s very... masculine.”




Alberto looked at her cautiously, letting the silence speak for him.

	— 	“You have the air of someone who’s seen things, who’s lived. You’re not one of those kids who gets hard from a photo and gets scared if a woman takes the initiative.”




She moved closer, very slowly, stopping just inches from his face. Her breath tasted of mint and danger.

	— 	“Do I frighten you, Alberto?” she whispered, caressing his name as if it were a secret.
	— 	“No,” he replied tersely. “You intrigue me. Which isn’t the same thing.”




She let out a small laugh, layered with hidden meanings, and raised an eyebrow.

	— 	“I’m intrigued by men who can lie so naturally. You do it very well. Although... you’re not telling me the whole truth.”
	— 	“Neither are you,” he said, looking at her lips.
	— 	“Touché.”




There was a suspended moment, electric. Then, without warning, she grabbed his tie with a sharp tug and pulled him toward her.

	— 	“Don’t mess with my game, Alberto. Because if you’re going to do it... do it properly,” she whispered in his ear, with a mixture of challenge and promise.




His pulse quickened, but his expression didn’t change. She noticed, and smiled.

— “That’s what I like. Cold on the outside. Hot on the inside.”



She placed a hand on his chest, right over his heart.

— “Can you feel it? It’s beating as if it already knows what’s going to happen.”



And then she kissed him. Without gentleness, without hesitation. A kiss that was a trap, a declaration, and a threat. He responded with the same contained fire, aware that every second in that room was one step closer to the edge.

When they separated, she looked at him with gleaming eyes.

	— 	“I want you to see something. Follow me...”
	— 	“That’s what I’ve been doing all night.”




Diana headed to the dance floor decisively. Alberto watched attentively how she moved to the rhythm of the music. Without asking permission, she positioned herself between a couple who were dancing sensually. They were two attractive, well-dressed young people. She wore a black mini dress and high heels, and he wore a white shirt and dress pants. They didn’t seem to know her, but they immediately integrated her as part of their couple. Diana placed herself between them and began to be the center of attention for both. Her lasciviousness, like the music, seemed to fill her, driving her sensual movements.

Diana turned around, saw the desire on his face and kept dancing, watching how he looked at her hungrily, voraciously, with feverish eyes. She was exciting him; she pressed herself against her dance partners, wedged between the two of them, who enveloped her between their bodies, rubbing their hips against her and caressing her beyond what was permitted in a public venue.

She allowed herself to be caressed and permitted the play of those four hands on her body, but she turned her eyes toward Alberto, studying him and challenging him. She writhed between her impromptu partners. The young man began to kiss her neck and caress her breasts without the slightest modesty. The girl touched her legs and ass.

Alberto felt overwhelmed by a wave of yearning. Suddenly, he too was swept up in the pure hedonism of the place. He approached Diana and stood before her, devouring her with his eyes. The music vibrated and pulsated.

She stopped dancing and stood facing him, challenging him in her own way. Alberto accepted the challenge. He wrapped her in his arms. She melted into him, kissing him deeply and passionately.

He returned the kiss, his hand on her nape, sliding his tongue into her mouth. Their bodies pressed together as if glued. He put his hands on her firm ass and pulled her against him, moving his hips. He ran his hands over her neckline, across her bare skin.

She kissed his ear and whispered: “Let’s go.”
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Carolina was leaning against the bar, the almost untouched drink between her fingers, though she no longer remembered when she had ordered it. The ice was slowly melting in the glass, just like her patience. She hadn’t seen Alberto for several minutes, and something in her stomach told her it wasn’t a good sign.

Then she saw them. The bathroom door opened as if in slow motion, and there they were. Him and the woman. She walked ahead with feline steps, swaying her hips as if she knew she was being watched. He followed behind, serious, but with that slight disorder in his shirt collar that only someone very attentive, or very involved, would notice.

Carolina felt breathless.

It wasn’t just the scene. It was the certainty. His expression, the new gleam in his eyes, the slight change in his posture. And her... that woman was pure magnetism. Blonde, tall, with the aggressive elegance of her tight, shimmering blue dress, as if she were mocking everyone who wasn’t her. And then, without warning, their hands intertwined.

Carolina gripped her glass tightly, as if she could contain the trembling of her body that way.

She didn’t know if it was fear or jealousy. Probably both. The mixture made her dizzier than the alcohol she hadn’t yet drunk. That handclasp seemed more than a gesture. It was a pact. A bond. As if they shared a secret that no one else deserved to know.

“How far are you willing to go, Alberto?” she thought. “What line are you planning to cross for this mission?”

She felt a stab of anger, of betrayal. What if it wasn’t just a mission for him? What if behind that facade of a committed police officer was a man who couldn’t resist a woman like that?

She forced herself to take a deep breath, but it didn’t help much.

The way she dragged him across the dance floor, as if he belonged to her. His fingers on her back. Their mouths brushing as they spoke, too close. The lascivious dance with that couple, almost a simulation of sex, and finally that raw, passionate kiss.

Her heart stopped violently in her chest.

And then she knew. It wasn’t just fear of losing him. It was fear that he would lose himself. That this woman would swallow him whole, with that lethal mixture of beauty, intelligence, and perversity.

Carolina knew what was at stake. She knew they could be seconds away from losing everything. But at that moment... what hurt was something else.

What hurt was realizing that, no matter how hard she tried, she could never compete with something so dark... and so seductive.

They headed with firm steps toward the exit. They were holding hands. Certain of what they were going to do.

Carolina couldn’t remember ever walking so fast in heels. She glided through the crowd like a shadow, dodging sweaty bodies and discarded glasses, never taking her eyes off them. Off Alberto and her.

Now she had a face. And a power. A power that Carolina could feel on her skin, like an electric pressure. She was an impossible mixture of sophistication and wildness, and she walked as if the world belonged to her. Her blue dress seemed to have been woven onto her body. The shimmer of the fabric didn’t eclipse the gleam in her eyes. Every gesture of hers was studied, yet seemed natural. As if desire gravitated around her, and she simply accepted it.

Alberto walked beside her, too close. He wasn’t touching her, but he didn’t need to. His eyes were hooked on her. Not on the dress, not on the body, but on her. And that hurt more.

On the street, she turned for a second and said something. Alberto laughed. Laughed. An almost private gesture, as if they already shared their own code. Carolina, half-hidden behind a column, felt something crumbling inside her.

They took a taxi in front of the club.

Diana rested a hand on Alberto’s arm and leaned in to whisper something. From a distance she couldn’t hear it, but she saw the way her mouth moved, how her lips brushed against his ear. And the worst part was that Alberto didn’t pull away. On the contrary: he tilted his head slightly, as if seeking more.

Carolina followed them out, her heart pounding against her ribs. She got into another taxi and asked the driver to follow the previous one. Diana’s car crossed Castellana Avenue, stopping at a couple of red lights. It glided through the city as if there were no laws, as if danger didn’t exist.

The journey was brief. The taxi stopped in front of a luxury building on Mauricio Legendre Street. Modern design, glass facade, and private security. Alberto got out first. He extended his hand and she took it. Not like a polite gentleman, but like someone who had already accepted something. A game, a risk... a surrender.

The building door opened with her gesture. Alberto looked back and saw her. But he didn’t move a muscle. He didn’t even hesitate.

Carolina felt it in her gut: she could no longer follow them. If she crossed that line, the operation would blow up. And yet, her entire body screamed at her to do it. To not let him go in there with her. To not let him fall.

But she remained motionless, her face pale, her hands frozen. She watched as the door closed behind them. And with it, something else. Something she might never be able to recover.
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The elevator glided silently to the top floor. Diana took his hand and didn’t let go even as they crossed the elegant entrance to the penthouse, decorated with understated taste, without excess, but with clear signs of purchasing power and style. Everything smelled fresh and clean.

Alberto barely had time to look around. Diana was already walking barefoot across the dark parquet floor, the blue dress moving like a tongue of slow fire against her skin. She put a vinyl record on an antique record player. Soft, silky beats filled the space: it was Ella Fitzgerald, perhaps, or Julie London. The kind of voice that both caresses and scratches.

Diana glanced at him sideways as she uncorked the champagne bottle. The soft pop resonated like a gunshot in Alberto’s chest. He knew something irreversible was happening.

	— 	“Do you like fifties music?” she asked, pouring two glasses without looking.
	— 	“Yes,” he replied. His voice sounded deeper than usual, more charged. With tension, with desire... and with fear.




She handed him the glass and walked toward the terrace. Alberto followed her.

The night over Madrid had an orange glow, polluted, unreal. From there, the Castellana looked like a river of white and red headlights. Diana leaned against the glass railing, her back to him, the dress embracing her body with insulting perfection. An image from an erotic postcard. He took a sip, searching for some control. Some reason.

But in his head there was already another image. Carolina looking at him with fearful eyes from inside her taxi. He imagined her feeling that slow, cruel punch of someone who knows they can do nothing to prevent what was about to happen. He remembered her standing in the pub, so beautiful, so alive, so real. Her way of protecting him without words. Her humor. Her skin against his just hours before. And now... this?

	— 	“You’re very quiet,” said Diana, turning around.
	— 	“I’m thinking,” he murmured, without moving.
	— 	“You’re not good at lying.”




He smiled, without joy. “No. But I am good at doubting.”

	— 	“Doubting what?”
	— 	“Myself. You. What I’m doing here.”




She moved closer. “What you’re going to do?”

Alberto held her gaze. So clear, so dangerous, so intoxicating as the contents of the glass he held in his hand.


— 
I know that if I cross this line, something will break. And I don't know if I'll be able to put it back together afterward," he said.



Diana stopped just inches from his face. "Sometimes, what breaks is exactly what was wrong from the beginning."

He closed his eyes for a second. He hated himself for wanting to kiss her. For imagining what would come next. For knowing that Carolina would be feeling all of this from outside, on some random street in Madrid, her soul tied in knots.

And yet... he didn't move.

Diana set her glass on the railing without taking her eyes off him. The night breeze gently moved her hair, and for the first time since they'd met, she wasn't smiling. There was something serious, almost vulnerable in her expression.

	— 	I'm not playing with you, Alberto. Don't misunderstand me," she said, slowly. "I'm not a fantasy. I'm not some mysterious blonde from the internet. I'm here, now, because I like you.




He held her gaze. Her words reached him like a muffled echo. Sincere? Rehearsed? It was impossible to know. But they sounded authentic.

	— 	Why me?" he asked, lowering his voice.
	— 	Because you don't pretend. Because you carry tension hanging from your shoulders like an old coat. Because I look into your eyes and see a real man, not some idiot with an ego and a desire to fuck. Although," she added, with a sideways smile, "if fucking is what you want, I'm here for that too.




Alberto swallowed. "I wasn't expecting such frankness."

— 
I don't know how to function any other way. I don't have time to play roles. Not anymore.



She moved a step closer, so close he could smell her perfume: musk, orange, a distant note of smoke.

	— 	I like you. Not your pose, not your silences or your doubts. You. And yes, I also like you when I imagine you pushing me against the wall of this terrace and telling me what you're going to do to me. I like you when I think about how you'd look at me if I took off this dress. But most of all, I like you like this, with your eyes full of everything you're not saying.




Alberto lowered his gaze. Part of him wanted her to keep talking. Another part needed to flee. But he was there. He hadn't left.

	— 	And you?" she asked. "What do you want? Because if all you want is a drink and elegant conversation, I have more records. But if you came here for something else..." she leaned in slightly, her voice now a warm touch on his neck, "...you can take everything tonight. And I'll let you.




He closed his eyes. Took a deep breath. It was too much. Everything too real, too present. There was no room for lies on that terrace.

— 
And if I don't," he said, finally. "If I decide to leave now... what will happen?



She stepped back, without anger, without drama. She just lowered her gaze and gathered her hair with a clip she took from her wrist.

	— 	Nothing. You'll be another coward who preferred not to take risks. And maybe, with time, one of the few I'll remember with fondness.




Silence fell between them. The city, down below, continued with its incessant murmur. And between desire, guilt, vertigo... Alberto had to choose.

Barefoot on the white carpet, the image was disturbing. Her dress, deep blue, shimmering, had a side slit that revealed glimpses of her thighs with the slightest turn. Her voice had dropped in volume until it became a caress. Each phrase was like the touch of a tongue.

	— 	Well?" she said, tilting her head as she let her blonde hair fall over one shoulder. "Are you going to keep standing there like a decent boy scout or are you going to give in to what you really want?
	— 	“I think I need something stronger than champagne...” Alberto said, looking for a moment alone in the living room to check something he had seen.
	— 	“Whisky?”
	— 	“Perfect.”




It was just a moment, when she had gone into the adjoining room to get the two glasses. On a shelf at the back, partially hidden behind a frame, was something that didn’t fit with that minimalist decor: a dagger, worn, placed like an ornament. With a handle of carved bone or ivory and a blade that looked freshly sharpened. Engraved on the handle was something he couldn’t read at that moment. But he knew —he felt it— that this wasn’t a coincidence.

Alberto forced a smile. His heart was beating hard, but not from desire... not only. He had seen the dagger and he needed it.

	— 	“Do you want ice?” she asked from the kitchen.
	— 	“Yes, thank you,” he answered in a neutral voice, while taking the small dagger and sliding it into the inside pocket of his jacket, using his tie to avoid disturbing any fingerprints. He felt the weight, as if he had tied a stone to his chest. He took off his jacket and hung it on the back of a chair.




When Diana returned, she was carrying a cut crystal glass with the liquor. She didn’t say anything when she saw him standing still, she just observed him, tilting her head like a cat.

	— 	“You’re nervous, Alberto. That excites me,” she told him, moving closer until she was in front of him. “Because men like you, the ones who struggle to control themselves, are usually the ones who scream the loudest when they finally let go.”




He lowered his gaze to her lips. He couldn’t pretend too much. If he hesitated, she would suspect. And if she suspected, everything would go to hell. So he played along.

	— 	“Are you always this direct?”
	— 	“Only with men I like. The others bore me and I forget them.”




She took his hand, and calmly guided him to the sofa, never taking her eyes off his. She sat on top of him, straddling him, with complete naturalness. Just inches from his face, she whispered:

“I like your eyes. They’re honest. Even when you’re lying.”



He swallowed hard. Her perfume was dense, intoxicating, a sweet and animal mixture. She put a glass in his hand.

	— 	“Let’s make a toast. To brave decisions.”
	— 	“And have you made many?” Alberto asked, trying to buy time.
	— 	“More than I’ve been forgiven for. But none that I regret.”




She caressed his cheek with the back of her fingers, softly, unhurried, and added in a lower voice:

“Do you regret being here?”



He shook his head. But in his mind, Carolina. Her face, her body trembling as she said goodbye, her words. “Don’t do it.” And the dagger waiting in his jacket.

Diana wasn’t waiting for an answer. Her hands moved down his neck. She removed his tie. Her skilled fingers unbuttoned his shirt. Then another.

	— 	“I want to hear you say something dirty,” she whispered, licking his earlobe. “Just one word. A fantasy. An image.”




He closed his eyes, trying to maintain his balance. He couldn’t go any further. He had to stop at the line. But that line was becoming increasingly blurred.

— “I want...” he began to say.



And at that moment, his phone vibrated. A message. Just one word on the screen.

“No.”

The vibration of the phone was like a muffled thunder amid the whispers. The screen lit up for barely a second, but long enough for him to read Carolina’s word. “No.”

Diana didn’t look at it. Didn’t ask. She just smiled, as if she knew perfectly well that someone was on the other side. That there was something or someone waiting in the shadows.

	— 	“A jealous woman?” she asked in a velvety voice, without letting go of his shirt.
	— 	“No,” he responded without thinking.




She raised an eyebrow, as if enjoying her own suspicion. She took the phone from his hand with a nimble gesture and placed it face down on the table.

	— 	“Not here. Not now.” She ran a finger along his jawline. “I like that you’re tense. I like that you struggle to maintain control. But tonight I’m going to strip it away. Gently. Slowly. Like undressing a soul.”




She leaned toward him, her lips barely grazing his skin, without actually kissing him. Playing at setting him on fire with proximity. The dress fell with an almost unreal softness, the light fabric sliding over her curves until it became a blue pool at her hips down to her thighs spread across his waist. Diana remained still, her breathing barely altered, feeling how the warm breeze, entering through the terrace window, caressed every exposed inch of her naked skin.

Her hardened nipples subtly pressed against the whiteness of her breasts in a provocative contrast. Alberto contemplated the fullness of her breasts, their softness and firmness. Alberto didn’t know if she was playing a role or if all of this was real. But the truth was that his body was burning. And every word she uttered pushed him closer to the edge.

	— 	“You’re different from the others. You don’t let yourself go. You don’t look at me as a body, but as a mystery. You don’t lunge. You don’t lose control. That disarms me. And excites me more,” she whispered in his ear. “Do you want to enter me... or my secrets?”




He looked at her then. Directly. Her eyes were enormous, dilated by drugs and alcohol, dark as liquid ink. There was no fear in her gaze. Only hunger. Curiosity. Something more.

	— 	“Why me?” he asked.
	— 	“Because I’ve read you. Because you don’t pretend. And because you’re broken in a way that interests me. You don’t know it, but you have ‘give me a reason not to fall’ written on your forehead. And I want to see how long it takes you to do it.”




She took his hand and guided it between her thighs, beneath the slit in her dress. She wasn’t wearing underwear and was wet with excitement.

	— 	“Do you feel this?” she said to him. “This trembling. It’s not fear. It’s power. You make me want to lose my head. And that fascinates me.”




He kept his hand there, motionless. He could feel the heat of her skin, the rhythm of her pulse. But something inside him was still holding back. It wasn’t just the mission. It was Carolina. It was the dagger hidden in his jacket. It was his own conscience, refusing to give in completely.

	— 	“You don’t have to pretend anything with me,” Diana said, more softly. “I don’t need you to seduce me. I just want you to fuck me tonight. Then you can leave. Or stay. But tonight… is mine.”




And then she kissed him. But it wasn’t an overwhelming kiss, or a quick one. It was slow. Like a test, a provocation with the taste of challenge. She kissed him as if sampling a poison for which there was no known antidote. And this time, he didn’t pull away.

Alberto rose up with a savage gesture and lifted her into the air. A back slammed against the wall with a dull thud, not loud enough to make noise, but enough to ignite passion.

	— 	“Finally you decide…” she whispered with her lips inches from his ear. Her mind was burning, vibrating, trembling with a response that belied any protest.
	— 	“I know.”




His hands didn’t retreat. On the contrary, they explored with urgency, with the certainty that this moment would never repeat itself, and precisely for that reason it had to be devoured without restraint.

The brush of fabric sliding. An exposed thigh, a large palm claiming its right to hold it, to lift it, to press until the other body understood the message without needing words.

Their lips met in a desperate clash, wet, hungry, trapping the air between kisses. They bit each other with the eagerness of those who have waited too long, with the fury of those who know they’re playing the wrong game, but refuse to let go of the piece.

A mouth descended, leaving a trail of fire on skin. A tongue slithered, trapped, sucked until drawing out a muffled moan against a palm that covered the treacherous mouth.

Hips responded seeking the friction that would break any resistance. Alberto’s hands closed over her firm buttocks, squeezing with the intensity of someone who can no longer pretend this was just a doubt.

Diana’s nipples were hardened, taut against the tongue that trapped them until almost causing pain.

Fingers made their way between trembling legs, sliding with the ease of one who no longer encounters barriers, only wetness and surrender.

Their mouths sought each other again, biting gasps, swallowing pleasure in a kiss that only increased the tension.

A thrust of the hip, a stifled plunge. A moan smothered in the curve of the neck. Passion had awakened in both bodies, attentive to every gasp, to every desperate touch, to the way their bodies merged in a fierce and hungry battle.

Their bodies showed that slight trembling of someone who has just stumbled upon an unmanageable secret. They didn’t seem scandalized, not even ashamed. What shone in their gaze was something deeper. More dangerous.

The bodies continued their blind dance. Nails dug into his back, leaving marks that could hardly be explained. A mouth sank into the hollow of a neck. A moan drowned against a throat, suffocating in the skin like a poorly buried secret. Hands gripped more tightly, as if pleasure could erase guilt, if only for a moment. Their mouths met in a desperate kiss, one last attempt to savor what would have no turning back.

Diana slid away from Alberto’s pushes, her movement slow, deliberate, like a cat stretching after a long rest. Every gesture of hers seemed choreographed, every muscle tensing and relaxing under the tight fabric of her dress, which fell to her feet. The blue of the fabric and sequins emitted a fluorescent glow. Her breasts rose erect, firm, defying the gravity of her movement as her shoulders slid back with the grace of a feline about to pounce on its prey.

She gently pushed him away with both hands, and displayed herself naked before him, tracing the hypnotic sway of her hips, while her thighs, firm and shapely, parted, allowing Alberto to observe her wet, hairless sex. Her challenging gaze was a reminder of what only a privileged few would be allowed to touch.

	— 	“No one has ever pushed me to the edge like this…!” he whispered at that lascivious exhibition devoid of the slightest modesty. “I’ve wanted to fuck you all night,” he said a little louder. “Come here.”




She took his hand and led him to the bedroom. She pushed him onto the bed. She was in a hurry, and climbed onto the bed sitting on top of him. Diana rested her ass on his package and rubbed a couple of times, as if they were fucking.

— “I want you inside me now.”



With a skillful movement, she pulled his cock out of his underwear and inserted it with great ease, dropping down on it in one motion. She began to fuck him very slowly, her pussy warm, wet, and pulsating.

Alberto asked her to move more slowly, but that was impossible. Diana rode him gently with tremendous calm, but without stopping. She smiled at him seductively.

	— 	“What do two strangers who feel wildly attracted to each other do?” she asked.




A wave of heat coursed through Alberto’s body as he heard Diana’s seductive tone of voice. She caressed his cheek, and the soft contact of her fingertips awakened all his senses.

	— 	“You’re the most sensual woman I’ve ever been with in my entire life,” he whispered, taking a deep breath before devouring her lips again.




Trying to lower the intensity of that fuck that was irremediably leading him to orgasm, he moved and sat facing her. Diana took his testicles and squeezed them gently. Then she caressed them. Alberto kissed her again and moaned into her mouth. He sought one of her nipples, pinched it slightly, and then played with it between his fingers.

She moved her mouth away from his and smiled. She descended to suck on his nipple. She moaned and he sucked harder. Then he switched to the other nipple and captured it with his eager mouth.

	— 	“Darling, you know exactly what I like,” she said, kissing him again.
	— 	“Which is surprising, considering we’re complete strangers,” he replied.




Fucking like crazy with a stranger. A forbidden pleasure! And wonderfully exciting! She nibbled him harder and Alberto held his breath.

He took her breasts in his hands and massaged them until she began to pant. Without interruption, he captured one of those hard nipples in his mouth.

He played with his tongue, while fondling her other nipple with his fingertips. She stretched out her hand and took his long, hard cock, caressing it from base to tip. She began to masturbate him, eager to make him feel as stimulated and incredibly aroused as she was.

	— 	“Not so fast.” He sucked one of her nipples until she moaned loudly and arched backward; then he pressed the other between his tongue and palate. He looked at her smiling and said: “Otherwise, you’ll miss this.”




He pushed her back gently, slid his hands over her thighs and separated them. Then he leaned forward and caressed her navel with his tongue. She stroked his hair while he continued sliding downward, tracing her belly with his tongue. His fingers slipped into her vagina, he caressed her outer lips and then began parting her folds with caresses. When she felt his tongue against her wet, hot flesh and how he licked her clitoris, she held her breath. Alberto put his hands under her buttocks and lifted her slightly.

He licked her again, but began to trace her slit down to her anus, awakening a burning yearning in her.

He parted her pubic lips with his fingers and caressed her clitoris. Then, he replaced his fingertip with the tip of his tongue and played with it, taking her a little further.

— “Fuck. It’s wonderful. Yes!”



Alberto drew circles with his tongue, sucked and licked her eagerly, encouraged by her moans. He slid his hands over her belly and caressed her breasts, never removing his tongue from her clitoris, sending a powerful torrent of pleasure throughout her body.

She tangled her fingers in Alberto’s hair and held onto him. She almost burst into tears from the immensity of the pleasure coursing through her. Her entire body seemed to inflate and then explode in the most powerful orgasm she had ever had.

As she lay panting, he ascended, kissing her belly until he reached her neck, lay down beside her and caressed her earlobe.

— “You’re incredible,” she exclaimed, taking a deep breath.



Alberto took a deep breath, inwardly relieved that he’d managed to make her come before him. A few minutes earlier he hadn’t thought it possible. He kissed her on the cheek and said: “I’m about to explode.” She smiled intensely.

— “I’ll take care of that,” she said.



She parted his legs with a gentle push, knelt between them and caressed his rigid cock up and down, then took that shaft between her fingers and pumped it a couple of times, delighted to feel its hardness in her hands.

She leaned forward and licked it along its entire length, then drew a circle with her tongue around the head and played at licking and trapping it between her lips, applying slight pressure. When she reached his cock, she played with it, excited by his accelerated breathing.

She took it in her mouth all the way to her throat. He moaned as she continued giving him pleasure. She felt how his cock swelled slightly and knew he was about to come.

— “I’d better...”



But she shook her head and continued licking and squeezing him between her lips, no longer using her hands.

— “Ah..., too late.”



She felt a warm liquid burst in her mouth. She continued licking him until he fell back onto the bed. She swallowed his semen and smiled at him.

	— 	“See how I took care of it?”
	— 	“God, come here,” he insisted.




He embraced her and began to kiss her breasts tenderly. He caught a nipple in his mouth and felt it harden against his tongue. Diana’s moans started again as he alternated between her two nipples. Although he had just ejaculated in her warm and sensual mouth only moments ago, his penis sprang back into action, swelling and hardening against her belly.

He slid his fingers to her warm, wet vagina and inserted them. It was as slippery as velvet. He couldn’t wait any longer. He positioned himself over her and sought her entrance with his impatient cock. Diana wanted a fantasy lover and he was determined to please her.

She raised her pelvis and he penetrated her. Feeling her heat envelop his penis, he felt the need to thrust into her with more force.

She cried out.

He pulled back and pushed into her hard again. She clung to him more tightly; she was breathless. Alberto continued with his thrusts, forward and back, forward and back, becoming more excited as his lover’s moans of pleasure accelerated.

	— 	“Oh, yes. I want to feel you deeper.” He penetrated her completely, forcefully.
	— 	“Yes!” she moaned. “Faster.”




He increased the pace and Diana contracted her muscles around him, in a pulsating rhythm, bringing him to a new climax. When he ejaculated inside her, she stopped moaning and began to scream, emitting a long shriek that left no trace of doubt: she had reached orgasm again.

They collapsed onto the bed, exhausted, still holding each other in their arms.

	— 	“That was wonderful,” she sounded completely satisfied. “You were quite a discovery.”
	— 	“Thank you,” he said, lying on his side and pulling her against his chest. “You’re incredible too.”
	— 	“You don’t think you’ve fulfilled your duty with just that, do you?” She said, sitting up.




She got up and went to the living room. She returned a few minutes later with a small tray, two lines of cocaine, and a short black straw. Alberto told her he didn’t want any more, so she snorted one of the lines. She moistened her finger with saliva and captured the powder from the other line. Without any shame, she rubbed it on her sex, spreading it gently.

She put him in her mouth again, savoring the acrid taste of cocaine mixed with Alberto’s semen and her own fluids. Then she got on her knees, sliding her lips back and forth, faster and faster, squeezing his penis between them.

	— 	“I see you need a bit more time to recover. Now I’ll have to manage on my own,” she said, taking her breasts in her hands and squeezing them.




She ran her fingers over her nipples. Their hardness excited her. Alberto watched her with glassy eyes. He could feel his erection returning. Diana slid her fingers down her belly and inserted them into her own wet opening.

— “Hummm. I’m wet.”



She turned around, facing the mirror. She leaned forward and took his cock to bring it closer to her. He wrapped his hands around her buttocks, caressed them and began spreading them apart, getting closer and closer to that warm crevice. Diana moaned and finally his fingers penetrated her.

She felt the tip of his erect cock rubbing against her anus and, immediately after, how it slid inside her. Her ass widened as he penetrated her. She pushed backward and he thrust forcefully.

— “Oh, God,” she cried out.



He began to move, back and forth, at an increasingly rapid pace. “Ah,” she exclaimed, feeling she was about to reach orgasm. “Harder.”

He thrust into her with even more force, entering and leaving her again and again. Diana observed her face in the mirror, saw his tense, concentrated expression. An all-powerful yearning took hold of her, whipping her with waves of pleasure that eventually became an enormous avalanche of ecstasy.

	— 	“Yes, yes,” she exclaimed, moving up and down, riding those intense waves while her breasts shook.




Her voice increased in intensity as the pleasure grew, exploding within her.

Alberto grabbed her breasts and pulled on her nipples, intensifying that cataclysm of orgasm. Diana threw her head back and moaned loudly. He grunted and thrust into her once more.

She felt his hands around her waist, pulling her back toward him. She fell back against his chest and rested her head on his neck.

	— 	“That was spectacular,” she murmured.
	— 	“You can say that again.”
	— 	“But now you must leave.”
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Alberto left the building with his heart pounding like a war drum. The edge of the dagger, wrapped in a paper napkin, weighed more than his own conscience in the inside pocket of his jacket. He turned on his mobile as he exited the entrance and dialed Carolina’s number. Once. Twice. Three times. Nothing. Silence. He sent her a message. Nothing again. Not even the three dots indicating the message had been read.

He wrote with trembling hands:

“I’m fine. I swear. It was madness and a mistake. But I’m fine. Please call me. I’m sorry.”

He waited a minute, two... nothing. The knot in his stomach tightened even more. He raised his hand, hailed a taxi on the fly, and gave Carolina’s address.

Twenty minutes later he was at her doorway, frozen, furious, remorseful. He rang the bell several times. There was no answer.

Just then a neighbor was coming in, who had taken his dog for a walk. Alberto turned to him urgently.

— 
“I’m a police officer,” he said showing his badge. “It’s an emergency. I need to enter the building.”



The neighbor hesitated, but nodded and let him in with a somewhat distrustful expression. Once inside the building, he ran up to Carolina’s door. He knew she was inside. He felt it. He sensed it.

— “Carolina... open up,” he said, resting his forehead against the door. “Please.”



Silence. Not a step, not a shadow. Nothing.

He knocked on the door harder.

	— 	“I’m not going to stop knocking,” he shouted, no longer measuring his tone. “If I have to, I’ll break it down. I don’t care. I’m coming in.”




The entire hallway resonated with his voice, loaded with desperation, guilt, an unhealthy mixture of fear and love.

He stood in front of the door a few seconds more, his palm pressed against the wood, waiting for a miracle, a sound, any sign of life from inside.

The door opened slowly, and Carolina appeared on the other side. She was wearing an old t-shirt and leggings. She was barefoot. Her eyes were swollen, reddened, as if she hadn’t stopped crying for hours. Mascara smudged on her eyelids, her face pale.

She didn’t say anything at first. She just looked at him. And it was worse than any words.

	— 	“Carolina...” said Alberto, barely in a whisper.
	— 	“Leave,” she murmured, without strength.
	— 	“Please. Just let me... talk to you for a second.”
	— 	“No. I don’t want to listen to you. I don’t want to see you.”
	— 	“I know what I did was...” he began, but she raised her hand, cutting him off with a sharp gesture.
	— 	“What you did? What you did?” she repeated, between tears and rage. “Do you have the slightest idea how I felt last night seeing you come out of that bathroom with her? Seeing you take her hand like a fucking horny teenager?”




	— 	“It wasn’t like that...”




	— 	“Oh, no?! Then how was it, Alberto? Explain it to me! Were you pretending? Were you acting? Because you seemed bewitched. Like a dog following her with your tongue hanging out.”




	— 	“I was playing a role, damn it. I wanted to get something that would bring us closer to the truth.”




	— 	“The truth? The truth?” she laughed, bitter and hurt. “You had no fucking idea what you were doing. And you still don’t!”




	— 	I have the weapon, Carolina. The dagger. I found it in her house. It might have fingerprints and DNA traces. The blade is exactly as described by forensics. We have it.




Carolina looked at him as if she had just heard the biggest nonsense in the world.

	— 	And you think that will do any good? —she asked, her voice dry, wounded.
	— 	If we find DNA...
	— 	It won’t do any good, Alberto! —she exploded—. How the hell did you collect that evidence? Did you have a warrant? Did you document the chain of custody? Did you collect it wearing gloves? In a sterile bag?




He didn’t respond.

	— 	Exactly —she continued—. Do you know how many pieces of evidence have been invalidated for less than that? The Velarde case. Remember it? You can’t imagine the difficulties we had to face to get the samples. And we had all the judicial support you could imagine. Even so, the minister’s defense came close to throwing it out. Do you think a stolen dagger, wrapped in a paper napkin will have the slightest validity in court? Do you think it would be admitted as evidence by a judge? I can’t believe it... I thought you were a professional, but what I see is a guy who can’t keep his dick in his pants.
	— 	Even if we can’t get it admitted as evidence, we could be certain she’s guilty. Isn’t that enough?
	— 	Don’t you get it, Alberto? If she finds out you took the dagger, they’ll use it to request a mistrial. You’ve acted like a fucking rookie. Like an idiot. You’ve thrown away the only advantage we had for a roll in the hay with a suspect.
	— 	It wasn’t just sex —said Alberto, lowering his voice, feeling how each of her words pierced his chest like a thorn.
	— 	Then what was it? Love? Passion? An emotional connection? —she mocked—. She’s a manipulator. A killer! And you... you let yourself be led like a child.
	— 	I know what I did was stupid. But we needed a way in. There wasn’t time to prepare an operation.
	— 	And that’s why you spent the night with her? That’s why you left me alone, afraid, not knowing if you were alive or dead?




He took a step toward her, but Carolina backed away, trembling.

	— 	Don’t touch me —she whispered, broken—. Don’t look at me like you care. Because if you cared, you wouldn’t have done what you did. I begged you not to break my heart. Look how little time it took you.




Alberto lowered his gaze. For the first time in years, he didn’t know what to say. Anything he said would just be another wound.

	— 	Carolina, I just want to fix this.
	— 	Fix this? There’s no way to fix this. Not with words or excuses.




Silence. Long. Heavy.

— 
And now, please, get out of my house. I don’t want to see you again —she finally concluded.



He nodded. And before leaving, he turned one last time.

	— 	I swear I didn’t do it for the sex. Losing you hurts more than anything I’ve done in this investigation.




She didn’t respond. She closed the door gently. And it was as if the last door had been closed on something that had begun to feel like love.
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It was barely past eight when Marta burst into Alberto’s office without knocking. She closed the door behind her with a sharp thud. Her face showed no trace of affability; she was serious and her gaze revealed contained anger. Implacable.

— “Sit down,” she ordered in a cold voice.



Alberto obeyed without argument. He sensed what was coming.

Marta crossed her arms and remained standing in front of him, with no intention of softening anything.

	— 	“You’re off the case,” she said, without beating around the bush.
	— 	“Marta, listen to me...”
	— 	“No. Now you listen,” she interrupted, sharply. “Inspector Andrade requested a transfer last night. I didn’t sleep thinking about what to do with you two. And this morning I made a decision: I’m not moving her. You’re the one who’s out.”




Alberto swallowed hard.

	— 	“I haven’t done anything I haven’t done before. I followed a lead, I went undercover...”
	— 	“Undercover?!” Marta raised her voice for the first time in years. “You call that going undercover? Sleeping with a suspect? Without backup? Without legal coverage? Stealing evidence from a residence without a warrant? That’s procedure to you?”




Alberto lowered his gaze.

	— 	“I found the murder weapon,” he replied quietly. “The dagger. It’s old, matches the forensic report. If we get DNA, if...”
	— 	“There is no ‘if’ that matters, damn it!” she cut him off. “That evidence is worthless. Less than worthless! It’s illegal, contaminated, and collected without any protocol. If you present it, that woman’s lawyer will tear it apart in five minutes. And when he’s done with you, he’ll request the nullification of the entire procedure.”
	— 	“But it could prove she’s guilty.”
	— 	“And it could also send the entire investigation to the trash. You’ve turned a solid case into a damn spectacle. I’m not your friend right now, Alberto. I’m your superior. And as such, I’m telling you that you’re out.”
	— 	“You’ve never been my friend,” he defended himself, knowing as soon as he uttered those words that he had made another mistake.
	— 	“No. Don’t use that now... Don’t even think about it. Don’t try to cover your mistakes with a mistake I made in the past.”




He sighed with frustration but didn’t speak.

	— 	“And there’s one more condition,” Marta added, her voice much lower but even sharper. “Don’t go near Carolina. Not a word. Not a message. Not a single damn gesture. Do you understand?”
	— 	“Marta...”
	— 	“If you do, I’ll personally make sure you’re thrown out of the force. And believe me, I have the resources to make it happen. You’re protected by your arrests, your record, your successes... but one more thing, Alberto. Just one more, and I won’t be able to stop myself from firing you. No one will.”




A tense silence followed, in which only the buzzing of the fluorescent light could be heard.

— “Did I really mess up that badly?” he murmured, almost more to himself than to her.



Marta leaned slightly forward, resting her hands on the desk.

	— 	“No. You didn’t just mess up, Alberto. You acted impulsively, emotionally, and with profound irresponsibility. You broke every rule, you illegally removed evidence. You slept with a suspect you were investigating. Are you seriously asking me that? - she stared intently at Alberto, looking as if she was trying to unravel a complicated problem. Finally, she understood. Her face darkened. “You slept with her! You idiot! You moron! I can’t believe it! Are you insane?”




Having said that, she straightened up and walked out of the office with determined steps.

	— 	“I feel sorry for you, Alberto.” She shrugged and turned in the opposite direction. There was nothing more she could do for him.




Alberto walked down the hallway with his head down, hands stuffed in his pants pockets. In the distance, crossing from the analysis room toward Marta’s office, he saw Carolina. She saw him too. They looked at each other for an eternal second. She immediately averted her gaze, as if he disgusted her. She literally turned her face away, as if the air around him bothered her.

He stopped, for a moment tempted to approach her. To ask her to listen. To explain the unexplainable. But her eyes, swollen from crying, cold as marble, told him everything. It was too late.

He turned around. His hand was already on the exit door handle when he heard his name:

— “Alberto!”



He turned. It was Chief Inspector Arturo Mondego. He had a coffee in one hand and his mobile in the other. He was gesturing with his head.

— “Got a minute? Come to my office.”



Alberto nodded, without enthusiasm, and followed him like a lamb to the slaughter. The office smelled of stale air, strong coffee, and old leather. The inspector dropped into the armchair with a grunt of exhaustion.

	— 	“I was going to call you, but since I see you here...” he said, without looking at him. “You know you were this close to really screwing everything up?”




Alberto didn’t answer.

Mondego took a sip of coffee and sighed.

	— 	Look, Alberto. You’re a good inspector. Very good. Nobody disputes that. But you have this damn habit of sticking your dick in every hole that crosses your path. And that, my friend, doesn’t come without a price.




Alberto frowned, but bit his tongue.

	— 	There are voices,” the chief inspector continued, now looking at him, “calling for your head. Literally. Internal Affairs has their eyebrow raised, and more than one person in this building would be delighted to see you writing traffic reports in some backwater town in Cuenca. Are you following me?
	— 	Yes, sir.
	— 	The commissioner has removed you from the case. Well done. It was either that or they’d slap you with a sanction that would hurt for years. And she doesn’t like protecting someone who’s shooting himself in the foot with a 9mm.




Alberto swallowed hard.

	— 	I understand.
	— 	Good. Because if you screw up one more time, just once” — Mondego raised a finger as thick as a sausage — “I’ll sign your suspension myself. And I swear on my mother’s grave that this time my hand won’t shake.




A heavy silence fell between them.

Then the chief leaned forward slightly, as if lowering his guard for a second.

	— 	You’re a good cop, Alberto. But you’re letting your damn emotions get the better of you. This isn’t some American movie. Here, mistakes are paid for with years in prison or gravestones.
	— 	What if I’m right?” Alberto asked quietly. “What if that woman is guilty?
	— 	Then let others prove it. You’re out. Take my advice, Alberto. Go home. Drink a whisky. And if you have any common sense left, get that woman out of your head. Mambas bite.




Mondego leaned back again. He took another sip of coffee.

— You may go.



Alberto rose slowly. As he closed the door, he felt something inside him —something old, solid— crumbling completely.
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He arrived at his apartment after nine. He didn’t turn on the light. He took off his shoes at the entrance, with the clumsiness of an automaton, and let his coat fall to the floor. The living room was in semi-darkness, illuminated only by the distant city lights filtering through the curtains. The entire house was dark, and the shadows outlined in the white glow of the streetlights did nothing to improve his mood.

He poured himself a whisky, no ice. He took a long swig. He didn’t even close the balcony door; he needed the night air, that cold edge that cuts inside without leaving marks. He sat on the sofa, glass between his hands, gaze lost in nothingness.

Images overlapped in his head like burned slides: Diana laughing seductively on the terrace, Carolina with red eyes and a broken voice, Marta closing the door harshly.

He remembered how he had found the dagger, placed with no intention of hiding it, simply in front of some Japanese erotic art books. He hadn’t had any doubt. But everything else… was falling apart.

He ran his hands over his face. At what point had he become a man who crossed lines without looking back? How could he have lost Carolina like this? She, who had been the closest thing to a beacon in his life.

A notification sounded on his phone. An email. He picked it up without hurry, without desire, as if already expecting something bad. But when he opened it, his pulse froze.

Sender: blackbaccara@gmail.com

Subject: Do you want to play with me, Elias?

Message:

“I think you’re interesting. You have the depth I look for in a man. Perhaps you’d like a little night of masks. The two of us at an exclusive party, maintaining the mystery that attracts us both so much.

Are you afraid of what you see in the mirror?

I’ll be alone tomorrow night. In my head, there’s you. Your voice, your eyes... your silences.

If you want to see me, you know where to find me.

There will be no witnesses.

There will be no more secrets.”

Alberto’s body tensed. There was no doubt. The words, the tone, the cadence... It was Diana’s same pattern. But it wasn’t Diana, he was sure.

He felt a shiver run down his spine. The worst part wasn’t the implicit threat. The worst was the curiosity. The impulse. The dark desire that was still there, pulsing.

He closed the email. He got up, went to the kitchen and opened the drawer where he kept his gun, wrapped in a black cloth. He observed it for a few seconds. He couldn’t do anything legal with it. He would probably just screw up again. But the game wasn’t over. It had only just begun.

And he...

...he was already back in.

Alberto entered the police station with a firm step, but a tense expression. He knew perfectly well why Marta had called him. He climbed the stairs and found her in her office, sitting behind her desk with her arms crossed. He didn’t need to open his mouth: her expression was that of a pressure cooker about to explode.

— “Sit down, Inspector Moreno,” said Marta in a tone that froze the air.



He obeyed without saying a word. Marta closed the door with a sharp bang and stood in front of him.

	— 	“Are you aware of what’s happening?”
	— 	“What exactly are you referring to?”
	— 	“That you received a message from BlackBaccara. We’ve seen it too.”
	— 	“Yes. I’ve read it. But I believe I’m officially off the case.”
	— 	“Don’t tell me. Now you’re planning, like a horny teenager, to run and check it out on your own. Do you think with your head or with your dick?”




Alberto took a deep breath. He wasn’t a man to tolerate attacks, not even from his superior.

	— 	“With the same dick that got the dagger used in the murders, Marta. The one you didn’t find in three weeks.”
	— 	“That evidence isn’t worth shit in court, and you know it!” she exploded, hitting the desk with her open palm. “Or have you forgotten your job, damn it? How many times do I have to explain to you that anything not collected with legal guarantees goes in the trash?”
	— 	“And while you keep signing reports, someone is out there ready to kill again. And I have to sit here with my arms crossed while you two keep me neutered.”




Marta remained silent for a few seconds, containing the urge to scream. Then she picked up the phone, dialed an extension, and waited.

— “Inspector Andrade, come to my office.” —She hung up without another word.



A minute later, Carolina appeared. Dark circles under her eyes, pale, her face hard as granite. She didn’t look at Alberto for even a second.

	— 	“Alberto is back on the case,” Marta told her with a serious look. “Don’t make me regret this. Either of you. I hope you’re capable of separating your personal mess from your work.”




Carolina didn’t respond. She turned on her heel and left the office without fully closing the door. The slam she gave seconds later was heard throughout the entire floor.

Alberto lowered his gaze. It wasn’t a victory. Not the kind he wanted. Marta leaned against the edge of the desk, crossing her arms.

	— 	“One more, Alberto. One more screw-up, and it won’t be just a reprimand. It will be your permanent suspension.”




He nodded, without the energy to argue.

	— 	“Is that clear?”
	— 	“Yes,” he said simply, before standing up to leave.
	— 	“Wait.” – Marta stopped him. – “Try to arrange a meeting with her on Friday or Saturday. This time you’ll go with the full operation team or you won’t go at all.”
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Alberto impetuously opened the door to Carolina’s office, where she was standing by the window, arms crossed and jaw as tense as the knot in her throat. She didn’t even look at him when he opened the office door and entered. Alberto closed it behind him without saying a word. The silence between them weighed like a storm about to break.

	— 	“What do you want?” she finally said, without turning around.
	— 	“To talk.”
	— 	“Talk? You want to talk now? After screwing the main suspect and endangering the entire investigation, you expect to have a conversation as if nothing happened?”




Alberto sighed. He took a few steps closer, hands in his pockets.

	— 	“It’s not that simple.”
	— 	“Oh, of course,” she finally turned and glared at him. “I’m sure there was some noble reason behind getting into her bed. What was it this time? Professional instinct? Sacrifice for the greater good?”
	— 	“Don’t give me that, Carolina.”
	— 	“You screwed her for pleasure, Alberto! The case was the perfect excuse to do what you’ve been dying to do since you first saw her!”




He clenched his teeth. His eyes burned, but his tone of voice remained controlled.

	— 	“So what? Didn’t you and I do the same thing? Or didn’t we sleep together for pleasure? Maybe I’ve missed something.”
	— 	“Don’t fuck with me!” she snapped, taking a step toward him, like a cornered panther. “Are you comparing me to that bitch?”
	— 	“No. I’m telling you that for pleasure, I already had you.”




The words hit like a slap. Carolina stepped back, hurt, furious. She swallowed and crossed her arms again, as if she needed to restrain herself from throwing something at his face.

	— 	“You’re a bastard, Alberto.”
	— 	“Yes. Maybe I am. But I’m also a cop. And if you don’t want anything personal with me, I understand. But then learn to separate the personal from the professional, because if not...”
	— 	“You know what my biggest mistake was, Alberto?”




He looked at her in silence, now without the sarcasm in his mouth, without weapons, without defense.

— “Falling in love with you.”



The phrase fell like a tombstone. The echo of her words hung suspended in the air, bouncing off the walls of the office. Alberto stood motionless, as if his chest had been suddenly emptied. He didn’t know what to say. He didn’t know if he should say anything. All he did was look at her, as if seeing her for the first time.

She noticed the effect. And that made her compose herself, as if she needed to regain control of the ground she had just unwittingly surrendered.

	— 	“But don’t worry,” she added, with a sudden coldness that cut him like a razor blade, “that’s already resolved. Now tell me, inspector...” she twisted her expression with a dry, sharp smile, “what little scene have you planned for your new date with the BlackBaccara whore?”




Alberto blinked, swallowed. He put his hands back in his pockets as if looking for support.

	— 	“And what do you think I should do? Take her to the movies to see a romantic film? Invite her for sushi dinner with chopsticks and end the night watching popcorn on the couch?”      




Carolina crossed her arms, keeping her gaze fixed on him. Her expression was hard, but beneath all that steel was an open wound, throbbing.

	— 	“And how would you feel if I slept with a suspect?” she threw at him, like someone throwing a knife without caring where it would land. “What would you think of me?”




Alberto took a second to respond. Not because he didn’t know what to say, but because the question carried poison. Because it hurt.

— “I don’t know. I suppose the same thing I think of you now.”



She blinked. Hurt. Firm.

He stepped forward half a pace, as if wanting to gain ground.

— 
“In the Velarde case, you went undercover to seduce the minister. Or have you forgotten?”



Carolina clenched her jaw.

— 
“But I didn’t sleep with him,” she snapped with contained fury. “I never crossed that line.”



Alberto lowered his gaze, nodding as if acknowledging a valid point. But when he raised his eyes again, his words came out like a dagger wrapped in calm.

— And if it had been necessary? Would you have done it?



The silence that followed was thick, like dense smoke in a closed room. Carolina didn’t respond immediately. She just looked at him. And in her gaze were more answers than she was willing to verbalize. Carolina held his gaze for a moment longer, with pressed lips and held breath. It seemed like she was about to say something, but Alberto cut her off, with a firm tone that left no room for beating around the bush or dramatics.

	— 	Yes, Carolina. You would have done it. —His voice didn’t rise in volume, but each word was a sharp blow—. You would have done exactly what I did. So stop screwing with my career because you’re jealous.




She opened her mouth, but he didn’t give her space.

	— 	I know I haven’t behaved like a gentleman. That I’ve crossed lines I shouldn’t have. But I did it for the case. And yes, also out of weakness. I’m not made of stone, damn it. Diana is dangerous, manipulative, yes. But it’s part of the game, and you know it.




Carolina took a step back, as if those words physically pushed her.

	— 	What I need —Alberto continued, without moving—, is for you to stop going out there telling everyone that I’m a fucking teenage horndog with no control. Because I’m not. I can’t afford that luxury. And I don’t want people thinking that. Not even you. I respect that you don’t want a relationship with me, even though I deeply regret it, but stop throwing dirt on me. I’m already screwed enough without you coming along to put the cherry on top.




Carolina looked at him with a mixture of contained rage and emotional exhaustion. She pressed her lips and, without saying anything, opened a drawer. She took out a thick white envelope with the forensics seal. She handed it to Alberto without ceremony.

— Wait —she said simply.



He opened it slowly, still with the tension of the previous confrontation pulsing in his temples. Inside was a technical report, headed with the reference to the analysis of the dagger obtained from Diana’s house.

— 
The results from the forensic lab —she murmured—. They arrived this morning.



Alberto read in silence. His gaze stopped at the key phrases:

"Presence of biological material belonging to two different victims. Complete match with the DNA profiles of the victims in the cases of Óscar Rivas and Mauricio Alcina. Blood in both cases. Additionally, genetic material from a third person, female, compatible with Diana Sanz, has been identified. A fourth partial sequence also appears, with no match in the database."

Alberto lowered the paper very slowly. The room seemed to shrink.

	— 	This is... this is enough to... —he began.
	— 	No, it’s not —Carolina interrupted him, with a softer voice, but firm—. You know that. The chain of custody is broken. The evidence was obtained irregularly, without a warrant. If we go to trial with this, not only would they throw it out... it could sink the entire case due to evidence contamination.
	— 	But it’s real —he insisted—. That dagger is the weapon. It has the blood of both victims. Diana’s DNA. And someone else’s.
	— 	I’m not arguing that —she said, looking at him seriously again—. But the judge won’t accept it as valid evidence. It wasn’t collected or registered through any legal procedure. There’s not even an official record that you were there. The defense would tear all this to shreds in five minutes.




Alberto nodded slowly. The weight of reality falling on him. But in his eyes there was a spark. The spark of an agent who had caught his prey, even if he couldn’t put her behind bars yet.

	— 	“Even if we can’t use it in court,” he said, “this changes everything. You know it. We have at least one certainty: the dagger is the weapon, and it was in her house. Diana is involved up to her neck.”




	— 	“And maybe someone else,” added Carolina, pointing to the fourth profile. “That unidentified DNA. It could be the key. An accomplice. Or someone who was there afterward.”




The silence returned, colder this time. Both knew the game wasn’t over yet. But now they had a real lead. A hook.

Carolina lowered her gaze and closed the envelope again.

— 
“Good work,” she murmured. “Even if it was done in the stupidest way possible.”
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The crowd of people in the Homicide chief’s office whispered in a deafening cacophony. Marta seemed tense and irritated by the wait. But since she had been the one who insisted Alberto attend, she couldn’t complain about him being a little late. Dr. Galdeano, beside her, hadn’t lost an ounce of the serene and cold demeanor he always displayed.

A few seconds later, Commissioner Raimundo Fernández appeared. Marta jumped up from her chair almost as soon as he crossed the doorway.

	— 	“Alright, let’s get to it,” she began. “The purpose of this meeting is to decide whether to activate preventive detention, whether to identify the fourth genetic profile, and whether to continue investigating in the shadows until we build solid, legally presentable evidence.”




As if someone had pressed a button, Alberto began reading his notes.

1. Victims:

Óscar Rivas, 42 years old. Businessman, single. Found murdered in his home near Plaza de Cuzco. Clean stab wound to the temple with a bladed weapon. Scene without signs of robbery. He was contacted through the dating app under the profile of BlackBaccara and BlackMamba88 among other verified contacts.

Mauricio Alcina, 52 years old. Technology sector businessman. Divorced. Lived alone. Same modus operandi: murder in his home with a bladed weapon. Single, precise stab wound. Prior contact with the same profile of BlackBaccara and BlackMamba88 as common contacts with the previous crime. Very similar staging. Like a carefully arranged scene.

Both scenes lack relevant fingerprints, except for partial traces unidentified until today. No signs of struggle. Both encounters appeared to be sexual dates arranged in advance.

2. Main suspect: Diana Sanz (app alias: BlackMamba88)

35-year-old woman, blonde, extremely attractive, with a predictable history of intense and erratic relationships.

Contacted both victims through dating apps and another for stories.

Lifestyle marked by regular drug use, promiscuity, and circles of luxury and exclusivity.

To conclude the investigation, I infiltrated under a false profile created on a story website, managed to access her home and obtain a dagger compatible with the type of weapon used in both crimes and hair follicles also compatible with those found at the crime scenes.

3. Current evidence:

Dagger recovered from Diana Sanz’s residence

Positive for blood from both victims.

Diana’s DNA on the handle.

Presence of a fourth unidentified genetic profile.

Legal problem: The dagger was obtained without a court order, in an officially unauthorized infiltration, which invalidates the evidence in trial. Risk of evidence contamination if presented.

Matching pattern of action:

Contacts through app, night dates, no witnesses, precise murders without struggle. “Sexual predator” profile. Everything points to a calculated execution. Similar crime scenes.

The meeting room was charged with tension. The atmosphere was dense, as if everyone knew they were at a turning point. Marta Arango, the commissioner, remained standing next to the digital board with her arms crossed. Carolina was sitting with tight lips and tension in her face. Alberto took the floor.

	— 	“I think we should interrogate Diana as soon as possible. The discovery of the dagger, although not legally admissible, puts us in a position of pressure. But I believe I shouldn’t be present.”
	— 	“The reason?” Arango asked very dryly.
	— 	“I suspect there’s a connection between Diana and BlackBaccara that we haven’t fully understood yet. If I show up, I risk contaminating that line of investigation. I prefer to keep Elías’s profile active in the background. Let her continue believing I’m not involved in any of this.”




Carolina narrowed her eyes, filled with contained anger. She rested her elbows on the table and leaned forward.

	— 	“I don’t know if you want to protect a line of investigation or ensure yourself another lay. At this point, I can’t tell the difference anymore.”




The silence that fell over the room was immediate. Alberto didn’t flinch. Marta Arango stepped forward, her voice low but authoritative.

— “That’s enough, Carolina.”



She lowered her gaze without apologizing. Marta turned to Alberto.

	— 	“I understand your reasoning. Don’t show up at the interrogation. We’ll follow the lead under Elías’s profile. But I want you to keep your distance, you understand that, right?”
	— 	“Perfectly.”
	— 	“And you, Inspector. Whatever happens between you two outside of work is exactly none of my business. But here, the personal wars are over. Either we continue being police officers… or we close the case and take up acting.”




The tension hung in the air. Marta looked over both of them. Then she pointed to the board, marking the next step.

	— 	“Before we continue, I want one thing clarified,” said Alberto, with his elbows on the table. “What am I supposed to do if she wants to go to my place or take me to hers? Do I let her? Avoid it? If I have the option to obtain DNA by sleeping with her, should I do it?”




A murmur arose in the room out of nowhere.

	— 	“I’m not beating around the bush because I’m sick of the false morality,” he added, glancing sideways at Carolina. “I’ll do what I’m told. But what I don’t want is to later be called sick or removed from the case for doing what nobody wants to acknowledge out loud.”




Marta narrowed her eyes and crossed her arms. She spoke calmly.

	— 	“We’re not here to give you permission to fuck, Inspector.”
	— 	“That’s not what I asked,” he responded without raising his voice. “I’m saying that if the objective is to get a biological sample from this woman and I have access, I need to know if I have the unit’s backing. Or if later you’ll leave me hanging and call me unprofessional.”




Carolina snorted, without saying anything.

	— 	“If that’s the only way and there’s no coercion or risk to the operation, I’m not going to play the prude,” Marta intervened. “But that doesn’t mean you have free rein to repeat the stunt with Diana.”
	— 	“That was different,” he muttered.
	— 	“All the more reason not to repeat it!” Marta snapped. “If the moment comes and you believe you can obtain DNA without risking your integrity or the case, do it. But document everything. I don’t want surprises. And if judicial authorization is needed, ask for it, damn it.”
	— 	“Understood,” said Alberto, looking at Carolina again. “I only ask one thing: let’s keep personal judgments out of this room. I won’t judge how anyone acts. I expect the same regarding myself.”




Carolina didn’t respond. Marta closed the laptop.

— “Good. This time there will be no margin for error. Is that clear?”
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The interrogation room at the Police Station, despite having the air conditioning on full blast, felt like an oven. It was bathed in an unforgiving white light, as if designed to extract lies by the root. The decor was depressingly institutional. There was a white metal table, plastic chairs, and a trash can. In front of the table was a video camera with its lens fixed on the chair where those being interrogated would sit.

She entered the room flanked by Carolina and Marta, and inspected the room and the doctor with a cold gaze. She seemed uncomfortable. But despite this, she didn’t show it at all. Carolina was aware that hiding her emotions was part of that woman’s nature. Diana sat with her back straight, her face serene, crossing her legs with a seemingly rehearsed elegance. She wore a short black dress, high heels, and a pearl necklace. Discreet but impeccable. Just a woman in complete control of herself, observing the police officers and the psychologist with a half-smile.

The commissioner pulled out the chair where the suspect was supposed to sit. Alberto observed everything from behind a one-way mirror.

	— 	“I’m Commissioner Marta Arango, Miss... Sanz. I need to inform you that this session will be recorded. We are within our rights to do so...”
	— 	“I never said otherwise,” Diana cut her off with absolute confidence.
	— 	“I am Inspector Carolina Andrade,” she introduced herself, extending her hand firmly. Diana didn’t shake it and merely looked at her with a certain disdain.
	— 	“Ms. Sanz, before beginning this interrogation, I must remind you of your rights. You have the right to remain silent and not incriminate yourself. You also have the right to know the reason for this summons: you are being questioned in connection with two homicides. The first occurred on June 21st; the second, on June 28th. In both cases, the victims were men with whom you had maintained some type of personal relationship. You are hereby legally advised. We may begin.”




Alberto, from the protection afforded by the glass, observed everything with a certain satisfaction.

Doctor Galdeano offered her coffee, which she declined with a gesture.

	— 	“I didn’t come here to drink coffee. As you’ll understand, I have better places to enjoy it. If you don’t mind, I’d like to finish as soon as possible.” Her tone remained cold and firm.
	— 	“Shall I repeat that you have the right to legal counsel?” the commissioner asked, cooling her tone.
	— 	“I don’t need it. I already waived that right before entering.”
	— 	“Are you sure?” Carolina asked.
	— 	“I’ve already told you I won’t be calling a lawyer. I don’t think I’ll need one. I have nothing to hide.”




They continued staring at each other for a moment longer, then Carolina looked at her colleagues to begin the interrogation.

	— 	“Diana Sanz González. Marital status, single. No criminal record. Current residence at Mauricio Legendre Street, number 102, eighth floor.”




Diana nodded, fixing her eyes on Marta.

— “You must respond aloud, for the recording.”



Diana smiled with a hint of mockery.

— “Yes. That’s correct.”



The recorder continued running, registering not only the words but also the tension hanging in the air.

Marta nodded, folded her hands on the table and cast a brief glance at Carolina, who kept her eyes fixed on Diana, who remained serene, cold, with absolute self-control.

	— 	“Would you explain the type of relationship you had with Óscar Rivas?”
	— 	“None. I don’t know that person.” she answered, staring directly at the commissioner.
	— 	“We have images of you leaving his residence. We located you through traffic cameras.” she cut her off sharply.
	— 	“Amante Bandido. Does that ring a bell?” Carolina interjected impassively.
	— 	“Ah... yes. I knew him.”
	— 	“So?”
	— 	“I slept with him a couple of times,” she said imperturbably. “Nothing too serious.”
	— 	“He’s been murdered.”




For the first time, Diana blinked a little more slowly, as if processing the information. Then she lowered her gaze for a few seconds before raising it again with the same contained expression.

— “Well. This is more serious than it seemed.”



Carolina then intervened, directly:

	— 	“Would you mind if we took a DNA sample to compare with what was collected at the crime scenes?”




Diana let out a small laugh. It wasn’t mocking, it was... brazen.

	— 	“Not at all. But I’ll warn you now: you’re going to find it. When you have sex, I believe you leave DNA around like candy from a piñata.”




Galdeano, who had been silent, wrote something in his notebook without looking up.

Marta didn’t react. Carolina, however, took a deep breath. She wasn’t sure if Diana’s uninhibited manner was genuine, a strategy, or both. Diana rested her elbows on the table, her chin slightly raised.

	— 	“Anything else you want to know about my sex life? Because I’m not one for keeping secrets.”
	— 	“Did you use drugs?” Carolina asked, without beating around the bush.




Diana made a gesture of amused resignation.

	— 	“Yes. The usual stuff. Some cocaine now and then. It stimulates the body, the mind… and, well, you know, sex.” She smiled brazenly. “But my consumption isn’t a crime. The Penal Code doesn’t punish someone who does a line to have sex with more enthusiasm.”
	— 	“What kind of sex did you practice with him?” Dr. Galdeano suddenly intervened, with a dry voice, without embellishment.




Diana looked at him with a hint of surprise, but remained unfazed. She placed one hand on the table and answered without blinking:

— “The good kind.”



The silence grew thick for a second. Galdeano didn’t look away.

	— 	“By ‘good’ do you mean something conventional, or was there some specific dynamic? Domination? Sadomasochism? Any paraphilic practice you consider relevant?”




Diana narrowed her eyes, weighing whether to respond with sarcasm or play along.

	— 	“What exactly are you thinking about, doctor?” she asked with a complicit tone. “It depends on the day, doctor. Sometimes I like to dominate. Sometimes I like to be dominated.” She paused, as if remembering something pleasurable. “I don’t like to set limits for myself. But if you’re looking for a clinical paraphilia, I’m afraid you’ll be disappointed. I don’t get excited by feces or masturbate with animals.”




Carolina pressed her lips together. Marta simply made a note without raising her head.

	— 	“How many times did you sleep together?” Galdeano insisted.
	— 	“I don’t keep a record of positions and roles, but… I’d say three times. He was… very enthusiastic. He liked to try things. He wasn’t… how should I put it?” she made a gesture with her hand, as if pushing something away, “he wasn’t conventional. He had dark fantasies, but I love darkness.”
	— 	“Dark how?” asked Carolina, showing some discomfort for the first time.
	— 	“He was excited by danger. He said it turned him on to imagine someone watching us while we fucked. That someone might come in. Watch. Do things.” She looked at Carolina, tilting her head with contained mockery. “Do any of you have fantasies like that?”




Marta looked up sternly.

	— 	“Diana, this is not the time for games. We’re talking about a dead person.”
	— 	“Oh, I’m not playing,” she responded, with an icy smile. “Sex is fun, but it can also be like a gun: it can give pleasure or kill. Depends on who’s holding it.”
	— 	“Did you ever practice sadomasochism with him?” Galdeano asked again.
	— 	“I don’t know what sadomasochism means to you. In my opinion, we had rough sex, but nothing more.”
	— 	“Diana, can you explain why you returned to the penthouse after you had left?” asked Carolina, wanting to change the subject.




For the first time, Diana didn’t respond immediately. A slight blink longer than usual, a tense movement of her lips.

	— 	“What do you mean? I didn’t go back,” she finally said, with a confidence that no longer sounded so solid.




Carolina turned on the television in the corner and pressed the remote control. The video she had prepared began to play.

— 
“Saturday, 1:50 in the morning. You and the victim exit the elevator directly to the penthouse.”



In the images, their kisses and caresses could be seen.

Carolina continued with the images:

	— 	“Saturday, 04:40 hours. You call the elevator and leave. We have traffic camera footage that proves it. One hour and ten minutes later, at 05:50, you returned.”




Carolina paused the image.

— “Do you see it, Miss Sanz?” she asked, with a certain air of revenge.



Diana moved closer to the screen and narrowed her eyes. Once again the wide-brimmed hat made it difficult to identify her, but it was a clear image of the same person who had left the penthouse a little earlier.

	— 	“And at 06:30. You leave again. You call the elevator with the code and you leave. There’s no doubt.”
	— 	“This tells a different story,” said Carolina. “Are you going to keep denying it?”




Diana looked at the images. She swallowed. Her expression was no longer haughty, but surprised. And frightened. She looked around, as if searching for an escape route.

	— 	“That’s not me,” she murmured.
	— 	“The cameras have date and time stamps. They match your last mobile connection and your location. Not only did the cameras see you. The doorman greeted you when you came back in,” Marta added firmly.




Diana began to shake her right leg nervously. Her body, until then impeccably controlled, showed signs of tension.

	— 	This is a trap. You’re confusing me. I... —she took a deep breath, then crossed her arms as if trying to protect herself— I want to stop here. I want a lawyer. Now.




Silence. They all looked at each other for a moment, assessing the crack. Alberto said nothing. Marta nodded.

	— 	That’s your right. You have twenty-four hours to secure legal representation. We’ll summon you again tomorrow, at the same time —she said, closing the folder—. Don’t leave the city.
	— 	I wasn’t planning to —Diana whispered, her gaze fixed on the table, no trace of her previous insolence.




She stood up slowly, as if an invisible weight had fallen on her shoulders. As she left the room, the mocking expression had disappeared. Now she was just a shadow of what she had been. A woman on the defensive. And for the first time… truly scared.

Diana left the interrogation room walking quickly, her face visibly disturbed. Her voice, sharp and low, slid through her mobile earpiece. She didn’t look at anyone. She pushed the door with her shoulder and disappeared down the hallway without stopping.

From the adjacent room, Alberto observed the scene through the one-way glass. As soon as she turned the corner, he turned to Marta, Carolina and Galdeano.

	— 	I’m going to contact her. She needs to trust me if we want her to fall. I might be able to get key information —he said.




Marta nodded without much enthusiasm. Carolina crossed her arms, avoiding looking at him. Galdeano snorted.

— 
Do it quickly. I don’t think it will take her long to find a lawyer who’ll tell her to keep her mouth shut.



Alberto didn’t waste time. He wrote an email with a neutral tone, without pressure:

"Hello Diana. The nights without you feel endless. Would you like some company tonight? I’m anxiously waiting to feel you again"

He waited. No response. Not even a read receipt.

While they waited, Alberto reviewed the key points with the team as fatigue began to seep into their bones.

	— 	We need to clarify two things —he said, standing in front of the meeting room whiteboard—. First: how did Diana know the elevator code for the victim’s building? Supposedly no one knew it except him and the doorman. And second: why did she go down to the parking lot next to the Lunático? There’s no record of her having a car there.




Alberto had refreshed his inbox more than twenty times in the last hour. He turned off his phone screen. No news. No response.

In the meeting room, the air had grown thick. The last few hours had been unproductive, and Diana’s silence wasn’t helping to ease the atmosphere.

He looked at his phone for the umpteenth time. Nothing.

— 
I can’t just sit here —he said suddenly, standing up—. I’m going to her place.



Carolina raised her head as if she’d been hit. She dropped her pen.

	— 	Are you out of your mind or what? —she snapped—. What are you planning to do? Ring the doorbell and ask her if she’s the killer before or after inviting her for a drink?
	— 	We spent a night together, Carolina. It wouldn’t be so strange for me to show up. At least I could see how she reacts. See if she’s nervous, if there’s someone else in the apartment. Maybe I can create a crack. We have nothing to lose by trying —Alberto said calmly.




Carolina shook her head, crossing her arms tightly.

— 
You just can't stand that she hasn't answered you. That's your real problem.



Marta raised a hand to cut off the argument. Her eyes settled on Alberto with a look somewhere between weariness and warning.

	— 	“Can you do this without messing up?” she asked. “No getting clever, no getting emotional. You go, you knock, you observe, and if she doesn’t want to talk to you, you leave. Is that clear?”
	— 	“Crystal clear.”
	— 	“And if there’s physical contact, you report it. And if it smells like an ambush, you call. I don’t want any more surprises,” Marta added.
	— 	“I understand,” he said, taking his jacket from the back of the chair.




Carolina turned her face toward the window, biting the inside of her cheek. She didn’t say anything else.

Alberto left the room without looking back, with the feeling that everything was hanging by a thread: the case, his career, his relationship with Carolina, even his own sanity.

The address was etched in his mind like an obsession. Mauricio Legendre, 102, eighth floor.
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He arrived at Diana’s building shortly before ten at night. He had stopped at home to take a shower and change his clothes.

He pressed the intercom insistently. After several attempts, the front door opened with a click. He quickly opened the door and took the elevator.

When he reached the top, he found the door open. He called her name several times before pushing it open and entering.

The house was dark and immersed in a silence so deep it was almost tangible.

He moved slowly down the hallway and listened. Just a sob. He walked down the hallway following that sound like a dog on a trail, stopping every few steps to listen.

Diana was sitting on one of the sofas on the terrace. She looked at him with reddened eyes and smudged mascara. Her loose hair fell over her face, disheveled, as if she hadn’t slept or had spent hours walking in circles around her apartment. Her face was streaked with tears. She said nothing. She simply lit a cigarette.

Alberto observed her with a mixture of surprise and concern. There was no trace of the confident, ironic, and provocative woman who had disarmed him from the first moment.

— “What’s wrong?” he asked softly.



Diana shook her head, hugging her knees.

	— 	“I don’t know... I have a bad feeling. A terrible one, the kind that tightens your chest and you don’t know why.”




Alberto approached and positioned himself behind her. He carefully placed his hands on her shoulders and began to massage them gently, as if trying to extract the tension from her muscles. When she felt his touch, she turned toward him with that intense gaze, like the one she had given him the first time he saw her. She shuddered. He moved his hands down until he opened her blouse and gently caressed her breasts, bare beneath.

She flinched slightly, but said nothing at first. Then she turned her face slightly.

— “I’m not in the mood for this, Alberto. Really.”



He withdrew his hands with an almost imperceptible sigh.

— “What’s wrong?” he insisted, this time looking at her directly.



She lowered her gaze.

	— 	“I was at a police station today,” she finally said, in a low voice, as if confessing an intimate sin. “They interrogated me. For a whole hour.”




Alberto swallowed. He knew every word of that interrogation. It was etched in his memory.

	— 	“Why?” he pretended to be surprised.
	— 	“Because I slept a couple of times with a guy who turned up dead,” she sighed. “I don’t even remember his last name! They asked me about everything... if I took drugs, what kind of sex we had... as if I were some dangerous pervert.”




He remembered how she had answered, with arrogance and sarcasm:

“When I fuck someone, I release DNA like candy from a piñata.”

But now there was no trace of that woman. Just a confused girl, afraid.

— “And what’s this feeling you have?” Alberto asked, lowering his voice.



She took her time to respond. She looked toward the street, as if danger was coming from outside.

	— 	“I have the feeling that something is going to happen. Something very bad. As if someone were closer than I think... and I don’t know who it is. But I feel it here,” she placed her hand on her chest. “As if I’m being watched.”




Alberto observed her in silence. His gaze was no longer that of a man captivated by a dangerous beauty. It was that of a police officer scrutinizing gestures and silences. But something in her trembling, in the way she clung to herself, told him she wasn’t lying.

— “What are you going to do?”



Diana didn’t respond immediately. She got up from the sofa, walked aimlessly toward the kitchen and came back with a half-full glass of water, which she didn’t drink.

	— 	“I’ve called my family’s lawyer. One of those with expensive ties and cement smiles. He’s supposed to protect me... although I’m not even sure what he should protect me from.” She paused, playing with the glass between her fingers. “I’m afraid this is all a trap.”
	— 	“A trap? From whom? Could someone wish you harm?”




She looked at him with a grimace of tired irony.

	— 	“Do you know how many people might benefit if things went badly for me?” she raised her eyebrows. “Scorned lovers, angry dealers, furious wives... shall I go on?”
	— 	“Tell me one. One you truly believe might want to hurt you.”
	— 	“And what difference would that make?” she snorted, almost sadly. “The truth is I don’t even know if I’m making this up. I just... feel that something is out of place.”




The silence grew thick. Alberto wanted to say something, but couldn’t find the words. Neither as a man, nor as a police officer.

	— 	“Look,” she added as she set the glass on the table with a small sharp tap. “I appreciate you coming. But right now I need to be alone.”




He nodded with a slow gesture.

	— 	“Do you want me to leave?”
	— 	Yes —she said without looking at him—. It’s for the best.




Alberto headed toward the door. Just before leaving, he turned to see her one last time. Diana hadn’t moved. She was still there, hugging her knees, lost in a corner of her own fear.

— 
“If you need anything,” he said, not knowing whether he was speaking as Alberto or as Elías, “call me.”



She didn’t respond.

The door closed with a soft click. And the hallway suddenly seemed much longer than when he had arrived.
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	— 	“BlackBaccara hasn’t shown any signs of life,” said Alberto, opening the meeting without preamble. “I’ve been trying to set up the meeting since she sent me the email, but she doesn’t respond. Nothing. Not even a measly read receipt.”




Carolina looked up from her notebook, surprised.

	— 	“No reaction at all? Are you sure she received it?”
	— 	“She received it. Definitely. I have delivery and read confirmation. Complete silence since then.”




Galdeano frowned, crossing his arms.

	— 	“That’s strange. Until now she’s been active, provocative. And suddenly she disappears?”
	— 	“That’s what I thought,” Alberto nodded. “It’s as if she changed her target... or as if she no longer needed to play the game. And that, in this context, is a very bad sign.”
	— 	“Do you think she knows you’re following her?” asked Marta.
	— 	“I wouldn’t rule it out. Maybe she detected something, or she simply got tired of the game. Either way, it’s not normal.”




Marta sighed and placed her hands on the table.

— 
“Fine. We’ll address that later. Now, tell me... how was your date with Diana last night?”



Alberto hesitated. A shadow crossed his face. Carolina tensed immediately. She lowered her gaze, as if preparing for the worst.

Alberto ran his hand over the back of his neck, clearly uncomfortable. He shook his head and spoke in a grave voice.

— “Something doesn’t add up.”



Carolina looked up sharply.

— “What do you mean?”



He took a deep, slow breath.

	— 	“I found her broken. Truly frightened. Nothing like the Diana we’ve known until now. She greeted me in tears. She said she had a bad feeling, that she had called a lawyer...” —he looked at each of them one by one— “I don’t know if she’s pretending or if there’s something more to it, but that woman wasn’t the same.”
	— 	“Do you think she’s acting?” asked Galdeano.




Alberto held their gaze for a few more seconds. Then, in a lower tone, he said without looking them in the eyes:

	— 	I don’t know. But if she’s acting, she’s a prodigious actress. And if she’s not acting… then we’re missing a very big piece in this puzzle.




Marta narrowed her eyes.

	— 	Continue.
	— 	I saw her completely disoriented —said Alberto, his gaze lost for a few seconds—. But not in a “I’ve been caught” way... No. It was something else. As if she didn’t know where the blows were coming from. Like she was sensing something really bad, but didn’t know what.
	— 	Are you starting to believe her? – Carolina shook her head. – Don’t screw with me, Alberto.
	— 	I repeat that something doesn’t add up. Don’t look for emotional connections between her and me. It’s not about that. It’s a gut feeling.




A tense silence spread through the room.

	— 	Today she’ll come with a lawyer, for sure —he added—. And a good one, I warn you. One of those who knows how to move through the mud without getting dirty.




Carolina crossed her arms, leaning against the wall. Her tone was dry.

	— 	Well, all the more reason to get to the point and go all in. We left things unsaid about the first crime, and we didn’t even touch on the second. There are too many gaps: what was she doing in that parking lot, how did she know the elevator code, why did she return to the penthouse...




Galdeano nodded slowly.

	— 	And what role she played on the night of the second murder. There are too many coincidences, too much presence. It’s time to corner her.
	— 	It’ll be harder. The lawyer won’t let us do it.
	— 	Then prepare all the evidence. I want to shut down any excuse she gives us. – said Marta aggressively.




Marta looked at Alberto.

— And you? Will you be present this time?



Alberto shook his head without hesitation.

	— 	No. I’m not going anywhere near it. I already told you. Right now I’m the best source of information we have. Besides, if there is a connection between her and BlackBaccara, my presence could contaminate everything. That line of investigation may not be dead yet. It could be in an impasse. If I show up, it would close completely.




Carolina glanced at him sideways, harshly.

	— 	And it’s not like your presence helped much last time.
	— 	Don’t start, Carolina. Stop busting my balls —Alberto replied, barely containing himself—. I’m not here for you to forgive me for anything. I’m here because I know how to do my job.




Marta raised a hand, restoring order.

	— 	Enough, both of you. Alberto, you’re staying out of the interrogation, as we agreed. I want you tracking BlackBaccara. There’s something strange about that silence.
	— 	Understood,” he said tersely.
	— 	And Carolina,” Marta added, fixing her eyes on her, “today what matters is exposing Diana’s contradictions. This time we’re not going to improvise. I want clear questions. Precise ones. So she has nowhere to escape.
	— 	I’ll handle it,” Carolina responded firmly, though the tension hadn’t left her face.




Alberto stood up.

	— 	Then let’s get to it. The sooner we start, the sooner we’ll know if we’re interrogating a woman in danger... or a brilliant predator who’s playing all of us.




Carolina looked at him, genuinely surprised.

— A woman in danger? Are you even listening to yourself?



Alberto stood up and left the room visibly angry. Carolina remained seated, but she wasn’t in much better shape.
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The interrogation room was dimly lit, barely illuminated by the white fluorescent light on the ceiling. Carolina and Marta were silently reviewing papers when the door opened.

Diana entered slowly, wearing dark sunglasses which she removed as she sat down. She was dressed more soberly than the previous morning: beige blouse, black pants, no cleavage or red lipstick. She had opted for light makeup. Behind her, a tall man with perfectly combed white hair and a black leather briefcase closed the door calmly. His gaze was that of someone who had entered dozens of rooms like this one.

	— 	I’m Marcial de la Vera, Miss Sanz’s attorney,” he said, without offering his hand. “She will answer all your questions in my presence and only if I consider it appropriate for her to do so.




Marta nodded courteously.

— 
That’s your right. The interrogation will be recorded as usual. Let’s begin.



Diana said nothing. She just crossed her hands on the table. Her nails, previously long and perfectly polished, were now unpainted. She conveyed a much less sophisticated and aggressive image. She almost looked like a defenseless girl in a hostile environment.

	— 	Miss Sanz,” Carolina began, “the reason for this new meeting is to finish clarifying your relationship with the first victim: Óscar Rivas. Would you mind continuing what you started telling us yesterday?
	— 	Yes,” Diana responded straightforwardly. “I stand by everything in my statement from yesterday. We saw each other two or three times. We slept together. It wasn’t anything serious. The night of his murder we had sex, but when I left him he was perfectly fine. And just as I told you yesterday, I didn’t return to his house. I went straight home in a taxi.
	— 	We’ve checked that, but given the time between your departure and your return, and the short distance to your home, you had time to go back. Was it common for you to know the elevator code to go directly up to your lovers’ homes?




The lawyer raised his hand.

	— 	My client has already stated that they maintained an intimate relationship. It’s not unusual for someone to provide private access to their home in that context.




Carolina ignored the interruption and pressed on.

	— 	We have images of you entering the building on the night of the crime. And later, entering again, after having left. Can you explain that?




Diana swallowed hard. Her demeanor changed. She lowered her gaze. For the first time since she walked through the door, she hesitated.

	— 	I already told you yesterday. I didn’t go back.
	— 	The images are quite clear. —Carolina insisted.




The lawyer squeezed Diana’s arm, gentle but firm.

	— 	Those images don’t have sufficient resolution to determine beyond any doubt that it’s my client in both cases.
	— 	Did you go back or not?




She hesitated. Then, very quietly:

— I didn’t go up.



Carolina seized on the crack.

	— 	What kind of drugs did you take that night?
	— 	Cocaine. And some MDMA. The usual with Oscar.




De la Vera, the lawyer, intervened.

	— 	My client is not being accused of drug use. I request that you limit yourselves to questions relevant to the crime.
	— 	They are relevant —Marta cut in for the first time, serious—. We need to know what state of consciousness she was in. Because according to the autopsy, the victim had consumed large quantities of cocaine, and Mr. de la Vera, he was murdered shortly after your client returned to the building.
	— 	My client has already stated twice that she did not return. Don’t insist or I’ll be forced to end this charade.




Diana opened her mouth, but no sound came out. For the first time, she seemed aware of the gravity of the moment. Her previous confidence was crumbling in layers.

	— 	I didn’t kill him —she whispered, and for the first time it didn’t sound like a rehearsed defense, but like an internal cry escaping between her lips.
	— 	No one has claimed that —Marta said softly—. But we’re going to get to the bottom of this.




The recorder kept running. And they had barely begun.

Carolina leaned slightly forward, the pen in her hand marking a slow rhythm against her notepad.

	— 	Let’s talk now about the second victim, Mauricio Alcina, divorced, 52 years old. Businessman in the technology sector. What was your relationship with him?




Diana sighed, her tone noticeably more restrained than the day before.

	— 	A sexual relationship. Just that. We met through the story website. We talked a couple of times, met up, and what was supposed to happen, happened. There was nothing more.




The lawyer shifted uncomfortably in his chair. Galdeano took over the interrogation, with his soft but incisive tone.

	— 	How often did you see each other? Was there any kind of conflict between you?
	— 	We saw each other three times. Everything was... cordial. He liked to play at being dominant, but nothing outside the norm. There were no arguments or anything strange. He didn’t write to me again and I didn’t push it either.
	— 	Were you with him the night of his death? —asked Marta, without raising her voice.




Diana shook her head firmly.

— No. I didn’t see him that night.



Alberto, from the adjacent room, observed with attention every nuance in her expression. There was less arrogance, yes. But no less intelligence.

	— 	Are you sure? We’re waiting for the results of the DNA tests you provided yesterday. – the commissioner intervened.
	— 	I’m absolutely sure.




Carolina crossed her arms.

— Where were you then?



For the first time, Diana looked at her lawyer, who nodded silently with a slight tilt of his head.

	— 	I was with someone… —she finally said—. All afternoon and part of the night.
	— 	Can you tell us who? —Marta insisted.
	— 	A soccer player —she replied, shrugging—. Quite well-known, actually.




The room tensed slightly. Carolina raised an eyebrow.

	— 	Can he corroborate this?
	— 	He can, —affirmed the lawyer, intervening for the first time with a deep voice—. And he will if necessary, though we demand his privacy be respected. He’s a married man.
	— 	What time do you say you arrived at the soccer player’s villa?




Diana crossed her legs calmly, but there was a slight stiffness in her shoulders that wasn't there during her first statement.

	— 	“Around six in the evening, more or less. I didn't bring a stopwatch. I didn't think I'd need to know the exact time.”
	— 	“And what time did you leave?” Carolina insisted.
	— 	“After five in the morning,” Diana responded without hesitation.




In the adjoining room, Alberto leaned forward. His jaw tensed. If that was confirmed, she couldn't have committed the second murder. The death occurred between one and three. That alibi, if real, exonerated her. At least for that crime.

Marta nodded with a slight movement of her head.

— 
“What exactly is your relationship with this soccer player?” she asked, in a neutral tone.



Diana tilted her head.

— “Seriously? You still don't get it?”



Marta didn't react. She was waiting for a verbal response.

	— 	“Purely sexual,” Diana finally said. “Just that. We understand each other in bed. Nothing more.”




Carolina couldn't help herself. The sarcasm escaped like a gunshot:

— 
“You must have athletic endurance. Ten hours of... understanding.”



The lawyer flinched and leaned toward the table.

	— 	“With all due respect, my client has come here voluntarily. And I don't believe her sex life is the subject of this investigation, unless there's something else we haven't been told.”




Marta raised her hand. Her gesture was firm, authoritative.

	— 	“Counselor, I understand you. But there are two dead men. Murdered with a violence that suggests a great emotional charge. And both victims had a sexual relationship with your client. The connections are too strong to ignore.”




Carolina, still annoyed, added harshly:

	— 	“Perhaps it's not the subject of investigation in itself, but you can't ask us to ignore the obvious. Your client's sexual relationships aren't the problem. The problem is that the men she sleeps with end up with a stab wound to the temple.”




The lawyer looked at her with contained disdain, but Diana, instead of taking offense, sketched a tired smile.

	— 	“Maybe I have bad taste in lovers. Or maybe there's someone else out there who's worse at picking them than I am.”




Marta didn't respond to the comment. She looked at Carolina and then at the lawyer.

	— 	“Let's continue, but with due respect. This room is not a circus. And although Ms. Sanz's private life is not what we're investigating, the facts are. And so far, the facts point to a pattern too specific to overlook.”




The atmosphere was tense. Alberto, from the observation room, could feel it. Diana seemed less arrogant, less confident. But she wasn't defeated. She was waiting. Defending herself. And if her alibi was confirmed, they would have lost an essential piece. Unless they were interrogating the wrong person…

An officer discreetly knocked on the interrogation room door. Marta gave him an inquisitive look and nodded slightly. The officer approached and leaned toward her, whispering something in her ear. Marta’s expression immediately hardened. She raised her hand with authority.

— 
We’re interrupting the interrogation. Diana, you will remain here until further notice.



The lawyer made a gesture to protest, but Marta had already left the room with Carolina on her heels.

In the adjoining room, the officer closed the door behind them. Marta urged him to speak. Alberto sensed something very serious was happening.

	— 	The soccer player... —he began, swallowing hard—. Alejandro Campos. From Atlético Madrid. He was found dead this morning, around seven thirty. His wife found him. He was on the living room couch in his house... with a stab wound to the temple.




Marta clenched her jaw and lowered her gaze to the floor.

	— 	Where?
	— 	At his home in Las Rozas. Forensics is already there. They’ve cordoned off everything. No signs of forced entry, but there are traces of cocaine.




Marta took a deep breath, then turned her head toward Alberto and Carolina, who had followed the conversation in silence, with somber expressions.

	— 	Go there. Both of you. Now. I want to know everything. And, for God’s sake, talk to the wife before the press devours her.




Carolina nodded quickly. Alberto was already heading for the door. As they walked away, Marta issued a final order.

	— 	And I want the report on my desk before one o’clock. Not a minute later. I’m afraid they’re going to be all over us very soon.




Marta pushed open the interrogation room door. Her face was a mask of control, but her eyes were burning. She stopped in front of the table and fixed her gaze on the lawyer and Diana.

	— 	There has been a significant development —she said with a firm voice—. Atlético Madrid soccer player Alejandro Campos was found dead this morning at his residence. And something tells me he was exactly your alibi for the second crime. Am I wrong?




Absolute silence. Diana blinked several times, as if she hadn’t understood properly.

— What? —she whispered.



The lawyer interlaced his fingers tensely, but trying to maintain his composure. His frustration was evident. His mind must have been racing, processing the news.

— What are you insinuating, Inspector?



Marta ignored him for a moment. She looked directly at Diana.

	— 	Your alibi has fallen apart, Diana. We can no longer confirm that you were with him at the time of the second victim’s murder. Now it’s another crime scene. Another death directly linked to you.




Diana remained motionless, as if frozen. Then, slowly, she began shaking her head. She brought her hands to her face and could barely stammer incoherently while shaking her head.

	— 	No... no... that can’t be...
	— 	He was found at his home this morning —Marta continued—. His wife found him. At 7:30. I’m sorry, but right now you’re closer to the epicenter than ever. I’m afraid I’ll be forced to request that the judge implement precautionary measures
	— 	But I was with him! —Diana exploded—. All night! I swear! He... he told me just yesterday that he would testify!
	— 	Did you speak with him yesterday, Diana? —Marta asked in a low but incisive tone. - Did you see each other?




Diana didn’t respond. She covered her face with her hands, and when she removed them, there were tears running down her cheeks. There was no trace left of the cold, seductive, sarcastic woman. Now she was a pale presence. Broken.

— 
This is a trap —she murmured—. I don’t know who, but someone is doing this to me...



The lawyer stepped forward, his tone tense.

	— 	My client will not continue answering questions in this state. I demand that the interrogation be suspended until the cause of Mr. Campos’s death is clarified.




Marta nodded briefly.

	— 	Very well. But for now, she cannot leave the premises. Don’t even think about moving from this room.




She left with quick, firm steps, leaving behind a devastated Diana and a visibly worried lawyer.
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The villa was located in a luxury development on the outskirts of Madrid. A path of white cobblestones wound between perfectly trimmed hedges to an automated gate that opened with the access code provided by the local patrol. Carolina and Alberto crossed the impeccable garden, flanked by palm trees, and skirted a swimming pool of irregular shapes, into which fell a waterfall of crystalline water that seemed to emerge from nowhere. Next to the pool stood a huge stone barbecue with recent traces of ash. The entire setting exuded money and carefully affected aesthetics.

The main door was open, and two uniformed officers guarded the entrance. In the living room, Alejandro Campos’s body lay on the bed dressed with black sheets. The atmosphere was heavy: perfume, sex, and something more metallic that both immediately recognized. Blood.

Carolina crouched next to the head of forensics, who had already cordoned off the area.

— Same pattern? —she asked in a low voice.



Dr. Santos nodded.

	— 	Clean and precise stab wound to the temple. No apparent struggle. The black rose on the pillow… Exactly the same. The blood is still fresh, and there are indications that he was attacked while sleeping or under the influence of some substance.
	— 	Any substances found?
	— 	Being analyzed. But there were traces of MDMA and what appears to be ketamine on the nightstand.




Alberto peered into the bedroom. The sheets were rumpled, still damp with sweat. The position of the body was very similar to that of the first crime: on his side, with an expression frozen between surprise and lethargy.

	— 	Any signs of forced entry?
	— 	None. —The technician shook her head—. Everything seems to indicate that the victim knew his killer.
	— 	Was there any music playing?
	— 	A Four Tops song on loop,” said Dr. Santos. “I had it turned off. It was giving me a splitting headache.




Carolina frowned and pointed to a small black box on the shelf.

	— 	Is that a camera?
	— 	Several. There’s video surveillance inside and outside. They’re compiling the recordings right now.
	— 	The wife?
	— 	She’s in shock. Says she went to sleep at some friends’ house. That she had argued with her husband and left. We’ve already confirmed it’s true, she slept at Lucas Martínez’s house with his wife. He’s a teammate of the victim at Atleti. This morning she returned early to try to patch things up before he left for training. When she entered the bedroom, she found the scene.




Alberto murmured:

	— 	If the cameras are active, we need to review them. With these angles, it’s impossible that whoever did this wouldn’t be visible. If Diana was here, we’ll see her.




Carolina didn’t respond. Her eyes were fixed on the footballer’s body and, inside, something told her that this scene wasn’t a repetition. It was a signature.

Alejandro Campos’s wife was exactly what anyone would expect from the spouse of an elite football star: spectacularly beautiful, thin, artificially tanned, with perfectly straightened blonde hair despite being in a state of shock. Despite it being so early, she was wearing designer sportswear, tight leggings and a Balenciaga t-shirt under a thin caramel-colored blazer. Her makeup was halfway between immaculate and falling apart: smudged mascara under her eyes, but the contour remained intact. Gel nails trembled slightly as she clutched a coffee cup she hadn’t touched.

She was sitting in the living room, facing Carolina and Alberto. She had insisted on making coffee, as if maintaining this routine gesture helped her hold onto reality by a thread.

	— 	I found him,” she said in a hollow voice. “I thought he was sleeping... but there was blood on the pillow. I didn’t understand anything. I thought he had cut himself... I swear I thought he was still breathing.




Carolina leaned forward, with a gentle tone.

— Mrs. Campos... you didn’t sleep here last night, did you?



The woman shook her head, swallowing hard.

	— 	No... we had argued. I went to Leo’s house, Leo Robledo. He plays... played with him on the team, and his wife and I are friends. I stayed there.
	— 	What time did you leave here?” Alberto asked.
	— 	It must have been... around eight something. I was furious. I left without saying anything.




Carolina narrowed her eyes.

— “Why did you argue?”



The woman hesitated. She looked at her cup, as if she could find a better excuse in the coffee than the one she already had. Finally, she sighed.

	— 	“The usual. Alejandro had... needs. We’d had problems with other women before. But this time...” She paused, biting her lower lip. “This time was different. This time he rubbed it in my face. He told me someone special was coming over that night. That I shouldn’t interfere. That if I couldn’t satisfy his needs, he’d look elsewhere.”




The two officers exchanged glances.

Alberto was direct.

— “Did he tell you who was coming?”



The woman slowly shook her head.

	— 	“No. Just that it was someone who ‘understood him.’ That she was different. That she did things I couldn’t even imagine.”




Her voice broke.

— “And then he called me a prude.”



Carolina pressed her lips together. She was beginning to suspect that Alejandro had left a clue without knowing it. She kept her eyes fixed on the woman as she carefully asked the next question:

— “Was this kind of behavior... common for your husband?”



She hesitated for a few seconds, swallowed hard, and then nodded with a mixture of anger and resignation.

	— 	“Alejandro was always intense... but in the last few months, he became excessive. Like he needed to constantly try something new. Rougher sex, more extreme. Sometimes... he scared me.”
	— 	“Did you suspect he was using drugs?” Alberto added.




The woman nodded without hesitation.

	— 	“Yes. I’m convinced of it. It changed his personality, and there were nights he didn’t sleep at all, but the next day he’d be euphoric. Although... he hid it well. In this sport, there are surprise drug tests, but he said he knew ways to ‘clean’ his body quickly. I don’t understand that stuff... but he was different. Obsessed. Like something was eating away at his mind.”




At that moment, Dr. Santos approached them from the entrance of the living room, with her usual composure and an electronic folder in hand.

	— 	“The recordings from the neighborhood security cameras are on their way to the station. There are many,” she said bluntly. “It’s an area with extremely high surveillance. Cameras on the streets, at entrances, even on the lampposts. If someone came in or out last night, it will be recorded.”
	— 	“Perfect,” Carolina nodded, exchanging a glance with Alberto. “Let’s see if we have better luck with the timing this time.”




Campos’s wife continued watching them, her lips trembling slightly.

	— 	“Do you think it was... because of that? Because of the sex, the drugs? That he got involved with someone dangerous?”




Neither of them answered. Not yet. Because something in the air already smelled like confirmation.
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Back at the police station, the tension inside the car was almost unbearable. The silence wasn’t calm, it was restraint, a taut rope that was about to break.

	— 	“You’re considering Diana guilty based on how she is in bed,” Alberto blurted out, with his jaw clenched, eyes fixed on the traffic.




Carolina turned her head violently, as if she couldn’t believe what she had just heard.

	— 	“Excuse me?”
	— 	“You heard me. Every time she speaks, you judge her. Every gesture of hers bothers you because it reminds you that she’s free, that she doesn’t hide and does whatever she wants without stopping to think about what others might say.”
	— 	“Free?” she snapped. “You call that freedom? She has a corpse behind every hookup. And you go and swallow her version because she turns you on?”




Alberto frowned, turning briefly toward her.

	— 	“I’m not an idiot, Carolina. I’m looking at the case. And yes, I look at her too. But you… you’re not looking at anything. You just want to see her fall. No matter what the evidence might say. For you, she’s guilty.”
	— 	“Because she’s a manipulative bitch. Because she plays with everyone. Because you were just one more.”
	— 	“And what about you?”




She fell silent for a second. He continued, his voice deep, wounded:

	— 	“You also got into bed with someone’s partner. Then into bed with Minister Velarde. You said it yourself. And then, a month later, you got into mine. And I don’t judge you for it.”




Carolina turned with blazing eyes, furious and hurt at the same time.

	— 	“You have no right to use that against me. I confided in you when I still trusted you. When you weren’t treating me like just another object in your collection.”
	— 	“I’m not treating you like an object. I’m saying you can’t crucify Diana for doing something that you also did. Or do only you have the privilege of using your body as a tool?”
	— 	“It’s not the same!”
	— 	“Of course it is! But you did it for the cause, right? For justice. And Diana, on the other hand, is a textbook nymphomaniac who deserves everything that’s happening to her…”




The car fell silent again. Carolina looked out the window, breathing heavily. Then she said in a low voice:

	— 	“You’re an asshole.”
	— 	“I know.”
	— 	“And a hypocrite.”
	— 	“That too.”




The car fell silent again. Alberto looked at her intensely:

	— 	“Forgive me, Carolina – I shouldn’t have said that – please, don’t hold it against me.”




	— 	“And now you apologize as if that erases what you said.”




Alberto swallowed hard.

— “It doesn’t erase anything. But I didn’t want to hurt you. I’m sorry.”



She didn’t respond. She just kept looking straight ahead, and when they arrived at the police station, she got out of the car without looking at him.
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In the meeting room, Marta called for maximum attention. Carolina and Alberto took their places in front of the whiteboard, while a technical officer prepared the crime scene images. Marta spoke with a firm voice.

	— 	“At 7:30 this morning, the wife of Alejandro Campos, the Atlético Madrid forward, found him dead in his villa in La Finca. Forensics has confirmed that the crime scene shows clear parallels with the two previous murders.”




Carolina intervened, pointing to an image on the screen.

	— 	“Same type of wound: a single clean, deep incision directed at the temple. Same blood pattern: subsequent cleaning, indications that the victim had consumed drugs. Forensics has already begun the toxicological comparison. Black rose on the pillow and sixties music playing on ‘loop’ mode. Exactly the same as the other two crimes.”
	— 	“The wife stated that they had argued,” Alberto added. “He stayed waiting for a woman, and she slept at some friends’ house. According to her, lately her husband had increased his sexual appetite in a concerning way and she suspected he was using drugs.”




Marta nodded, crossing her arms.

	— 	“The house is equipped with cameras. Several, both exterior and interior. We’re waiting for the complete download of the images, but they’ve already informed us that there’s a female figure entering the house after midnight, and leaving before dawn. It seems she was wearing a wide-brimmed hat that covered her face…”
	— 	“The same as in the first victim’s case?” asked a young officer from the back.
	— 	“Yes, completely covered. But it seems clear that we’re dealing with the same modus operandi. Diana Sanz’s alibi has just collapsed spectacularly.”




Alberto frowned.

— “That, or someone impersonating her.”



Marta cut him off with a sharp gesture.

	— 	“We’re not going to speculate until we have the DNA results from the scene. What’s clear is that we have a third victim, sexually linked to Diana, with an identical murder pattern. And an alibi that has fallen apart.”




The tension was palpable. Marta closed the briefing with a clear order:

	— 	“From now on, surveillance on Diana will be complete. Rotating shifts. She won’t take a single step without us knowing. And I want BlackBaccara back. Contact her again. Is that clear?”
	— 	“Let’s look at those images,” said Alberto, standing up to end that conversation, which made him uncomfortable.




The viewing room was immersed in functional dimness, with screens illuminating the tense faces of the three agents who were scrolling through hours of footage. The silence was barely broken by the constant keyboard clicks and the humming of hard drives.

Carolina entered first, followed by Alberto. She walked with determined steps, her jaw clenched. One of the technicians raised his head to greet her, but Carolina ignored him. She stopped in front of one of the secondary screens and, without saying anything, rewound the playback to a specific image.

She turned the screen toward Alberto with a sharp tug.

— “So I’m judging her for her sexual behavior, am I? Well, look at this.”



The frozen image showed a spectacular female figure getting out of a dark car. A blue-plated Uber. She was wearing a dark blue sequined dress that sparkled even with the limited quality of the video. Matching sandals with high heels. Long gloves that covered up to the middle of her arm. And an enormous, tilted wide-brimmed hat that completely concealed her face.

Alberto frowned. He stepped forward, as if by getting closer he could pierce through the image and capture some additional detail.

	— 	“What time is this?” he asked, his voice lower than usual.
	— 	“1:14 a.m.,” responded one of the agents without taking his eyes off his monitor. “Main entrance. Lasted less than two minutes. Then we caught her leaving at 5:26, by the same route. Same outfit, same demeanor. She barely looked at any camera.”
	— 	“And the face? Nothing?”




Carolina shook her head.

	— 	“Hat, angle, shadows... She plays as if she knew every blind spot in the estate. The curious thing is that no other camera gets a good shot of her. Not even the one inside, even though she passed right in front of it.”




Alberto swallowed. He felt something running down his back, like a drop of ice. That body. That way of walking. It was familiar, and yet... something didn’t fit.

	— 	“And Diana?” he asked without turning around. “Has she seen these images?”
	— 	“Not yet. First I want to confirm something.”




One of the agents raised a hand.

	— 	“Commissioner, I’ve just located a second fragment. There’s a shot of the sidewalk, just before the entrance. We might have more detail...”




Carolina and Alberto turned toward the new screen.

The figure appeared again, crossing the street. A movement of her head revealed something under the wide-brimmed hat. Just a flash, a curve of jawline. But not enough.

Carolina crossed her arms.

— 
Either she’s a high-level professional... or she’s been training for this her entire life.



Alberto said nothing. He just observed. Something was tingling in his chest.

One of the agents let out a muffled cry.

— Here! I’ve got something!



Heads turned instantly toward screen number four, a camera located at the opposite end of the secondary access, where the lighting was better. The figure moved elegantly along the sidewalk, and in a casual turn of her head to check if any cars were coming, the hat tilted. One second. Two.

And the face was revealed.

Silence fell over the room. A thick silence, like a tombstone.

Eyes widened in unison. The frame was frozen. The face was clear. Defined. Undeniable.

Alberto lowered his head. He closed his eyes tightly. He took a deep breath.

Carolina looked at him with a mixture of triumph and commiseration.

	— 	Well, well... Look what we have here.
	— 	There’s no possible doubt —added Marta with a half-smile—. The circus is over.




Carolina crossed her arms, enjoying the moment with restraint.

	— 	What were you saying, Alberto? Prejudices? Moral judgments?
	— 	And you were starting to take her side... —added Marta—. She fooled you again. Right through the front door.




Alberto slowly raised his head. His gaze went beyond the screen.

He said nothing.

He approached the technician.

— Enlarge that image. As much as you can, without losing definition.



The agent obeyed. The face now occupied almost the entire screen.

It was Diana.

Alberto didn’t take his eyes away. There was something. Something small. A nuance. A crack. Without saying a word, he turned and left the room with determined steps. Everyone followed him with their eyes, bewildered.

He returned two minutes later with his laptop under his arm.

He placed it on the table, turned it on, typed his password and began navigating through folders.

No one dared to interrupt him.

Folders with code names, profile captures, images.

One after another. Until he stopped. He clicked. Opened an image. Then another. And another. He compared. Went back. Enlarged one. Put both in split screen. And then he leaned back in his chair. He crossed his arms. His expression changed. It was no longer defeat. It was something very different.

The others watched him in silence. And waited.

	— 	Look at this —said Alberto in a contained tone, but vibrating with urgency. He pointed to the screen and enlarged a specific area of the left ankle of the woman in the blue dress. A small black flower, clear despite the angle.
	— 	Do you see that tattoo? A flower. Small, right on the ankle bone. Now look at this other one. A white orchid.




He navigated through his laptop, searching among video captures and case files. Finally, he opened an image: a frame extracted from one of the videos found in the second victim’s house. It was an intimate scene, recorded from a low angle. The same leg, the same flower. Same size, same shape. An identical tattoo.

	— 	It’s the same. Exactly the same. In the second victim’s house. Recorded the night of the murder.




Silence fell for a moment. Marta leaned in to get a better look. Carolina frowned. The agents nodded with expressions of astonishment.

— 
Diana doesn’t have that tattoo —Alberto added firmly—. I know that for a fact.



Carolina looked at him with contained irony.

— Of course you know. Firsthand, right?



Alberto held her gaze without wavering.

— Yes. And I assure you she doesn’t have it.



Marta crossed her arms.

	— 	That doesn’t mean anything, Alberto. It could be a temporary tattoo. A decal. Or even a makeup trick. It’s not conclusive evidence. Not enough to exonerate someone.
	— 	Not by a long shot —Carolina added, emphatically—. You’re seeing what you want to see.
	— 	Maybe. But I’m asking you to consider it. Let’s not close this line of investigation. There are too many things that don’t add up.




Marta sighed, neither denying nor conceding.

	— 	You can keep pulling on that thread if you want, but meanwhile Diana remains our main suspect.
	— 	And the only one with two corpses behind her —Carolina added, dryly.




Alberto pressed his lips together. He leaned over his laptop keyboard and returned to the folder with more images. He wasn’t finished. Not by a long shot.
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Chief Commissioner Raimundo Fernández was seated behind his enormous mahogany desk. His gaze was cold and uncompromising. Alberto stood in front of him, the tension in the air was palpable, like a weight crushing every word about to be spoken.

	— 	Inspector Moreno —the Commissioner began, in a grave voice—, reports have reached me that you maintained an intimate relationship with the main suspect during the investigation. Is this true?




Alberto swallowed, avoiding the direct blow. —Yes, sir. But I did it to gather evidence, and to make contact with the suspect. It wasn’t an emotional affair that affected my work. My priority was always the investigation. The suspect was just a profile on a social network, and we needed to put a name to it. It was the only way.

The Commissioner raised an eyebrow, incredulous. —Do you really believe that exempts you? One thing is making personal contact, and quite another taking her to bed! You haven’t just compromised the integrity of the case, but also the reputation of this department. Look, Inspector Moreno, by orders from above, you are hereby suspended from your duties, pending the initiation of disciplinary proceedings.

Alberto felt his world crumbling down. —Sir, please, I did all this to catch the suspect. I know I haven’t been orthodox, but my only intention was to catch her.


	— 	“I don’t doubt that, Moreno,” he said, shaking his head. “But most likely the entire case will go to hell because of your lack of professionalism. If Diana Sanz’s lawyer is even remotely competent... This will be decided by a judge,” the Commissioner continued. “But I warn you, if he concludes there was a lack of impartiality, it could invalidate any evidence collected under your command. And not only that: expulsion from the force isn’t a remote possibility, but a very real consequence of your actions.”




A cold shiver ran through Alberto. “I can’t lose everything over this... It’s my life, Commissioner. I don’t know how to do anything else.”

	— 	“What you’ve done isn’t just a professional misconduct, it’s a serious offense,” the Commissioner declared. “Your career, your future, everything now hangs by a thread.”




Alberto lowered his gaze, aware that the storm had just broken, and fighting against it would be a battle he might not win.

The Commissioner picked up the phone and called the Chief Inspector. Alberto, who was sitting rigidly with his hands clasped in front of him, stood up. Marta entered. In her eyes was a mixture of concern and determination. The Commissioner, serious and unwavering, looked at them both.

	— 	“Thank you for coming, Chief Inspector,” he said in a cold voice. “We have received serious reports affecting the investigation of the case. I have been informed that Inspector Moreno has maintained an intimate relationship with the main suspect, Diana Sanz, during the investigation, and that you knew about it. Is this true?”




Marta swallowed hard, feeling the weight of the accusation. “Yes, sir. I was aware of what had happened.”

	— 	“Aware?” The Commissioner pressed his lips together, his gaze hardening. “Chief Inspector, this goes far beyond an error. This calls into question the validity of all the work done, could invalidate evidence and nullify the investigation.” The Commissioner gestured toward Marta. “And you, Chief Inspector, as supervisor, why didn’t you inform me?”




Marta clenched her fists but maintained her composure. “I had no direct knowledge. Only suspicions, and I preferred to wait for concrete evidence before taking action.”

The Commissioner looked at her sternly. “That silence could be interpreted as a cover-up, Marta. Don’t forget that, as the highest-ranking officer on the case, you had an obligation to report any irregularity.”

	— 	“I know,” Marta replied firmly, “but I believed the team could handle it. Now I see I should have acted sooner.”
	— 	“Chief Inspector, this isn’t about knowing how to handle it or not. This is about an extremely serious violation of all the Force’s codes of conduct. Your lack of action will also be investigated,” said the Commissioner, standing up to emphasize the gravity. “Inspector Moreno is suspended from his duties effective immediately. A disciplinary proceeding will be opened to assess responsibilities. I hope this doesn’t drag you down, Chief Inspector.”




Marta gritted her teeth. “This doesn’t just affect my career, it also endangers the case. Do you know what it means if a judge questions the entire investigation?”

	— 	“Of course I do,” the Commissioner replied, “but the integrity of the force comes above everything. We cannot allow our image to be tarnished. If the judge concludes there has been bias, the consequences will be even more serious: all collected evidence could be invalidated and the charges could be dropped.”
	— 	“And the possibility of me being expelled from the force?” Alberto asked in a harsh voice.
	— 	“It’s real,” the Commissioner confirmed. “I don’t want to frighten you, but you must understand that you’ve crossed a line that the institution cannot tolerate.”




Marta intervened, with a mixture of regret and firmness. “What you did is a very serious violation. I understand the pressure we’ve all been under, but rules exist to be followed.”

Alberto looked at Marta, his eyes reflecting a mixture of pain and reproach. “I didn’t expect this from you.”

She lowered her gaze for a moment. “This isn’t about you or me, but about our professional responsibility.”

The Commissioner sat back down, fixing his gaze on Alberto. “While the process is ongoing, you are prohibited from intervening in any aspect of the case. And Commissioner… try to keep a low profile for a while. Let’s see if we can prevent you from being dragged down by the current.”

Alberto nodded, knowing that he had not only lost the trust of his superiors, but that his professional future was hanging by a thread. Marta left the office with a serious expression, knowing that the storm had only just begun.
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Alberto was putting some of his personal belongings in a box. The Commissioner, a man hardened by decades of bureaucracy, scandals, and internal politics, entered without knocking and sat down.

“Sit down, Inspector.”



Alberto obeyed without speaking. He didn’t need words to know what was coming. The Commissioner took a deep breath, as if preparing to plunge a knife with a steady hand.

	“	I just received a call from the Internal Affairs Unit and another from the Examining Court number four. ” —He paused briefly, almost mercifully— “It’s official now. Effective immediately.”




Alberto didn’t react. He only lowered his eyelids slightly. Not in surprise. In confirmation.

	“	Have they opened proceedings?” he asked in a hoarse voice.
	“	They have. They’re going to investigate whether there was a conflict of interest, concealment of evidence, and, above all, if your relationship with Diana Sanz influenced the course of the investigation. And that,” he added harshly, “could cost you your badge forever.”




The silence lasted just long enough.

“Give me your weapon, Inspector. And your badge.”



Alberto removed his gun from its holster with slow movements. Then his badge. He placed them on the desk, one after the other. It seemed as if he had just amputated a part of himself.

	“	This isn’t a conviction, not yet,” added the Commissioner, in a somewhat more human tone. “I’ll try to help you. But you’ll have to cooperate. They’ll call you to testify. And you’d better have everything clear. Because if it’s proven that your judgment was compromised by the relationship, they won’t just fire you. You could end up being charged.”




Alberto nodded once. Then he stood up.

	“	May I know who reported me?”
	“	It wasn’t a formal complaint. It was a leak. But you know how this works. When there’s media, political, or judicial pressure, the shredder gets activated.”




The inspector looked at the floor tiles for a second. Then he fixed his eyes on his superior.

	“	It’s unfair, Commissioner. I’ve given everything to the Force. I don’t think I deserve this.”
	“	Don’t play the martyr, Inspector. You’re the one who got into that bed,” growled the Commissioner. “Now leave the station. You can’t set foot in here while the suspension lasts. Take care of yourself, and for God’s sake, don’t get into any more trouble.”




Alberto nodded, shook hands with his now ex-boss, and walked down the hallway with the feeling that a door had just been closed to him that would never open again.
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Alberto sat on the bench outside the police station building, elbows on his knees and hands clasped together. He’d been trying to quit smoking for some time, but at that moment he felt that a cigarette might numb something, even if just for a few minutes.

The door opened with a sharp bang. Marta came out with a firm step, but without anger. Her hair was pulled back in an improvised bun, and she wore the expression of someone who, despite everything, still believed in something. She stopped in front of him.

	— 	“May I sit down?”
	— 	“It’s a free country,” Alberto replied without looking at her.




Marta sat down, let a few seconds pass, and glanced at him.

	— 	“I’ve already been informed that it’s official. Suspended without pay. Internal Affairs wants you out as soon as possible. You’ve made too many enemies, Alberto.”
	— 	“Like being on sick leave for depression,” he grunted. “Only without pay and with a sword hanging over my neck.”
	— 	“This is very serious, Alberto.”
	— 	“I know.”
	— 	“Do you? Because if you did, you wouldn’t have left me looking like an accomplice. Do you know I’m also under review for not reporting the conflict of interest?”




Alberto looked at her then, for the first time, with wide eyes full of contained anger.

	— 	“I never asked you to cover for me. Though I appreciate it. Really.”
	— 	“You didn’t have to.” Her tone was dry, almost painful. “But I knew you weren’t emotionally involved. It was just a miscalculation and you taking advantage of what you thought would be the lay of your life. And I didn’t report it. Now we’re both in the crosshairs.”




Silence spread like fog. Marta took a deep breath.

	— 	“Listen carefully, because I’m only going to tell you this once. This is what you can and cannot do from now on.”




Alberto straightened his back.

	— 	“You cannot enter the police station. You cannot access police information systems. No SIGO queries, no reports, no databases. If anyone provides you with information, they’ll be out too. That’s clear. Don’t compromise anyone.”
	— 	“I don’t plan to ask anyone for anything.”
	— 	“And you’d better not go near any witness, suspect, or victim related to the case. Not by message, not by call, not in person. Because if they find out, they’ll charge you with obstruction of justice. And if you do that,” she pointed at him, “you won’t be able to get out of this. And I won’t be able to help you.”




Alberto clenched his fists, swallowing his anger.

	— 	“What if I have a lead? What if I discover something?”
	— 	“Then you tell me. Or you tell the case investigator. But you can’t do anything on your own. You’re out. It’s not symbolic. It’s legal. They’ve cut you off, Alberto. My advice is to leave. Take a trip. Get away from all this. Inform the Commissioner that you’re taking a few days to clear your head. He won’t object. Quite the opposite.”
	— 	“Damn it, Marta...” he whispered. “I don’t think Diana is guilty. And this has nothing to do with my penis. Or my heart. I have a feeling it’s something more complicated. Besides, she has no motive. She has money, she wasn’t emotionally involved with any of them. It doesn’t make any sense, damn it.”
	— 	“We don’t know that.”
	— 	“I do. And you suspect it too. I can tell.”




Marta hesitated for a moment. Then she lowered her gaze.

	— 	“I suspect many things. But I have to do my job. And you’re just a civilian now. One under surveillance.”
	— 	“What about Carolina?”
	— 	“She’s devastated. She didn’t report you. Surprisingly, she cares about you. She thinks you’ve ruined the investigation, but that’s out of jealousy.”




Alberto leaned back against the bench and closed his eyes for a moment. Then he murmured:

— “Thanks for everything.”



Marta stood up. She looked at him gravely.

— “Be smart, Alberto. Don’t ruin what you can still salvage.”



He nodded, saying nothing. And he watched her walk away with firm steps, leaving behind a dense air, like that of a battlefield after the final charge.
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The neon lights flickered at the entrance. The bar was empty. Behind a beer that tasted more bitter than ever, Alberto remembered the looks from his colleagues as he walked down the hallway with slumped shoulders, his badge just surrendered, carrying the box full of his junk. He remembered how some had looked away. He would never know if it was out of shame or rejection.

The door to the beer hall opened, and Carolina appeared. Alberto looked at her, then turned his attention back to his half-empty glass. She walked toward him with her arms crossed and a hardened expression. But there was something else in her eyes. Something broken.

Alberto hunched over. He ran a hand over the back of his neck, exhausted, and closed his eyes tightly. He looked at her in silence for a few seconds.

	— 	“Are you here to pick up the crumbs or to say something sarcastic about my manhood?”
	— 	“I came to see how you were doing. If everything has really gone to hell.”




Carolina lowered her gaze to the beer and ordered two with a gesture to the bartender.

	— 	It is. Suspended. No badge. No right to enter the station without judicial authorization. Can’t talk to witnesses or get anywhere near the investigation. I’m no longer part of the team. And the worst part is knowing that many people in there are celebrating.
	— 	“I know,” she said, in a low voice.
	— 	“And yet you came.”




Silence fell between them. The bartender placed the glasses in front of them and prudently stepped away. He asked no questions and made no comments.

	— 	“There’s something rotten in all this, Carolina. I’m sure Diana hasn’t lied.”
	— 	“Damn it, Alberto. You’ve really fallen hard for that woman...” she whispered forcefully, letting out a bitter laugh. She moved closer, more than she should have. “And what do you know about the truth, Alberto? Is truth sleeping with the main suspect? Compromising an ongoing investigation? Lying to all of us while pretending to be the champion of ethics?”
	— 	“I didn’t lie to you.”
	— 	“Of course you did!” she burst out, finally letting her voice break. “You know what’s the worst part? That I defended you, and so did Marta. We believed you were better than that.”




He looked at her. He took another step closer.

	— 	“And you? Do you really think this is about Diana? Or about me? Because you and I...” he stopped, swallowing his anger. “You crossed lines too, Caro. Don’t judge me so harshly.”




Carolina closed her eyes. And when she opened them, there were tears, but they didn’t fall.

	— 	“I’m not judging you. I’m... disappointed. In you. In me. In all of this. This isn’t what we dreamed of when we joined the force or when I met you.”
	— 	“I just wanted to do the right thing. Even if you don’t believe it. I just wanted to find something that would put us on the right track.”
	— 	“Well, you did it wrong. Very wrong. And the worst part is that you’re going to keep dragging yourself down playing the fallen angel cop. And that could cost us the case.”




There was a thick silence.

	— 	“You know what kills me?” she finally whispered, turning her back to him. “That part of me still wants to believe you. And that’s the part that hurts the most.”
	— 	“You should believe me. I would never have deliberately put the case in danger. I’m a cop by nature, not by rules and paperwork. I saw a chance to get a handle on it, and I tried to take advantage of it. It wasn’t about a hookup. Though obviously it was a legendary one...”
	— 	Alberto, don’t go into details. Please. At least respect that.




Alberto looked at her and took her hand.

	— 	I’m sorry.
	— 	That’s the second time you’ve apologized to me in a matter of hours.




Carolina left a bill on the bar and walked away with determined steps, leaving Alberto with the feeling that nothing in his life was taking the right path.
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He left the beer hall dragging his feet and his guilt. Night was falling on him with the same weight as failure, a thick blanket that stuck to his skin like the sour sweat of cheap alcohol. He’d had two beers too many, or maybe three. He wasn’t the type to lose count, but this time it didn’t matter. He had failed. Not just on the case. He had failed with Carolina.

He thought about her cold, hard gaze before she left him alone. How she looked away when he tried to hold her back. That sudden distance, that wall erected in the middle of something they couldn’t name. He felt it in his chest like a splinter. There was something about her that mattered to him more than he had been willing to admit. And now it was broken, that connection, perhaps irreparably.

The night’s heat enveloped him with its sticky embrace as he walked aimlessly, hands in his pockets, his steps slightly unsteady, as if with each stride he could leave behind his wrong decisions.

He knew he should go home. Sleep. Let the hurricane pass. But something inside him twisted in another direction. A mute, animal impulse pushed him. He thought of Diana. Of her gaze loaded with mystery, the ambiguity in her voice, that mixture of threat and desire that seemed to inhabit each of her gestures.

It was absurd. A suspended police officer, drunk, about to knock on the door of the main suspect in three murders. But it wasn’t just desire. There was something more. A loose end, a piece that didn’t fit. He felt there was something she hadn’t said. Something he hadn’t wanted to see.

And perhaps, just perhaps, he also needed to see her. To see if her face was still capable of disarming him. To see if her presence could give him back something resembling control.

He looked up. Without fully deciding, he had already changed course. The path to Diana’s house opened like a crack in the asphalt, and he let himself be carried along.

She opened the door with a tired gesture, wrapped in a dim light that came from inside the apartment. She looked at him without surprise, as if she had been expecting him. Or as if she knew he would end up appearing sooner or later.

She was barefoot, wearing a somewhat loose white t-shirt worn out from washing. It clung to her sides and fell just below her hips, revealing black lace underwear. Her blonde hair fell disheveled over her shoulders, tangled from sleep or despair, and her face — with barely any makeup — had the raw beauty of someone who has stopped trying to pretend.

— You look like shit,” she murmured.



Alberto rested one hand on the doorframe and looked at her with bloodshot eyes, somewhere between alcohol and insomnia. His shirt was wrinkled, and his tie knot loose. The two-day stubble hardened his features even more, but what spoke most about him was his clouded gaze.

	— 	I’ve had a bad day at work,” he finally said, his voice rough and almost mocking. He didn’t have many defenses left.




Diana arched an eyebrow, that expression which at another time would have been playful, but now was tinged with compassion and a bit of sadness.

	— 	An auditor?” she asked ironically, crossing her arms. “Since when do auditors have bad days?




He smiled bitterly, his eyes half-closed from exhaustion, guilt, need.

— Since today.



There was a thick silence. Diana didn’t move away from the door, but she didn’t move to close it either. Her eyes traveled over him from head to toe. There was no arrogance in her gaze, no seduction. Just a kind of shared melancholy. As if she too recognized they were in the same dark place, though they had arrived by different paths.

— Come in —she finally said, in a low voice.



And she let him enter.

The door closed behind him with a soft and definitive click. Diana walked ahead of him, without looking back, her bare feet on the hardwood floor, until she disappeared into the dimness of the living room. She sat on the arm of the sofa, crossed her legs naturally, without worrying about her t-shirt riding up a bit, and looked at him from that low but dominant position. Alberto remained standing, with his hands hanging at his sides, his body leaning forward as if dragging something invisible.

	— 	“Why have you come, Alberto?” she asked in a neutral, almost subdued voice, but with that electric charge that always seemed to surround her.




He ran a hand over his face, trying to buy time, clarity, a bit of dignity. He found none of those things. Only the certainty that he shouldn’t be there.

— “I don’t know,” he answered, not quite daring to look at her.



She let out a humorless laugh. She slowly stood up, crossed the distance to him. The silence filled with the slight sound of her steps.

	— 	“You know perfectly well,” she said. She was very close. Her breath was warm and soft. She loosened his tie without asking permission, with nimble fingers, almost tenderly. Then she unbuttoned the first button of his shirt, and ran her hand over his chest with a calmness that hurt.




He held his breath. Not from desire. From something deeper.

	— 	“You’ve come looking for what everyone looks for in me,” she added in a whisper, without taking her eyes off his.




He shook his head slowly, with a twisted grimace.

	— 	“No. I... I’m not looking for that.”
	— 	“Oh, no?” she said, tilting her head slightly. “Then what? A love story? Redemption?”




He lowered his gaze. Then raised it, with effort. He wanted her to understand. That, despite everything, she would know he wasn’t just another one.

	— 	“I’m not looking for redemption. Or sex. I’m looking for... something I can’t say out loud. Complicity. A truce. A corner where not everything screws me over so much.”




Diana’s expression changed, as if his words had created cracks in her armor. But she recovered quickly. She moved away again, and from the open kitchen she asked:

	— 	“Would you like a drink?”
	— 	“I’ve had too much already.”
	— 	“One more won’t kill you.”




When she offered it, he accepted. The cold glass in his hand was like a promise of something he wasn’t sure he wanted to fulfill. Diana took a sip of hers and observed him over the rim of the glass. In her eyes there was no desire, no amusement. Only a dense nostalgia, an old and deep fury.

	— 	“You all come broken,” she said, almost to herself. “And you all want me to fix you. As if I weren’t shattered to pieces too.”




And Alberto, for the first time, didn’t know what to say. Because he understood. Because, deep down, what he feared most... was that they were made of exactly the same broken pieces.

He took a slow sip of whisky that burned like fine sandpaper in his throat. His body felt heavy, not just from the alcohol, but from that gentle languor that comes when everything starts to crumble, and one no longer fights. Diana watched him in silence, with those blue eyes that had once been ice, then fire, and now seemed only a tired mirror.

— 
“And you?” he finally asked, breaking the silence with his husky voice. “How are you?”



She blinked once, as if she hadn’t expected the question. Then she raised an eyebrow, sketching a half-ironic smile, but didn’t answer right away. She walked slowly to the window, pulled the curtain aside slightly with her fingertips. She wasn’t looking at anything in particular. Life in Madrid continued, oblivious to everything going through her mind.

	— 	“How do you think I am?” she finally said. “Every morning I wake up hoping someone has believed me. That something has been cleared up. And every night I go to bed feeling like I’m one step away from being locked up for something I didn’t do.”




She paused. Took a deep breath.

— “And I don’t know if I have the strength to defend myself anymore.”



Alberto lowered his gaze. The ice in his glass crackled.

	— 	“The case is getting complicated,” he admitted. “Much more than you can imagine. But I don’t want to talk about that now.”




She turned toward him. The dim light of the living room accentuated her features without adorning them. Her tousled hair fell over her shoulders, like another layer of vulnerability.

— “Then let’s not talk,” she said softly.



She took the hem of her t-shirt and pulled it off in one motion, letting it fall to the floor without theatrics. The gesture wasn’t seductive. It was resigned. Intimate. As if she were shedding not just her clothes, but the last armor she had left. Her breasts were exposed like an irresistible temptation.

— 
“I’ll give you what you came looking for,” she said with a clear voice but without pride. Without anger.



Alberto rose slowly. He didn’t respond. He wasn’t sure what to say, because what had brought him there wasn’t desire. It was a shared pain. A need to be with someone who was also bleeding inside. Who had also lost. He didn’t feel the slightest fear, wasn’t on alert, like the previous time. He just wanted a place in her bed. Not to sleep alone that night.

She held out her hand. And when he took it, her fingers didn’t tremble. They walked together toward the hallway, toward the bedroom, in silence. Their steps were slow, as if each one weighed more than the last.

It wasn’t a scene of desire. It was something more intimate, more twisted. Two broken people seeking a pause in the middle of the shipwreck. Something that, for a moment, would make them forget who they were. Or what they had been.

Alberto lay on his back in Diana’s bed, his body still warm and sticky with sweat, his muscles tense as if they didn’t yet know whether they had just surrendered or fought a battle. The room was in semi-darkness, with a sliver of light filtering between the curtains and drawing soft lines on the rumpled sheets. Diana, beside him, breathed slowly, with her eyes open, as if she too refused to surrender to sleep.

He felt a tightness in his chest. It wasn’t just the alcohol or the weight of the night. It was the case. Despite having been cast aside like a dirty rag, he couldn’t stop thinking about all the images that came to his mind like flashes of a film sequence played at high speed. Seductive women, bright low-cut dresses, black roses, blood on the temples, the cursed dagger...

He tried to order his thoughts, but the pieces didn’t fit. He had seen Diana confident, defiant, sarcastic, and now he saw Diana in pieces, frightened and insecure. However, there were still dark areas, actions he couldn’t justify, weak alibis, glances that avoided. He knew that his closeness clouded his judgment, that he could no longer see her with the objectivity of an investigator. And that made him desperate.

“What if she’s innocent?” he thought. There were moments, like this one, lying beside her, when he saw her so human, so defeated, that he couldn’t imagine her as a killer. But then the images returned: the soccer player’s corpse, the tattoo on camera, the connections. The half-truths.

He turned his head to look at her. Diana wasn’t sleeping. She was staring at the ceiling, like him. They didn’t touch. They didn’t speak.

Alberto's saturated mind began to drift. Thoughts mingled with confused images. Diana with another face. Carolina crying. The commissioner demanding his badge. A body in a swimming pool. The sound of a distant siren.

He closed his eyes, at last. He didn’t rest. He sank into a murky, damp, alcoholic sleep. He dreamed of footsteps in an endless hallway, of broken camera film, of a tattooed flower that changed ankles. He woke up an hour later with a dry mouth and racing heart, not knowing why. The haze of the dream still clung to the back of his neck.

He shifted restlessly in bed, his body still sticky from the night’s sweat, alcohol, and sex. Beside him, Diana slept tangled in the rumpled sheets, her chest bare and her face stripped of all armor. She seemed at peace, for the first time since he’d met her. But a different sensation floated in the air. Something shook him inside. A noise. A subtle creak. Barely a brush against the wooden floor.

He opened his eyes fully. He narrowed his eyelids, forcing his sight in the bedroom’s dimness. The hallway door was ajar and a flash of light from the living room flickered, as if someone had passed in front of the window.

He sat up, his heart pounding against his ribs. He didn’t want to make noise, he didn’t know why, but silence seemed necessary. He took a few barefoot steps to the doorframe. From there, he saw her. A female silhouette, a long and slender body, wrapped in a black dress, slowly crossing the living room toward the terrace.

For a second, the world stood still. His stomach tightened. He looked back and saw that Diana was still in bed.

The shadow opened the window and stepped outside like a shade that might disappear at any moment. Alberto hesitated, swallowed, then moved forward.

He entered the living room with cautious steps, eyes fixed on the moonlit terrace. She hadn’t fled. She wasn’t a ghost. She was there, sitting sideways in one of the armchairs. She had her legs crossed, and was smoking a cigarette with affected nonchalance. The side slit of the dress revealed extremely long legs and an attitude that bordered on insolence. She tilted her head back and exhaled the smoke from a drag.

When he stepped outside, she turned, showing no surprise.

	— 	“Well,” she said in a voice identical to Diana’s, but deeper, drier. “You took longer than I thought.”




Alberto stood still, as if he had suddenly entered a movie he didn’t understand. The breeze ruffled his hair and the woman’s cigarette glowed red for another second.

— “Who are you?” he murmured.



She looked at him directly, and although her face was Diana’s, it wasn’t her. Not entirely. There was a different hardness in her gaze. A more ancient bitterness.

	— 	“I think that question is mine to ask,” she said, with a smile devoid of humor.




She had black hair, straight as a sheet of obsidian, partially gathered at the nape of her neck, with some strands falling messily around her face. Her black dress, tight and low-cut, seemed made for a gala or for a trap. Elegant and provocative in equal parts. The heels — high, sharp — were discarded beside her, as if she had just returned from some place where she had been exercising the same power that now gleamed in her gaze.

She crossed one leg over the other while holding the cigarette with feline elegance. On her face, more angular than Diana’s, with thinner but equally expressive lips, there was a shadow of annoyance. Her dark eyes scrutinized him as he approached.

	— 	“I see I’ve interrupted your sleep. I’m sorry, it’s obvious you need it,” she said, exhaling smoke with weariness. “Another one for the collection.”




Alberto leaned against the terrace railing, not taking his eyes off her. He was disheveled, with his pants half-fastened and his torso bare. But his posture had nothing apologetic about it. If anything, a defiant serenity.

— 
“I didn’t know Diana had a sister,” he said. “Because it’s obvious you’re sisters.”



She arched an eyebrow and smiled with a mixture of contempt and sarcasm.

	— 	“Of course not. Diana never talks about me. But that shouldn’t matter to you. What should really matter is that she gave you exactly what you wanted, didn’t she?” She lowered her gaze to her half-empty glass on the terrace table. “Or are you going to act dignified now? It doesn’t suit you.”




Alberto didn’t respond immediately. The silence between them tightened like a steel wire. Then he straightened up, fixing his eyes on hers.

 “I’m not here for what you think.”



She let out a dry, forced laugh.

	— 	“Oh, really. I’m sure you believe you’re special. That you’re not like the others, right? How cliché.”




He held her gaze, not backing down.

	— 	“There are many things we don’t know about ourselves,” he repeated in a low but firm voice. “So if you’ve come to play games with me, you’re too late. I already have enough unanswered questions.”




The woman extinguished her cigarette with elegance, as if it were part of a choreography, and stood up with a smooth movement, threatening in its calmness.

	— 	“What’s your name?”
	— 	“Alberto.”
	— 	“Oh, Alberto. I’m Rosa,” she said, dropping her name as if savoring it. “You have no idea what you’ve gotten yourself into.”




Rosa didn’t move when Alberto crossed his arms and scrutinized her with renewed interest. There was something about her that he found as magnetic as it was unsettling: that mixture of arrogance and mystery, so similar to Diana’s and yet imbued with a sharper edge.

 “You say I have no idea,” he said. “About what exactly?”



Rosa looked at him with disdain, tilting her head slightly.

	— 	“About her. About what she really is. You think you’re so clever, so intense. You swallowed her more delicate version. But that only makes you another fool. Like all the rest.”




Alberto frowned, but before he could reply, a figure crossed the bedroom doorway. Diana appeared with tousled hair, completely naked, walking with the same naturalness with which another person might wear a robe. She didn’t seem to be performing: she moved as if her body was neither something to hide nor to exhibit. As if it were, simply, part of her truth.

Rosa turned toward her and, for the first time, her mask cracked. Her expression hardened, her gaze also darkened. She shook her head slowly, as if witnessing an expected and regrettable confirmation.

	— 	“You should cover yourself, Diana,” she snapped. “Show some respect. A little modesty wouldn’t hurt you, even if it’s just for once in your life.”




Diana didn’t seem to hear her. Or rather, she decided not to grant her any power over her mood. She smiled slightly, crossing the room with serenity, and stopped by the terrace table to sit on the sofa without any shame.

— 
“Hello, Rosa,” she said in a calm, almost lazy voice. “I see you’ve met.”



Rosa crossed her arms and observed her with a mixture of contained rage and pity.

	— 	“I have no intention of getting to know him,” she replied, without taking her eyes off Alberto. “He’s just another name in your collection. How many have there been this month?”




Diana turned her face slightly, without losing that soft expression that seemed to irritate her sister so much. She leaned over the table, in no hurry to cover herself, and lit a cigarette before answering.

— 
“That’s something you care far too much about for someone who claims not to be interested.”



Rosa snorted, took a step back and put on her heels with measured fury.

	— 	“You know what you’re doing with your body,” she said, fixing one last look at Alberto. “But don’t come crying when you destroy what little you have left.”




And with that, she turned and disappeared down the hallway, her steps resonating like metronomes on the wooden floor.

Diana remained silent for a moment, standing by the table, looking at the closed door. Then she turned to Alberto, with an arched eyebrow.

— “I want you to leave,” she told him, without softening her tone.



45

Alberto paused on the landing, with the weight of the night sunk into his shoulders. Diana hadn’t shouted at him. She hadn’t begged. She had only asked him to leave, with a calmness that hurt more than any outburst. Her voice had been soft, almost resigned. As if she knew all this was inevitable.

As he buttoned his shirt with clumsy fingers, the echo of Rosa’s words still resonated in his head. “Another one.” That phrase had bitten deep. And although he tried not to show it, the venom had remained under his skin.

Before leaving, he took one last look inside. He saw the two women on the terrace, smoking in silence. Diana now wore a white silk robe that barely concealed her complete nakedness. Rosa remained in her black dress, legs crossed, gaze lost in the darkness. They weren’t talking. They weren’t even looking at each other. Just the smoke, slowly rising between them. As if they shared an ancient grief. As if something kept them artificially bound together.

Alberto descended the stairs with the feeling of emerging from a bad dream. The early morning air was humid, dense, as if the night wanted to soak him in everything that had just happened. He walked with no fixed destination, his steps erratic. Until suddenly, he stopped.

It was like a stab. A flash of visceral fear.

Something didn’t fit in all of this. Not in Diana’s attitude, nor in Rosa’s appearance, nor in that tense calm between them. But above all, in the look Diana gave him before he left. That look... wasn’t from someone surprised to see her sister at home at that hour. It wasn’t from someone receiving an unexpected visit. It was the look of someone who knew the other would appear. Of someone who was expecting her.

And then, like a cold wave, the intuition hit him: Rosa hadn’t just arrived. Rosa was already there.
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The phone rang after ten in the morning. Alberto, who hadn’t managed to sleep all night, looked at it with distrust before answering. On the screen, just one name: Diana.

	— 	“Alberto...?” her voice wasn’t the usual one. It trembled, broken, as if coming from the bottom of a well.




He sat up abruptly in bed.

— “What’s wrong? Are you okay?”



There was a long silence, with broken breathing.

— 
“I don’t know,” she finally responded. “I don’t want to be alone right now. Can I see you?”



He hesitated. Everything in him screamed that he shouldn’t. He was suspended, he shouldn’t get more involved. But Diana’s voice... was that of a woman who was breaking apart.

	— 	“Come to my place. I need to take a shower. I’ll be ready by the time you get here. I’ll send you the location. It’s the fourth door on the right.”




She didn’t say anything else. She hung up.

The doorbell rang twenty-three minutes later. Alberto, just out of the shower, his hair still damp, opened the door without thinking, without preparing any gesture. And there she was.

Diana, but not the Diana the world knew. Neither the seductive one, nor the ironic one, nor the manipulative one. She wore a summer cotton dress, wrinkled, almost like house clothes. No heels, but sneakers instead. No trace of makeup. Her blonde hair, disheveled. Even so, she was beautiful, though she looked much younger, almost a teenager.

Her eyes were swollen from crying.

— “Come in,” he said quietly, stepping aside.



She entered without looking at him. She walked a few steps into the living room, as if not quite knowing what to do. Then she turned around, looked at him and collapsed. She fell to her knees on the carpet, covering her face with her hands. Her shoulders were trembling.

— “I can’t take it anymore...” she whispered.



Alberto crouched down, placed one hand on her back, then another on her neck, and pulled her toward him. She offered no resistance. She rested her forehead against his chest and cried, without shame, without words.

	— 	“Calm down. Tell me what’s happening. You’re safe,” he told her, not knowing why, not knowing if it was true.




She didn’t respond. She only cried harder.

Diana calmed down gradually. The crying stopped, but not the tension in her body. She remained seated on the floor, with her legs folded to one side, like a child who has surrendered to exhaustion. Alberto sat in front of her, without touching her, waiting.

	— 	“I’ve done very bad things, Alberto,” she said suddenly, her voice rough from crying. “Things I’ll never forgive myself for. But someone has set me up. I haven’t killed anyone. At least not intentionally...”




He said nothing. He just nodded, encouraging her to continue.

— “I was nineteen when my parents died. It was my fault.”



She raised her gaze and her eyes were dry, as if there were no tears left.

	— 	“We were leaving a party at my parents’ friends’ house who had a son my age. I was high. Very high. Pills, alcohol... I don’t even know how I got to the car. My father insisted that I shouldn’t drive, but I... I wanted to prove to them that I was fine. That I wasn’t the addict everyone thought I was.”




She paused. She took a deep breath, as if swallowing a volcano.

— “We crashed on the A-6 highway. They died instantly. I came out unharmed. Not a scratch.”



Alberto closed his eyes for a moment. Not because he didn’t want to listen to her, but because he could see her. Diana, young, arrogant, euphoric, getting into the car without listening to anyone. The sound of twisting metal. The smoke. The sirens.

	— 	“And afterward?” he asked, in a very low voice.
	— 	“A year in a clinic in Switzerland. Treatments, relapses, suicide attempts...” she rubbed her eyes with her palms. “Rosa took care of everything. The company, the paperwork, the funeral... and when I came back, I no longer had a sister. I had an executive. Cold, distant. She looked at me as if I were a virus.”




She slowly got up from the floor, without looking at Alberto, and hugged herself.

	— 	“Since then... I don’t know who I am. I’ve tried to redeem myself, to be someone else, though I don’t know if I’m succeeding. I’ve slept with men because that way I felt like someone was looking at me without judging me. At least for a while. But it’s a lie. They always end up judging me. Like you.”




He looked at her with pain. He wanted to tell her it wasn’t true, that he hadn’t judged her, but he didn’t dare. Because maybe he had. Maybe everyone did.

— “I’m sorry,” he said.



Diana finally looked at him. A weak, broken smile appeared on her lips.

— 
“I’m not looking for your pity, Alberto. I just needed someone to listen without looking away.”



She walked to the sofa and collapsed onto it. She looked exhausted. A woman devastated by herself.

	— 	“And now what?” he asked.
	— 	“Now... I don’t know. I suppose it’s time for me to pay again.”




Silence.

— “But this time,” she added, “I’m not guilty. Of that I swear to you.”



The apartment remained in semi-darkness. Only the dawn light filtering through the slats of the blinds illuminated the contours of the living room. Diana, wrapped in Alberto’s t-shirt, had her eyes fixed on the floor, her voice broken from crying so much. She had stopped talking a few minutes ago, but her presence filled everything.

Alberto remained silent, sitting beside her on the sofa, not daring to break the invisible thread that still connected them from the night before. When she spoke again, her tone was subdued, without a trace of drama. As if she were telling something that no longer hurt... but that had hurt so much that she had stopped fighting against it.

	— 	“After the accident... there was no one left. My parents died. And I...” —she ran a hand across her forehead— “I wasn’t in any condition to sign even a medical prescription. I was high, Alberto. So high that I don’t remember the impact. I only woke up three days later, in a hospital. Intubated. And Rosa was already there. With her black coat and that face like a Greek statue. She had already decided everything with the family lawyers.”




She paused. She took a deep breath.

	— 	“She managed to have me legally incapacitated. It wasn’t difficult.” —She looked at Alberto with a mixture of bitterness and resignation— “She had doctors’ reports, evidence of my admissions to rehab clinics, medical records. I was a danger to myself. The judge signed the resolution without blinking. Legal incapacitation allows a person to be declared, totally or partially, incapable of managing their life or assets due to an illness or addiction that compromises their capacity to act. The person becomes, for legal purposes, under guardianship. Rosa became my legal guardian, with power over medical and economic decisions... even over my freedom of movement.”




Alberto nodded. He knew what it consisted of.

	— 	“For a year I couldn’t buy a bottle of water without her permission. I couldn’t work or study. Anything I did had to go through her. You don’t know what that does to your head.” —Diana covered her face with her hands— “She looked at me as if I were a mentally challenged child. As if I would always need her hand... or her whip. Because that’s what she became in my life. A perpetual punishment.”




Alberto felt a knot in his stomach. Everything about her screamed “fragility,” but also “pride,” “rage,” “survival.” He now understood why her every gesture had a hint of defiance, of seduction as a shield, of open warfare against guilt.

	— 	“And when I finally regained control of my life, I did it at her price. I had to sign a private agreement with her, give up part of my inheritance, accept humiliating conditions... And even so, she watches me. She follows me. She comes in and out of my house as if it were hers.”




Diana lowered her voice, as if confessing a sin:

	— 	“For a while, I believed I deserved her surveillance. That maybe I really was a monster. That drugs, men, sex, chaos... was all I could give to the world. Because if your own sister repeats it to you enough... you end up believing it.”




Alberto reached out his hand and took hers gently. There was nothing he could say in that moment that would erase the pain. But he was there. And she let him be.

	— 	“But sometimes...” Diana whispered. “Sometimes I wonder if Rosa just needed an excuse to take everything. The company, the house, the family name. And I was the perfect excuse.”




A heavy silence fell. Full of everything that still remained unsaid.

Alberto ran his hand over the back of his neck, confused. He looked at her for a long time. This breakdown of Diana’s clashed directly with the image he had of her. The woman he knew —or thought he knew— was a fortress of sensuality, a perfect mask of confidence and control. And yet, there she was. In his living room, broken into a thousand pieces.

	— 	“I don’t understand any of this,” he finally said, his voice hoarse from so much silence. “You’re the strongest, coldest, most self-assured person I’ve ever met. From the beginning... you were like marble. As if nothing could touch you.”




Diana looked at him with red eyes, still moist, but now there was an almost painful spark of irony in them.

	— 	“Of course. That’s the idea,” she whispered. “That’s the personality I built for myself. Like armor. You don’t know what it’s like to live with someone reminding you every day that you’re weak, that you’re a mistake with legs. I built myself on top of guilt, as if I were sculpting myself from scratch. And one day, I could no longer distinguish what I was pretending from what was real.”




Alberto frowned, still processing what he had just heard.

— “How old is Rosa?”



She stared at him, with a tired half-smile.

— “We’re twins.”



The revelation fell like a stone in the middle of the silence. Alberto blinked, not hiding his surprise.

	— 	“Twins?”
	— 	“Yes. Technically she’s the older one. Rosa was born a few minutes earlier. She’s always clung to that as if it were a crown. As if that gave her the right to decide for both of us. To control everything. When we were children, she used to say that she had come out ‘cleaner.’ I was born with the umbilical cord wrapped around my neck. My mother always said that explained a lot of things.”




She shrugged.

	— 	“It was like that since we were little. Rosa was brilliant, serious, perfect. I was... something else. More instinct than reason. More desire than head. I was the one who got into trouble, the one who searched. And when everything exploded... she was the one who picked up the pieces. But not to rebuild me. Rather to keep them and use them against me.”




Another silence fell. Alberto felt a knot forming in his chest. This story didn’t just explain Diana: it laid her bare.

	— 	“You are not a mistake,” he said, with intimate gravity. “And you are certainly not weak. The easy thing would have been to disappear. And here you are.”




Diana looked at him with a different gleam. As if she didn’t know whether to thank him or laugh bitterly. But she said nothing. She let herself sink deeper into the sofa and closed her eyes for a moment.

— “Thank you,” she whispered, barely audible.



Alberto ran a hand over his face, trying to organize everything he had just heard. He observed Diana, still barefoot, hugging a cushion as if it were a life preserver. Something in her posture —vulnerable, but not defeated— stirred his soul.

— “Does Rosa live with you?” he asked cautiously.



Diana snorted, somewhere between ironic and resigned.

	— 	“Yes and no. The apartment is mine. It’s in my name. But that doesn’t stop her from showing up whenever she feels like it. She walks in as if she owns the place. She has keys, of course. And some kind of... invisible power over all this. Over me.”




Alberto frowned.

	— 	“And she controls you?”
	— 	“All my movements. My bank account, my expenses. Everything goes through her hands. I have a monthly allowance. I can’t open a line of credit or sign contracts without her approval. In the eyes of the law, I’m a minor wearing adult clothes.”




She gave him a bitter look.

	— 	“She got the whole family to support her when she initiated the incapacitation proceedings. She had all the paperwork, the medical reports, the histories of my addictions... But above all, she had the weight of what I had caused. It was easy. Besides, I was too broken to fight against it.”




Alberto became thoughtful. Something didn’t fit. Something bigger than a rivalry between sisters or a dark past. But he said nothing. Diana noticed. She looked at him with slightly furrowed brows.

— “What’s wrong?”



He emerged from the loop in which his mind had become entangled. He gave her a brief, almost protective smile.

	— 	“Nothing. I’m just... processing.” —And then, as if wanting to offer her a respite, as if they both needed it, he changed his tone— “Let’s eat. Would you like that?”




Diana blinked, surprised.

— “Eat?”



“Yes. You and me. Somewhere quiet. Even if it’s just a terrace with plastic chairs and a daily special. You need it. And so do I.”

She hesitated for a second, and then, with a small smile that seemed drawn from the bottom of a well, she nodded.

— “Okay.”



The restaurant was discreet, with white linen tablecloths and large windows overlooking a quiet street. Alberto had chosen a table at the back, where no one could disturb them. Diana, sitting across from him, was dressed simply, effortlessly, but her presence remained magnetic.

Alberto stirred the ice in his drink while she browsed the menu without much attention. The waitress took their order in silence, and when they were alone, he rested his elbows on the table and looked at her.

— “Does Rosa control your social media too?”



Diana raised an eyebrow, surprised by the question.

— 
“My social media? I don’t think so. She doesn’t have my passwords. Although... you never know with her.”



Alberto nodded slowly.

— “Does she know you write stories?”



She let out a dry laugh.

— 
“No. Or at least I don’t think so. She’s never been interested enough to find out. Why?”



Alberto lowered his voice, with a more serious tone.

— “Does a Tinder profile called BlackBaccara sound familiar to you?”



Diana frowned, shaking her head.

— “BlackBaccara? No... I’ve never heard that name. Who is it?”



Alberto hesitated for a second, observing her intently. He wanted to believe her. Part of him already did.

	— 	“After I met BlackMamba... well, you,” he clarified, lowering his voice even more, “another user wrote to me. A different profile. With a... familiar tone. I don’t know, something didn’t fit. The tone struck me as strange, very similar to yours. And it was right after our first time.”




Diana leaned back in her chair, visibly uncomfortable.

	— 	“You think it’s Rosa?”
	— 	“I don’t know. But BlackBaccara seems like... a twisted copy of you. As if someone had read your stories and wanted to interpret you. Imitate you. Exaggerate you.”




Diana’s expression hardened, but there was more fear than anger in her eyes.

	— 	“Did she write to you a lot?”
	— 	“Just enough to get my attention. I saved the messages.”




She swallowed, lowering her gaze to the tablecloth.

	— 	“It can’t be Rosa,” she said, though she didn’t sound entirely convinced. “She doesn’t have that subtlety. She’s not interested in Tinder, or in pretending to be me.”




Alberto narrowed his eyes, attentive to every nuance in her response.

— “Sometimes, when someone controls you that much... it’s because they want to be you.”



Diana looked at him. Long and deeply. As if those words had given a name to something she had suspected for a long time.

	— 	“Would you show me those messages?”
	— 	“Yes, of course. I have nothing to hide or be ashamed of.”
	— 	“Show them to me later. But first, tell me more about yourself. I’ve opened my life wide to you. Yet I know absolutely nothing about you.”
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Alberto took his phone from his jacket pocket slowly, as if showing those messages carried a symbolic weight. He placed it on the table, unlocked the screen and opened his email. Diana leaned forward slightly, moving closer, while he scrolled with his thumb until he found the conversation he had saved.

— “Here,” he said.



The image of the BlackBaccara profile appeared clearly. A black rose as an avatar, and beneath it, carefully crafted, provocative phrases with an almost literary cadence. Diana bit her lip as she read, her brow furrowed, her eyes increasingly fixed.

	— 	Damn. It’s... —she whispered— it’s my style. Very similar, yes. The rhythm, the words... Even the silences and the mystery. As if someone had been inside my head.
	— 	I received it shortly after the first night we spent together —said Alberto, watching her out of the corner of his eye—. It was too timely. As if someone had known what happened between us.




Diana said nothing. She pressed her lips together. She looked at the screen again, then leaned back against the chair.

	— 	And then?
	— 	I tried to meet up. I insisted a couple of times. She never responded again. She disappeared. As if she had never existed, as if her interest had suddenly vanished.




Diana lowered her gaze to her own hands, which were nervously rubbing together. The restaurant remained quiet, but between them a dense tension had settled. There was something more there, pulsing beneath the surface. Alberto looked at her carefully. The way she dressed that day —ripped jeans, worn sneakers, an oversized t-shirt from a 90s band, somewhat disheveled but stylish— had something almost adolescent about it. A slight, sad smile escaped him.

— How old are you, Diana?



She turned her head toward him, not fully understanding the question.

	— 	What?
	— 	Your age. How old are you?




She blinked and, after a second, responded without giving it much importance:

— Twenty-seven.



He remained silent. He wasn’t sure if it was because of the number or because of the life that number contained. He looked at her as if he had just seen something he hadn’t wanted to look at before.

	— 	Twenty-seven —he repeated quietly—. You’ve been through rehab, a fatal car accident, legal incapacitation, your sister’s iron-fisted control, a sex life that even Mata Hari would envy, and now you’re in the middle of a murder investigation. At twenty-seven.




Diana didn’t defend herself. She looked at him directly, with a mixture of wounded pride and resignation.

— Life doesn’t ask how old you are before it runs you over.



Alberto lowered his gaze. He felt a vertigo that had nothing to do with the wine.

	— 	And yet here you are. Sitting, talking with me. As if you were carrying all that in an invisible backpack.
	— 	It’s not invisible, Alberto. You don’t see it because you like me. But the backpack is heavy. And sometimes I sink with it.




There was a moment when neither of them could speak. He extended his hand, placed it on top of hers. There was no desire in that gesture. Only humanity.

— We’re going to try to find out who’s behind this.



She nodded, with shining eyes. As if, for the first time in a long time, she didn’t feel completely alone.

The conversation had flowed with relative calm. He had managed to make her smile a couple of times. The white wine in Diana's glass remained almost untouched; he hadn't even touched his. There was an aura of strange intimacy between them, although something, from the beginning, had been restlessly slithering beneath the surface.

She slid her finger across the screen without being fully aware that it wasn't hers. But as she touched it, the gesture took her back to the photo galleries.

An image appeared on the screen. A clear photograph, in medium shot, of Alberto in the National Police dress uniform, impeccable, with a couple of decorations, a serious expression, looking straight ahead. An institutional image. The classic photograph sent to parents to place on the living room cabinet alongside the First Communion pictures of the grandchildren.

Diana froze. There was a sudden silence, as if the conversation had evaporated. Diana slowly raised her gaze from the phone to him.

— “What the fuck is this?”



Alberto sat up slightly, aware that his carelessness had exposed him.

	— 	“Diana, it’s not what you think...”
	— 	“Oh, really? You’re a cop?” she asked, her voice ice-cold. “Are you telling me you’re a fucking cop and you didn’t tell me?”




The word “cop” sounded like a knife thrust. The nearby tables barely paid attention, but at their table everything had stopped. Diana carefully placed the phone on the tablecloth. The intensity of her gaze could have shattered it into a thousand pieces. She opened her hands as if asking for a time-out.

	— 	“You’ve been fucking me while investigating whether I was a murderer.”
	— 	“I’m off the case, Diana. Suspended. They took my badge. As of today, I’m not a cop,” he tried to explain, but she cut him off.
	— 	“Don’t fuck with me!” she spat with contained rage. “Don’t fuck with me, Alberto! And you wanted me to believe you? That this was real? You’ve played me like everyone else. You’ve been using me. You know what? You’re going to regret this.”




Alberto lowers his voice slightly, aware of where they are.

	— 	“I’m not with you because of the case, or out of interest. I’m with you because I believe you. Because I want to believe in you, Diana. Because you’re not what everyone is saying.”




She let out a fake, forced laugh. A dry laugh, without a trace of humor.

	— 	“Oh, and what am I then? The slut who sleeps with her victims? The whore who deserved to be watched by the police even in bed?”
	— 	“In the first case, all we had were some crappy images, and the messages. We had no way to contact the suspects except by email. That’s why I contacted you. To locate you. You’re a suspect. You already know that.”
	— 	“And a great lay too... And a junkie.”
	— 	“No.” Alberto’s voice sounded low, firm, wounded. “You’re none of those things. You’re someone who has survived things that nobody should have to survive at your age. You’re strong. And you’re broken. Like me.”




Diana stared at him intently. Her jaw trembled for an instant, but she didn’t let a single tear fall.

— “You have no fucking idea who I am.”



She stood up abruptly, leaving her napkin crumpled into a ball on her plate.

He tried to stand up, but she shot him a cutting look and pointed at him defiantly.

— 
“Don’t follow me. Don’t talk to me. And if you try to come near me again, you’ll pay for it.”



Alberto remained still, as if frozen in his seat, watching the slight tremor in Diana’s wine glass that remained on the table. The murmur of the restaurant gradually filtered back into his consciousness: plates, cutlery, occasional laughter. But he wasn’t really there anymore.

His stomach tightened, not so much from the threat—which he knew was empty, or at least irrational—but because of what he had seen in her eyes. Pain. Betrayal. Terror. It was the same face he had learned to read since meeting her, with its perfectly woven masks... that had now all fallen away at once.

Guilt clawed at him from within. He should have seen this coming. He should have told her from the beginning. But when? The first night? When everything started spinning out of control?

He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table, hands pressed against his forehead. He didn’t know whether to feel shame or anger. He didn’t know if he had lost an ally, a potential victim... or something deeper that was starting to truly hurt.

He asked for the check without looking at the waiter. He paid quickly, without finishing his coffee, without looking back. He stepped outside into a sky so blue it hurt to look at.

He walked aimlessly for a while, breathing deeply. Diana’s words echoed in his head: “You’ll pay for it.” And although he knew she was hurt, he also knew that if she set her mind to it, she could destroy him. But then, something denser than guilt began to surface: suspicion.

And then, he felt it. That twinge that had guided him so many times in his career. Intuition. The certainty that, amid all that chaos, there was an even deeper buried truth. And that truth had a name. Rosa.

But he couldn’t leave things like this. Diana needed to understand. Traffic was at its peak hour on the street when Alberto stood in front of Diana’s building. He hadn’t thought much; he had just driven tensely at the wheel, with the burning certainty in his chest that he had to talk to her. He had to tell her the truth. All of it that he hadn’t yet told.

He rang the intercom insistently. No one answered. He tried again. It was expected.

He took a pen from the inside pocket of his jacket, tore a page from the notebook he always carried with him, and wrote, almost with contained rage:

“Let me in. I think I know who’s doing this to you.”

He held the note in front of the intercom camera. He stepped back a couple of paces, rang again and waited.

A few endless seconds passed until, finally, he heard the electric buzz of the door releasing. He entered without thinking.

When she opened the apartment door, she wasn’t the fragile woman who had collapsed days ago nor the seductress who played with fire. This was Diana in her pure state: cold, serious, almost marble-like. She wore a gray sleeveless shirt and a messy bun that let some rebellious strands fall over her face.

— 
“Talk,” she said dryly. “Say what you have to say. And then get out.”



Alberto stood at the threshold, looking at her as if he needed to memorize her before entering her world again.

— “Thank you for letting me in,” he said simply.



She stepped back, allowing him to enter, but without taking her eyes off him. She closed the door gently, unhurriedly. The sound of the latch was a cold echo between them.

	— 	“Do you know what it feels like when someone you’ve started to open up to turns out to be a liar?” she asked without preamble. “When you realize that every word, every gesture, might have been a strategy?”




He swallowed hard, but didn’t back down.

	— 	“At first it was like that. We needed to locate our main suspect. That was all I could think of. But now it’s different. I believe you. I know you’re not the killer.”
	— 	“And what the hell is that supposed to be? Consolation?” she hissed, with rage boiling beneath her skin. “You lied to me. I slept with you without knowing who you were. I told you things that not even Rosa knows. And you? What did you give me in return? Well-packaged lies?”




Alberto took a step closer. Not too close.

	— 	I told you the only thing I could tell you. The truth I’m telling you now. But I’m not here to defend myself, Diana. I’m here because I think I can help you.
	— 	Help me? —she scoffed, with a bitter laugh— You can’t even help yourself anymore. You’re suspended. You’re... a civilian. A drunk, bitter civilian.




The words hurt him, and she saw it in his expression. But he didn’t reply.

	— 	Even so, I think I know who’s behind this. At least, I have a suspicion. Something that hasn’t fit from the beginning. I need to tell you. If after that you want me out of your life, I’ll accept it. But first... listen to me.




Diana crossed her arms. She looked like a statue of contained rage, but her eyes no longer had the hardness from before. It was more like an ancient weariness, deeply rooted, that showed through her pupils.

	— 	Five minutes —she said. And nodded toward the sofa— Not a minute more.
	— 	Not here. Let’s go outside. And leave your phone.




Diana frowned.

— Excuse me?



Alberto moved closer and whispered in her ear.

	— 	Leave it. Don’t take it with you. If I’m right... they could be listening to everything we’re saying. Now give me a kiss and smile...




The seriousness in his face didn’t allow for argument. She nodded silently, took her phone from her pocket and left it on the entryway shelf. Alberto did the same. The kiss was forced and satisfied neither of them.

They left the building without speaking. The afternoon air was thick, with that smell of metal, pollution, and city that always accompanied it. They walked side by side, without touching, like two strangers sharing the same secret. Diana said nothing. She walked with her arms crossed, chin down, lost in her own thoughts.

After a couple of blocks, Alberto spotted a small park with benches and a playground for children. There were still many kids running and playing while parents chatted among themselves. Alberto chose a bench somewhat removed from the busier area, and they sat down.

	— 	The killer knows your movements in detail. —He spoke quietly, as if there was danger even in the street— They know what clothes you wear on your dates. Who you meet. Where and when. They know if you drink, if you use, if you stay home or go out. And every time they do it... they leave clues. DNA, strategically placed hairs for us to find. Nothing subtle. It’s as if someone wanted it to look like yours.




Diana slowly raised her gaze. She said nothing.

	— 	These aren’t mistakes. You’d be a terrible serial killer. Either someone is framing you... or someone thinks they’re trying to protect you. Or both. But whoever is doing it... knows you. Watches you. And the most disturbing thing is that they’re doing it from very close by.




Diana swallowed, almost imperceptibly. He continued:

	— 	There are two options. Either there are hidden microphones and cameras in your apartment. Or someone very close to you —someone who enters without warning, who controls you, who humiliates and manipulates you— is killing the men you sleep with. One after another.




Diana’s breathing accelerated. But she didn’t back down. She simply closed her eyes for a second, as if her body knew what her mind refused to accept.

— Are you talking about Rosa?



Alberto didn’t respond immediately. He let the silence answer for him.

Diana took a step back.

	— 	That’s impossible... Rosa wouldn’t do something like that.
	— 	Are you completely sure?




She looked at him with moist eyes, but she didn’t break down crying. Pain wasn’t new to her. But this... this was something else. It was betrayal. It was fear.

	— 	What if she has cameras? What if she’s been watching everything?
	— 	That’s why I asked you to come outside,” he said. “That’s why you needed to know. There’s something we can do,” he told her, glancing sideways toward the dark balconies of the building. “But I’ll need to pull some strings. And right now... I shouldn’t.




She looked at him without understanding.

	— 	Why not?
	— 	Because I’m suspended without pay, Diana. —He said it without drama, almost with resignation—. They’ve taken my badge and gun. Officially, I’m nobody now. Even worse. They could charge me with obstruction of justice.




Diana looked at him with a mixture of disbelief and contained anger.

	— 	So what? The police are just going to stand by while someone plays with my life?
	— 	No—he replied immediately—. I’m just explaining that what I’m proposing has risks. If I go into the station, if I ask for a favor, if I move anything, I could end up charged. More than I already am. They’re waiting for any excuse to sink me completely.
	— 	What do you need to continue the investigation?
	— 	A detector. We need to do it in the dark and in absolute silence, so that if they’re viewing any camera or listening, they won’t see us or record any sound. There are detectors with infrared beams to locate hidden camera lenses, wireless microphones, transmission signals. Something professional. They have them in the electronic surveillance unit. With that, tonight we could check your entire apartment. Without anyone else knowing.
	— 	And how will you get it?
	— 	I have to try with Marta. She still believes in me... sometimes. But I’ll have to convince her that this could help all of us. Or find another way.




Diana observed him for a moment. Her expression remained hard, but in the depths of her eyes there was something new: need, perhaps a glimmer of trust.

“Do it, please,” she finally said. “Do whatever you have to do. But hurry. I can’t go on like this.”

Alberto nodded. It was the first step. One that could cost him dearly, but that perhaps would bring them, at last, closer to the truth.
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Alberto arranged to meet Marta and Carolina at a discreet bar, far from the police station and prying eyes. For days he’d been feeling like a shadow, a satellite orbiting without a path. He had crossed lines, he knew that. But he also knew he was approaching the very center of the storm, and he needed at least one of them to listen. He sat at an outdoor table.

Marta arrived on time. Carolina was later and showed up with a serious expression, eyes reddened from exhaustion. They barely greeted each other.

“ What did you want to tell us?” Carolina asked directly.



Alberto lit a cigarette with trembling hands

	“ 	Don’t yell at me before I tell you everything. Please. I need your help.
	“ 	You need a lot of things lately. And I don’t know if I can trust you anymore, Alberto,” Marta said very dryly.
	“ 	I know. But listen. It’s important. Really. I’m convinced they’re watching Diana’s house with cameras and microphones. Something very professional. The details about the victims, the places of the dates, the clothes she wears... someone has access to all that. To everything. I’m sure of it.




Silence from the other side. Then, a contained sigh.

	“ 	And how do you know this?
	“ 	Because I’ve been putting it all together. I don’t have proof, but it fits. It fits too well. I need a device detector. A good one, from the electronic surveillance team.
	“ 	You’re crazy. You want me to go into the evidence room, steal official equipment and give it to you, while you’re suspended?
	“ 	I’m not asking you to steal anything. Just... help me get it. I won’t leave any trace, I promise. You won’t have to do anything. I just need you to look the other way.
	“ 	And if you get caught? Do you know what will happen to me?
	“ 	They’ll come down on you. I know. But if we don’t do this, someone else might die. And then we really won’t forgive ourselves.




A few seconds of silence. Then, her voice became softer.

	“ 	You’re sinking, you know that? You’re becoming more and more isolated. And you want me to go down with you, Alberto.
	“ 	Tonight. There’s no time. I’m going to do it anyway. I just prefer to do it with you.
	— 	“Did you sleep with Diana again?” Carolina asked.
	— 	“No. But don’t you see it? Someone is monitoring her movements, Caro. They know the details of her dates. And they’re killing to frame her. And I’m afraid I know who’s doing it.”
	— 	“And what do you want? To jump in the middle again like some fallen knight?”
	— 	“I want to prevent another victim. I need you to understand that. If you knew what I know now...”
	— 	“What do you know?”
	— 	“That all of this is personal. Someone with direct access to her. Very close. It’s not a coincidence that all the images from the Rivas case are so evasive. Especially those from the exit. They confirm the doorman’s version. Crystal-clear DNA samples appear. It’s too obvious. And she’s starting to break down.”




Carolina sighed, furious and defeated at the same time.

	— 	“And what if they report you again? What if all this is just your delusion, a house of cards?”
	— 	“Then I’ll sink completely. But if I’m right and do nothing, I’ll never forgive myself. We’re cops, damn it!”
	— 	“Don’t ask me to cover for you. I won’t do it. I’ve already put my career on the line for you too many times.”
	— 	“I’m not asking you to. I just needed you to know. And not to sell me out. I’m in your hands. If I confirm all this, the credit will be yours. I don’t want medals. I don’t need them.”
	— 	“And if you confirm your hunch is right?”
	— 	“Then, we’ll need to carefully prepare a trap to bring the killer into the light. I’ll set up a date with her and act as bait,” he said in a calm but tense tone.  




Marta narrowed her eyes. “What are you saying?”

— “That I know who it is. I know it’s Rosa, Diana’s sister.”



A heavy silence fell over the table. Carolina left her wine glass untouched. Marta leaned forward.

	— 	“Alberto, you’re suspended. You can’t investigate anything. You can’t even talk to a witness. Much less a potential suspect. You’re insane!”
	— 	“I’m not a cop right now,” he replied, with a half-smile loaded with irony. “Nobody can tell me who I can sleep with.”




The emotional blow was immediate. Carolina pressed her lips together, grabbed her purse and stood up.

	— 	“You’re a son of a bitch,” she whispered. “Not for what you do, but for how you do it.”
	— 	“Carolina...” he began, standing up too, but she was already gone.




Marta looked at him without mercy. Her face was tense, white with contained fury.

	— 	“Do you even hear yourself? Do you really think you can play with everyone like this? With us? Even with Diana?”
	— 	“I’m not playing, Marta.”
	— 	“The truth isn’t found by sleeping with every woman involved in the case!”
	— 	“I’m not sleeping with her! It hasn’t happened again. I’m trying to understand what the hell is going on here. You yourself said something didn’t add up!”
	— 	“And you yourself said you believed in Diana! And now you’re going after her sister!”
	— 	“Because now I understand many of Rosa’s motivations. You don’t know her. She’s the twin sister. She has black hair, but they’re identical. With the right clothes and wig, you couldn’t tell them apart. Damn it, trust me!”




Alberto returned home with the device hidden under his jacket. It was small, barely larger than a mobile phone, with a discreet antenna and an infrared sensor that detected hidden cameras. Marta had gotten it for him through a surveillance technician who owed her a favor and who, after much reluctance, had agreed with just one sentence:

— “Don’t tell me what it’s for. And don’t let anyone find out.”



Diana received him with the house in semi-darkness. She had lowered all the blinds, even unplugged the router. She put music on the sound system to cover any noise they might make.

	— 	“Will this do any good?” she asked, barely a whisper, as she closed the door behind him.
	— 	“I don’t know,” Alberto replied, equally softly. “But today we’re going to find out.”




He asked her not to move from the entrance. He turned on the scanner and began to scan each room. The house was in thick, total darkness. The device remained silent in the hallway and entrance area.

Then he moved to the living room. He passed the detector behind the photo frames, the bookshelves, the speakers of the music system, the floor lamp. Nothing. The signal remained silent. Then he approached a decorative figure next to the sofa. The sensor emitted a slight beep and a green light illuminated.

— “There’s something here,” he whispered.



The sensor emitted another slight beep. He carefully turned the figure. On the base, disguised with the same color as the black marble of the figure, a tiny lens stared at him with its blind eye. It was a micro-camera.

Diana covered her mouth with one hand.

— “Keep going,” she told him.



Alberto moved into the hallway that led to the bedrooms. Under a console table he found another one. Small, concealed under the carved wood. In the bedroom he located one more: behind the nightstand outlet. And another in the closet, in the ventilation slot.

	— 	“Do you think there’s audio?” Diana asked, her voice now breaking.
	— 	“I’m sure of it. And there might be more. This is just what’s visible.”




Diana couldn’t move. She was struggling to breathe.

— “This isn’t just control. This is surveillance.”



Alberto looked at her. Her face was pale, but her eyes were burning. It was fear, yes. But also a contained fury that was beginning to break through the shell of the character she had constructed over the years.

— “Who has been in this house, Diana? Who has regular access?”



She didn’t answer. But they both knew what that question suggested.

— 
“You need to take them,” she said. “We need to analyze them. They might have fingerprints.”



Alberto lowered his arm, still holding the activated device, and stared at the tiny camera lens he had just located at the back of the closet. The infrared flash revealed it like an open eye in the darkness. Diana, from the doorway, whispered with a trembling voice:

— “Are you removing them?”



He didn’t respond immediately. He turned off the scanner, approached the outlet, and barely touched it with his fingertips. Then he turned toward her.

	— 	“No.”
	— 	“What do you mean, no?”
	— 	“Because if we remove them, they’ll know we’ve discovered them. And that will give them the advantage.”




Diana looked at him perplexed, with a new fear. More rational, colder. The fear that comes from knowing you’re being watched… but not alone.

	— 	“So what do we do?”
	— 	“Wait. And notify Marta and Carolina. We’re going to devise a plan.”




That same night, Alberto video called them from his apartment to explain what they had found. The cameras and microphones. Their placement. The precision of the surveillance. The silence on the other end of the line was deafening for several seconds.

	— 	“Are you sure you haven’t touched them?” Marta finally asked. “Are they still operational?”
	— 	“Not a single one. Everything is exactly as we found it.”




Carolina intervened, tense:

	— 	“That’s an advantage. They don’t know that we know.”
	— 	“Exactly,” said Alberto. “We can set something up. A trap. Pretend there’s a new date, a new lover. Something that will make them move.”
	— 	“What if they don’t take the bait?” Marta asked. “What if what they’re looking for isn’t to kill again, but to protect themselves?”
	— 	“Then they won’t do anything. But if the pattern repeats itself... if that person still believes they have control... maybe they’ll dare to take the next step. And that’s when we’ll catch them.”




Carolina nodded, calmer now.

	— 	“Okay. Let’s set up the story. But be careful, Alberto. This time we’re going all in. No acting alone. You’re going to need our backup.”




He didn’t respond. He looked at Diana, who remained sitting on the edge of the bed, arms crossed over her bare chest beneath the shirt he had lent her. Her eyes were wide open, alert. She wasn’t scared anymore. Now she was determined.

— 
“Agreed,” he finally said. “But we have to do this right. This will be our last chance.”



And that night, while the cameras kept recording, Diana and Alberto sketched the beginning of the most dangerous lie of all: a half-truth.
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In the police station’s meeting room, the atmosphere was dense, charged with a strange mixture of secrecy and pressure. Blinds drawn, the clock showing an uncomfortable hour, that time when the body craves rest, but the mind can’t afford it. Seated around the table were Commissioner Raimundo Fernández, brow furrowed and fingers drumming impatiently; Dr. Galdeano, with his usual clinical composure; Marta, arms crossed and expression contained; and Carolina, whose gaze kept returning to the door with almost anxious concern.

When Alberto entered, he did so with his head down, shoulders tense, and beard more unkempt than usual. Exhaustion was etched on his face, but something in his gaze, almost feverish, spoke of firm resolve. He knew what was at stake. He closed the door behind him with a soft click and remained standing, not daring to sit until the Commissioner gestured for him to do so.

	— 	“Sit down, man,” the commissioner said in a grave voice. “There’s no official order yet, but... unofficially you’re back in.”




Alberto looked up, surprised.

	— 	“Seriously?”
	— 	“I’m risking my position,” Fernández added with a grunt, “but this stopped being a standard case a long time ago. You have information we need, and time is exactly what we don’t have.”




Carolina exchanged a quick glance with Marta, who nodded slightly. The doctor observed them all as if taking mental notes.

Alberto took a deep breath.

	— 	“We need to get Rosa out of her comfort zone. If it’s her, as we believe, she’s acting from a position of absolute control. She seems to know everything, anticipates everything. But she can’t tolerate the unpredictable. The emotional. The messy. The visceral.”
	— 	“What do you propose?” Marta asked directly.
	— 	“I’m going to send her a message,” Alberto said. “Not directly, of course. Using Diana. It will be a response to a supposed new lover who’s trying to contact her.”




Dr. Galdeano raised his hand with a measured gesture, like someone about to administer anesthesia before surgery.

	— 	“If Rosa is the killer,” he said in a cold tone, “and you are the bait, you don’t stand a chance. I know that profile. You haven’t caught her attention. Let me explain...”




Alberto looked at him without fear.

	— 	“The message must be brutal and lewd. It has to make her feel disgust, betrayal, loss of control. Sex and contempt, disguised as vice and recklessness. That’s what will bring her out of her lethargy.”
	— 	“I agree,” Alberto nodded. “The message that Diana receives from this supposed new lover needs to be... explicit. Very explicit. Something that makes Rosa’s stomach turn. And her response too. We need to provoke a strong emotional reaction.”
	— 	“Who will write this message?” asked the Commissioner.
	— 	“I will,” answered Galdeano. “But I need Diana to send it. And someone to sign it as if they were the new lover. We need to create a new profile and send it tonight.”




Carolina let out a tense sigh. Marta rested her elbows on the table.

	— 	“So we need to build a believable character, with the right tone in just a few hours... If we do it right, Rosa will take the bait, but if we fail...”




Silence took over the room for a few seconds.

Doctor Galdeano sat up in his chair, interlaced his fingers on the table, and fixed his gaze on the center of the group. His tone was measured, calm, but what he was saying made perfect sense.

	— 	“Rosa displays an obsessive-compulsive personality structure, with significant narcissistic traits and a clear component of pathological need for control. She doesn’t confuse order with harmony, nor control with security. For her, controlling isn’t a means: it’s an end in itself.”




Alberto frowned. Marta leaned forward.

— “Are you talking about a disorder?”



Galdeano gently shook his head.

	— 	“Not necessarily. We’re not talking about an illness. Rosa isn’t crazy. She’s methodical, brilliant, even charismatic... but she has a rigid view of the world. Everything has to fit into her mental framework. And those who don’t fit... disappear. Her sister is her weak point. She perceives her as someone who’s surrendered to vices.”




Everyone at the table nodded simultaneously, but remained silent as the doctor elaborated on his explanations.

	— 	“Diana is the epicenter,” said Galdeano, with a hint of solemnity. “Rosa and Diana are twins, but their relationship isn’t symmetrical. Rosa perceives her as an extension of herself, not as an autonomous individual. Since the accident that killed their parents, in which Diana was driving under the influence of drugs, Rosa assumed the role of savior, but also of jailer.”




He stood up and took a marker, approached the whiteboard and wrote two names: ROSA and DIANA. Then he drew an arrow from the first to the second.

	— 	“Diana became her project. And, like all of Rosa’s projects, it had to be under absolute control. Financially, emotionally, even morally. That’s why she managed to have her legally incapacitated, that’s why she decides when and with whom she can be, and that’s why she doesn’t tolerate her freedom.”
	— 	“But... why kill?” Marta asked coldly.




Galdeano turned slowly toward her.

	— 	“Because Diana’s lovers represent a threat. Rosa doesn’t kill out of jealousy. She kills out of disgust, contempt, and the need to cleanse what she considers a deviation from her order. She doesn’t kill in the heat of the moment. She does it when she feels she has regained control. And always with a symbolic component, like the use of DNA, the deliberate traces. It’s a message.”
	— 	“What kind of message?” Carolina whispered.
	— 	“‘I am above. I decide. I dominate.’ There’s no gratuitous sadism. She gives them a simple stab to the temple. What exists is punishment. Exhibition. And now, after Alberto’s appearance, that tension has intensified.”




Alberto stared at the doctor intently.

— “Do you think she’ll kill again?”



Galdeano lowered his voice.

	— 	“If she feels exposed, no. She’ll hide, she’ll retreat. But if she feels she’s losing Diana... then yes. Only the bait must be attractive enough for her to take the hook.”




The room fell silent. Only the ticking of the clock could be heard. The plan had to be executed soon.

Doctor Galdeano sat back down and crossed one leg over the other. He looked at each of them, one by one, as if he were about to reveal an uncomfortable truth, something not easily spoken aloud.

	— 	“I want you to observe a pattern,” he said, as he spread several printed documents on the table. They were screenshots, transcripts of conversations. The profiles of the last three victims: vulgar nicknames, even caricaturish.
	— 	“All of them,” he continued, pointing at the pages with his finger, “addressed Diana with primitive, explicit language, with aggressive sexual connotations. There was no interest in her as a person, nor in what she wrote. Just flesh. Just use. They spoke to her as if she were a product designed to satisfy a crude need. And in all cases, there were veiled or direct references to cocaine, pills, ‘stimulating ourselves together,’ ‘getting high’... She responded enthusiastically in every case. She played along. As if she accepted her role because she knew no other. Rosa immediately became alert. Her alarms went off. Her sister was falling time and again into the hands of lust and debauchery. Can you imagine her? Hurt, jealous...”




He paused and looked at Alberto.

	— 	“Your message was the only different one. Elegant. Ambiguous. Almost literary. That confused her. That’s why Blackbaccara ignored you. You didn’t fit the pattern.”




Marta narrowed her eyes.

	— 	“Are you saying that the profiles and the texts... were the cause of their deaths?”
	— 	“I’m saying that, at the very least, they caught her attention, and yes. I believe they were the trigger. The important thing is that each message was a provocation unintentionally aimed at generating revulsion in Rosa, at justifying that ‘that one’ was just another pig in Diana’s life, another dirty piece that should be removed from the board.”




Carolina swallowed. There was a cruel and precise logic behind it all.

— “And if we repeat the pattern...?”



Galdeano nodded, leaning forward.

	— 	Exactly. If Diana receives a new message, more bestial than the previous ones, filthier, more scandalous, and she responds by accepting the date with equal or greater obscenity... Rosa will feel emotionally compelled to act. Her need for control cannot bear seeing Diana —her Diana— degrading herself like that before her eyes. Not out of love, not out of jealousy: but out of moral superiority. Because Rosa believes she has a mission: to purge her. To save her, even against her will.
	— 	And how is this different from bait? —asked Alberto, crossing his arms.




Galdeano looked at him calmly.

	— 	It is bait. Because this time we’ll be waiting for her. And what she seeks is to purge Diana’s sin. What she seeks is to restore order.




Silence. Only the faint hum of the fluorescent light above their heads could be heard. Marta cleared her throat.

— Then we need the perfect lover.



The doctor smiled slightly.

— No, Commissioner, quite the opposite. We need the worst one.



Doctor Galdeano placed both hands on the table, as if he needed the physical anchor to articulate the scene that was already taking shape in his head with precision.

	— 	Where will we do it? – asked Marta.
	— 	It has to be a house —answered Galdeano calmly, as if wanting to ensure everyone understood the weight of that statement—. Isolated, yes, but not remote. Accessible. Rosa isn’t reckless: she needs to know every angle of the environment before acting. She wouldn’t risk a hotel or an improvised rental apartment. She can’t control who comes and goes there. She needs security in her movements. And once she takes the bait, we must have our pieces in place. I’m sure she’ll visit the house before Diana’s date. Remember how she avoided the cameras at Rivas’ house? Or the traffic control cameras. She studied the crime scene, the arrival and the exit.




Marta nodded slowly, processing.

	— 	And where do we get something like that?
	— 	We have several options —responded the commissioner, who until that moment had remained silent—. We can take over a property that’s already under investigation or requisition one in collaboration with the court. I’ll handle it carefully. Nobody should know what we’re doing.




Carolina, seated to his right, frowned.

— And the bait?



Doctor Galdeano barely smiled, a dry and calculated gesture.

	— 	The bait is irrelevant. Rosa doesn’t kill out of jealousy, not even out of desire. She kills for balance. For cleanliness. She finds it intolerable to see Diana morally disfigured in the arms of men who don’t deserve her. The profile is what matters. The lover must be vulgar enough, repulsive enough, to activate her righteous impulse. She doesn’t need to know him. She doesn’t need to see him. She only needs to know enough to justify his execution.
	— 	So, we send the message, Diana responds, and we set up the meeting at the house? —asked Marta.
	— 	More like —interrupted Alberto—, she’ll set up the meeting herself. We’ll just let her believe she chose the place.
	— 	And the bait... —Carolina insisted.
	— 	There won’t be any contact. Rosa won’t get to touch him —Alberto said firmly—. We won’t allow it. This time, the hunter will become the hunted. But given Rosa’s characteristics, I think it should be me. I don’t want to expose any rookie agent to that risk.




Galdeano nodded, pleased with the clarity of the plan.

	— 	But there’s one essential condition —he added gravely—: she must not suspect we’re watching. She must not see cameras, microphones, or any unusual movements beforehand. We need to be inside before the date is set. Any sign of surveillance, and she’ll vanish like smoke. Remember: this woman has spent years managing the emotions, movements, and silences of her own sister. Nothing escapes her. She’s a predator with the eyes of a saint.




Raimundo Fernández ran a hand over his face and muttered:

— Damn...



Carolina leaned back slightly in her chair, crossed her legs, and looked at the Commissioner with a mixture of determination and restraint. She knew she was about to verbalize a problem, but also that there was no other option if they wanted to catch Rosa.

	— 	I know the perfect place. The owner’s name is Aarón —she began, with a firm voice—. He has a house in the mountains, less than an hour from here. Isolated, but accessible. No neighbors nearby, it has only one visible entrance, and there are barely any escape routes if things get complicated. He already collaborated with us on the Velarde case. He didn’t ask many questions then, and he won’t now. I owe him a lot.
	— 	Are you sure it’s a suitable location? —Marta asked quickly.
	— 	Yes —Carolina replied—. We reviewed the entire place that time. It even has a room with two-way mirrors and surveillance systems that weren’t necessary on that occasion, but I believe they’ll be ready to use. The UCO had prepared everything. It’s perfect for what we need. If you give me your consent, I can try to convince him.




The Commissioner snorted through his nose, annoyed.

— We can’t involve a civilian, Inspector. If something were to go wrong…



Alberto interrupted him, with a voice that came out deeper than he expected.

	— 	Chief… always playing by the rules… that’s how the bad guys escape us. You know it. I’ve lived it. If Rosa remains free, there will be another victim.




A thick silence fell. No one looked at him directly, but everyone felt the weight of his words. Raimundo pressed his lips together, rubbed his forehead, and exhaled with resignation.

— Fine. But not a word beyond those of us in this room.



Galdeano cleared his throat softly, wanting to return to the focus.

	— 	So we have the location, context, and a profile to generate. Now comes the most delicate part: the text. A message that will raise in Rosa the same wave of disgust and fury as with the other victims, that will force her to react without thinking.
	— 	And then, Diana’s response —Marta added—. Equally savage. So there’s no doubt.
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In the meeting room, the atmosphere was one of complete concentration. The commissioner remained standing, arms crossed, making it clear with his presence that he was giving them a margin of trust... but a minimal one. Alberto, seated across from Marta and Dr. Galdeano, kept his elbows on the table and his gaze fixed on his own hands. Carolina, meanwhile, had stepped out to call Aarón to ask him to lend them his house for the operation.

	— 	“Very well,” the commissioner finally said. “We’re going to set the trap. No mistakes, doctor.”
	— 	“The first message must be sent by someone pretending to be a potential lover,” Marta interjected, already typing ideas on her laptop. “It has to be direct, provocative, something that triggers her jealousy. There should be no poetry here.”
	— 	“Exactly,” nodded Dr. Galdeano, who had been taking notes by hand from the beginning. “And Diana’s response must be up to par. Something suggesting desire, explicit sexual surrender, as in the other cases. Rosa must feel provoked, displaced. See what you think of this:”




“I can’t stop thinking about your mouth. I want you to open yourself over me, as if you could never get enough. I’m going to take you to the edge. I’m going to fuck you until you can’t say your own name. I’m going to make you swallow every word and moan. And when you’re broken and trembling, I’m going to start all over again. Tell me when. Tell me where. I want you uninhibited. I promise incentives that will take us to limits you don’t know.”

An uncomfortable silence settled for a second. The commissioner pressed his lips together but didn’t interrupt.

	— 	“Very good,” said Alberto. “If she doesn’t react to this... Good. Now the response. Diana must enter the game. It shouldn’t seem cold or automatic.”




Marta leaned toward the table and dictated:

“You might be right. Maybe I did see you. I like that you’re so direct. Tell me where and when. I’m feeling wild this week.”

“You talk about fucking... but you have no idea. I’m going to drain you dry. I want your tongue, your fingers, your mouth, all at once. I want to finish on top of you. I want to see you beg to enter and me deciding when. You’ll end up crying with pleasure. But don’t come in a hurry, I want to play. Slow. Dirty. Unstoppable. And I accept those incentives...”

	— 	“That’s it,” murmured Galdeano. “Now we need the finishing touch. A second message from him, even more graphic, like the climax of the bait. Something Rosa cannot allow to happen.”




Carolina, who had re-entered the room with a thumbs up, took over, very serious:

“Then get ready. I want you without clothes or inhibitions. Face down. Screaming my name. And I won’t stop until you beg me to in tears.”

The doctor raised his head. He was satisfied.

	— 	“Perfect. That construction of sexual power, control, submission... That’s what she won’t be able to stand. She wants to be the one who dominates. This profile will push her to the edge. If she’s monitoring the communications, that message will force her to intervene. The key is that these messages exactly simulate the pattern Rosa has punished in previous victims: crude language, Diana’s emotional submission to desire, and an inflammatory tone she doesn’t tolerate, plus the drugs. I have the feeling that mentioning drug use is key.”




The commissioner nodded with a grunt, and said:

	— 	“Set it up. Make it look real. Use a fake number, prepare the social media for this Lucas. We have no margin for error. Rosa will fall, or we won’t get another chance.”




Alberto looked at the text. They were going to back a monster into a corner.
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At exactly two in the morning, one day after Diana had sent confirmation of her date with Lucas, Carolina and Alberto parked their car on the street, in front of Aarón’s modern chalet building. When they got out of the car, there was no one on the street. He automatically locked it, putting the keys in his pocket, just as the gate door opened. They looked at the building. All the windows were dark. They walked slowly toward the entrance.

The noise produced in their ears by the creaking gate as it opened seemed loud enough to wake the entire neighborhood. They held their breath until it stopped. Then, with a feeling of relief, they entered.

The house was hidden behind a row of well-trimmed cypress trees, as if trying to go unnoticed in a luxury development on the outskirts of the city. It was modern, with clean straight lines and large tinted windows that offered an open view of the gardens. The infinity pool extended toward the back, flanked by minimalist designer loungers. The perfectly mowed lawn glistened under the afternoon sun.

Behind the door Aaron appeared with a genuine smile. Tall, sturdy, with a serene gaze and trimmed beard, he wore dark jeans and a shirt with rolled-up sleeves.

	— 	“Carolina!” he exclaimed in a low voice, crossing the path in long strides and hugging her tightly, lifting her slightly off the ground. “Damn, it’s great to see you. I thought you’d vanished off the face of the earth.”




Carolina smiled as she freed herself from the embrace.

— 
“Well, I’m still alive. Just barely.” Then, with a softer look, “And you? How are you?”



Aaron nodded, glancing briefly at Alberto with courtesy before focusing on her again.

	— 	“I’m good. Peaceful. Focused on my own things. Laura and Roberto are well too. They miss you, you know.” He gently touched her arm. “Laura asks about you every two or three weeks. ‘Have you heard anything from Caro?’ she says. Roberto acts tough, but he misses you too.”




Carolina lowered her gaze, feeling a slight knot in her stomach. She had been an important part of their lives for a while... until she decided to step away for everyone’s good.

	— 	“I miss them too,” she whispered. “But my life... you know. We could never have been happy. I would have become a problem for them.”




Aaron looked at her in silence. Then he put a hand on her shoulder.

	— 	“You were good for us. But I understand. I really do. Maybe it was too complicated.”




Alberto, who had remained respectfully in the background, intervened:

— “Thank you for letting us use the house, Aaron. We know it’s a lot to ask.”



Aaron looked at him with a mixture of respect and curiosity. His tone was dry, but without hostility:

	— 	“If Caro asks me for it, I give it to her. Whatever it is.” And he looked back at Carolina. “You don’t need to explain anything to me, but... if you’re going to hunt something in here, just don’t mess up my walls, okay?”




Carolina smiled for the first time in days.

— “We’ll try.”



Aaron handed them a remote control and a small folder with floor plans of the house, access points, and security cameras that they could control themselves. Then, after assuring them that he would leave that same night and not return until further notice, he said goodbye with another long hug to Carolina and a firm handshake to Alberto.

When he left, silence returned to the house. Only the sound of the pool filled the warm air.

	— 	“It’s perfect,” said Carolina, observing the large windows, the side entrances, and the distance that separated it from the neighbors. “Rosa will feel safe here.”




Alberto nodded.

— “Now we have the lair. All we need is the bait.”



Carolina and Alberto walked through the house with measured steps, attentive to every corner, evaluating access points, windows, hallways, possible blind spots. The house, a modern rectangle of clean lines and glass, spread across a quiet plot, surrounded by tall, well-maintained vegetation that offered the necessary privacy. From the glass-walled living room, they could see the serene pool, its water still as a mirror. The garden, with perfect lawn and symmetrical edges, completed a scene that could be both a refuge and a trap.

Carolina, map in hand, was pointing out the ideal places to position the special operations intervention agents. They spoke in low voices, examining everything carefully.

	— 	“Here, in the garage, we can place the first one. From there he has direct access to the back,” said Carolina, pointing to a corner of the map. “Another in the guest bedroom, which has a good view of the hallway and the living room.”




Alberto nodded silently, arms crossed, mentally reviewing the possible sequence of the operation. They were walking on a tightrope, where a single mistake could end lives or the truth.

When they went out to the garden, Carolina stopped by the pool. She looked at the calm surface of the water and for a moment said nothing. A gentle, intimate memory imposed itself forcefully. That night. The touch of wet skin, contained desire, silence interrupted only by laughter and ragged breathing. It wasn’t love, it wasn’t meaningless sex. It was something in between, strange, but human.

She turned and looked at Alberto, who was examining one of the external cameras already installed by the technicians.

— “How is Diana?” she finally asked, with a restrained voice.



Alberto turned toward her. There was something tired in his face, something beyond operational stress. A permanent shadow.

	— 	“She’s distressed,” he replied, lowering his gaze. “She feels like all of this is going to explode into a thousand pieces. She wants it cleared up, she wants the truth to come out. But she doesn’t want, she can’t accept that Rosa is the killer.”
	— 	“I understand her,” said Carolina, with an ambiguous grimace. “But that’s the problem. Rosa’s guilt exonerates her.”




Alberto nodded gravely.

	— 	“She’s her sister. Her jailer, her shadow. A controlling and vengeful bitch, but even so, she loves her. She blames her, but she loves her. There’s a loyalty in Diana that I can’t fully understand. As if she felt she had to pay a debt to her.”
	— 	“And you? What do you feel for Diana?”




The question hung in the warm air of the garden. He took a few seconds to respond.

	— 	“It’s not what you think. But I feel like I can’t leave her alone. And that, for me, is already too much. It’s not affection, not even sexual. You can believe me. It’s more paternal than anything else. Deep down she’s just a kid.”




Carolina looked at him with a mixture of compassion and warning. She knew how these stories ended. She knew it very well.

	— 	“Let’s go inside,” she said finally. “We still need to map out the exact route. And decide what role the bait will play.”




And without waiting for a response, she turned around and entered the house. The pool remained behind, silent, with its own secrets reflected on the surface.

	— 	“Carolina... nobody knows Rosa like I do. If this goes wrong, I don’t want to be responsible for another innocent person’s death. I should be the bait. I’ll be in a dark room, she won’t recognize me, but I don’t want anyone but me in that bed.”




She held his gaze, without blinking. Her eyes shone with a dry, contained gleam. She shook her head slowly, as if it weighed on her.

— “Well, I don’t want you to risk yourself.”



The silence that followed was tense, thick. Outside, the dew was falling listlessly, almost invisible on the perfect lawn of the garden. Inside, every word seemed to threaten the delicate balance. Carolina lowered her voice and took a step closer.

	— 	“You know what the problem is, Alberto? We’ve lost too much perspective. We don’t see the risk, and this mission has plenty of it. I’m not going to stand by and watch you put yourself in front of a killer without a safety net.”
	— 	“I’ll be safe. The Intervention Unit will provide coverage, you’ll be there, Marta too... I don’t think she’ll be able to get past all of us.”




He lowered his gaze for a second, but only to compose himself. He knew she was right. He knew it. But that didn’t lighten the weight of what was coming.

	— 	“Let’s find a middle ground,” Carolina finally said, calmer now. “I’m not taking you out of the center. I’m just saying you don’t have to be alone. Or exposed. If something goes wrong, I don’t want there to be any risk.”
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Diana, who had prepared herself at home so she could be observed and copied, appeared in the doorway of Aaron’s living room with the studied slowness of someone who knows all eyes are about to fall on her. Carolina and Alberto abruptly stopped their conversation. For an instant, the world moved a little slower, and Diana dominated the space like a divine apparition.

She wore a short red silk dress with a crossed neckline, cinched at the waist by a delicate knot that effortlessly accentuated her silhouette. The fabric shimmered with a liquid tone, sliding over her body. The side slit revealed an almost hip-high view of a perfect, tanned leg that moved with elegance. Her back, exposed, showed the vertical line of her spine, delicate and powerful.

Her hair was pulled back in a low, polished and symmetrical bun, with a few loose strands caressing the sides of her face. Not a single pin out of place. Her makeup was devastating: eyes framed by dark smoky shadow that intensified the green of her irises, lips precisely outlined and coated in a wet, defiant blood red.

The nails of her hands, long and perfectly manicured, were painted in a dark burgundy, almost black. The sandals, with thin heels, were red, with straps that coiled like snakes around her ankles. Each step she took sounded soft, firm, precise. Her feet, with matching pedicure, gleamed as if she were floating above the marble.

She wore a dense, spicy perfume with fresh notes that both disoriented and seduced in equal measure.

Carolina observed her with her mouth slightly open, unable to prevent a wave of amazement, and perhaps jealousy. There was no trace of the broken Diana who had been crying days before. This was someone else, forged in fire and strength.

Alberto swallowed hard. He felt something breaking inside him. He knew it was all a performance, a strategic disguise. But he also knew it was absolutely real. Diana wasn’t pretending. Diana was both things. Victim and huntress.

	— 	“How do I look?” she asked, without vanity, without doubt. As if the question were a mere formality.
	— 	“You look like a damn goddess,” Carolina whispered, almost without realizing it.




Alberto just nodded. He couldn’t speak. Because he knew that if he did, he would say something inappropriate.

The bedroom light was soft, carefully modulated to make everything seem intimate, real, but without obstructing the view of the hidden cameras. Outside, the Special Operations Group agents took their positions: two on the roof, one in the back garden with a direct view of the picture window, another on the ground floor, hidden behind the garage door. Everything was ready.

Inside, Alberto and Diana pretended an old complicity. He had unbuttoned a couple of buttons on his shirt and she was sitting on the edge of the bed, legs crossed, with a glass of wine in her hands.

	— 	“Do you remember where the blind spots are?” he whispered, approaching as if he were about to kiss her neck. There was no tenderness in the gesture, only calculation.
	— 	“Yes. Behind the dressing screen and next to the bookshelf.” She responded in the same tone. “But if she comes in through the terrace, it will take her a few seconds to get a full view of the room.”
	— 	“That’s our moment. If you hear a sharp noise at the window, drop to the floor. Don’t think about it. Just drop. The snipers are ready.”
	— 	Understood.




For a few seconds, they said nothing. He caressed her back as if it were part of their romantic game, but she trembled. Not from desire, but from the fear she’d been burying for hours.

	— 	“I can’t believe we’re doing this,” she murmured.
	— 	“Neither can I.” Alberto sat beside her, legs stretched toward the floor, elbows resting on his knees.




She looked at him. Her makeup was flawless, but in her dark eyes were invisible cracks.

— 
“And after?” she asked. “What happens if all this gets resolved? If Rosa ends up arrested?”



He took his time answering.

	— 	“I don’t know. But if today goes well, it’s possible that the nightmare you’ve been living in will end.” He looked at her profile. She was beautiful, yes, but in that moment he saw her most human side. Vulnerable. Almost fragile. He brushed her hand. There were no cameras now. They weren’t pretending anymore. They were alone. For the first time, in the midst of danger, they were genuine.




Diana lowered her glass slowly, without taking her eyes off Alberto.

	— 	“Since we’re being honest...” she said with a steadier voice, but no less incisive. “Who are you, really?”




Alberto took a deep breath. There was something in her gaze, a mixture of defiance and weariness, that made him feel he couldn’t keep hiding.

	— 	“I hated practicing law,” he said bluntly, turning the glass between his fingers. “I studied it because it was what I was supposed to do. You know... career with prospects, family respect, all that.”
	— 	“You’re a lawyer?” Diana asked, visibly surprised.




He nodded with an ironic smile.

	— 	“I am. But during my final year of college, I enrolled in a criminology postgraduate program. There I found something different... a real vocation. Something that, for the first time, aligned with what truly interested me.”




She observed him with growing interest, as if this confession changed something in the image she had of him.

	— 	“And I suppose that’s where your path to the police began,” she commented, resting her elbow on the table.
	— 	“Exactly. I prepared, joined the force. Started from the bottom. Then came Madrid.”
	— 	“Alone?”




Alberto hesitated for a second. Then shook his head.

	— 	No. During my last year of college, I started dating a classmate. A smart, ambitious woman. We got married right after graduation. When I was offered a transfer to Madrid, she came with me.




Diana leaned back in her chair. She blinked.

— So... you’re a lawyer, you’re married, and you’re a police officer. Quite the triple combo.



He lowered his gaze, not smiling.

	— 	I’m separated. For three years now. It was a disaster. We grew apart, and when I started getting deeply involved in homicide cases... that was the final blow. She went her own way. I think she hated everything related to my professional life.
	— 	And what happened?
	— 	I... couldn’t stop it. Nor did I want to. Sometimes, work is the only excuse you have to avoid facing your life head-on.




Alberto shifted on the bed. His fingers drummed distractedly on the edge of the empty glass, as if he was unsure whether to continue.

— I have a daughter,



Diana blinked, surprised. She hadn’t expected that. Not from the way he talked, or the way he lived. She leaned forward slightly, as if the revelation had pulled her toward him.

— A daughter? she whispered.



He nodded with a sharp gesture.

	— 	When I got divorced... she took her. My ex. I didn’t fight hard enough. Or I didn’t know how to. I was going through a rough patch,




Diana closed her eyes for a moment, as if something in those words had pierced her skin.

	— 	Sounds familiar, doesn’t it? Alberto added, looking at her this time. It’s the same thing they did to you. They left you with nothing. No defense.




The silence between them grew dense. Diana swallowed. It wasn’t easy for her to process the fact that this broken, reclusive man, with his scars hidden behind sarcasm, had a daughter. A little girl. A previous life. An open wound.

	— 	What’s her name? she asked in a thin voice.
	— 	Inés.
	— 	Do you see her?




He shook his head slowly, with a grimace of helplessness.

	— 	Very rarely. Occasional weekends, when there’s no work complications or her mother doesn’t find an excuse to block me. I don’t want her to think I abandoned her... but I can’t always be there when she needs me.




Diana lowered her gaze, visibly moved. Then she looked up, somewhat trembling.

— Can you show me a picture of her?



Alberto hesitated for a few seconds. Then he took out his phone with a slow gesture, as if each movement cost him effort. He searched for an image and handed it to her.

	— 	“Look,” he said, lowering his voice. “This is the last one my ex sent me. It’s from her school graduation. She’s beautiful, isn’t she?”




Diana took the phone delicately. On the screen, a girl with large eyes, chestnut hair, and a disarming smile looked at the camera from inside what appeared to be a school chapel.

	— 	“She’s gorgeous. And I’m not just saying that as the classic comment to a proud father. She has an angelic face. She looks like you.”
	— 	“She also looks like her mother. She was very pretty. A real beauty.”




Diana returned the phone with extreme care, as if she had just touched something sacred. She said nothing, and in that silence, a mixture of compassion and respect was evident. Alberto put it away with a sigh.

	— 	“My ex has remarried,” he said then, as if there was still more to draw from the well. “They live in Ferrol now. Her husband is in the military.”




Diana arched an eyebrow but said nothing.

	— 	“That complicates visits even more. That place is in the middle of nowhere,” he added with a bitter half-smile. “Terrible connections. And of course, he has his schedules, his transfers... everything I do depends on whether they want to cooperate.”
	— 	“And do they?” she asked, very serious.




Alberto shrugged.

	— 	“Sometimes. I try to improve my relationship with my ex, and lately... it’s gotten better. But my suspension isn’t going to help.”




Diana looked at him then with unexpected intensity. She seemed to be analyzing him, as if she had just seen something new in him. He was no longer just the man who had investigated her, nor the impulsive lover from a drunken night. He was a father. He was a man broken in places she knew how to identify.

	— 	“And you keep fighting to see her?”
	— 	“I don’t have any other choice,” he responded without hesitation. “She needs me, even if she doesn’t know it yet. Even if I’m a mess. I try. Even if I don’t always get it right.”




She nodded, very slowly.

— “I’m sure you’re a better father than you think.”



He looked at her with a shadow of irony on his lips. “That’s what you say, but you haven’t seen me in a playground surrounded by swings and fruit juices.”

Diana smiled for the first time in a long while. A soft smile, faint, almost wounded.

	— 	“No. I say it because you’ve at least tried. I... sometimes I feel like I haven’t tried with anyone. Not with my sister. Not even with myself.”




There was a second of silent complicity. One of those moments when time stops and the two worlds that until now had been dragging along in parallel finally touch.

	— 	“I guess that’s why we’re here,” Alberto finally said. “Two people who don’t quite fit into their lives.”
	— 	“No. Two people who haven’t yet found how to live them,” Diana replied, looking at him closely.




The hours passed slowly between confidences and stabs of anguish. At 5:02 in the morning, darkness enveloped the estate with a deceptive calm. The silence was complete, barely broken by the buzz of nocturnal insects and the cracking of branches under the weight of agents camouflaged among the vegetation.

Alberto, his face tense, checked his watch. He raised the walkie-talkie with a firm voice:

	— 	“Central one here. It’s time. Diana is going out. Repeat: Diana is leaving now. Nobody speak. Absolute silence on all channels until further notice.”




There was a click of confirmation, but no agent broke the order.

	— 	“Agents in perimeter, eyes on her. Don’t lose sight of her for a second. She shouldn’t notice anything unusual.” He paused. “This is it. The key moment. Don’t let her slip away.”




He hung up. He walked to the foyer and found Diana putting on her sandals. She looked perfect, despite the fatigue, or perhaps that was exactly what made her even more impressive. He held her gaze.

	— 	“It’s now. You’ll be fine. You have two teams watching you. The taxi will pick you up at the door. Don’t talk to anyone. Not a word on the phone. Understood? Go home and lock the door properly.”




She nodded without saying anything. Her jaw was tense, her eyes wide with a mixture of fear, determination, and pride. She wasn’t a victim. She was an active part of a hunt.

	— 	“If you see anything strange, anything at all, retrace your steps. Come back into the perimeter. Okay?”
	— 	“Okay,” she said, her voice barely audible.




Alberto gently squeezed her arm. She softly kissed him on the lips and whispered a “thank you” before crossing the threshold. The early morning air greeted her with a shiver. Her tall, elegant silhouette, like a tragic goddess, advanced along the stone path to the gate. She opened it without looking back.

Outside, fifty yards away, the taxi waited with its engine running. The driver barely looked up when she got into the back seat.

From the shadows, three pairs of eyes followed her. Armed. Trained. Fingers tightening on triggers.

Alberto, standing in the doorway of the house, took a deep breath.
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The lights in the house all went out at once, as if someone had ripped out the electrical soul of the place. In that instant, the world seemed to hold its breath.

A thick silence filled everything. A silence that hurt the ears, so absolute that it turned any sound into a threat.

Then, barely perceptible, a very slight click. Like the brush of a soft sole against a tile. Then, footsteps. Slow, controlled. The rhythm of someone who knows exactly where they are and what they’re doing.

In the hallway, the darkness was total. The house seemed frozen in time, as if even the walls were waiting for the inevitable.

The figure moved carefully through the rooms, proceeding cautiously to avoid bumping into any unseen furniture. Now standing before the bedroom door, the shadow opened a purse and took out a knife. It was opened carefully to avoid making the slightest noise.

The bedroom doorknob turned with a chilling smoothness, as if being caressed. A slight metallic creak, barely audible, announced that the door was opening.

Alberto didn’t move. His eyes were open, fixed on the door, his body tense like a rope about to snap. He had even stopped his breathing.

The black crack opened a few inches. The hallway interior was a liquid shadow, and from that darkness first emerged a silhouette. Tall. Motionless for an eternal second. Then a foot, a step.

She gripped the knife firmly and, brandishing the sharp blade in her gloved hand, gently pushed the door. It opened and she entered the bedroom, advancing silently across the carpeted floor. She didn't dare close the door.

In the dim light coming from the street lamps filtering through the curtains, she could see the bed. She approached it. More than seeing, she almost sensed the lump gathered under the blankets. She stood over it, looking and trying to make out his form. A deep breath reached her ears, but she couldn't tell if it was his or her own.

She slowly approached the right side of the bed. She leaned slightly forward and then she struck. She plunged the knife with all her strength into the temple. A strangled cry escaped from her throat and she moved frantically, backing away from the now lifeless body.

She stood up and kept the knife firmly in her hand. The figure remained standing, breathing heavily, and reached out to touch him. Her fingers were stained with blood among the soaked sheets. She quickly withdrew her hand.

The shadow remained motionless for a few seconds, with labored breathing and trembling hands. The knife, still wet, dripped silently. The body lying on the bed made no sound. Only silence. Dense. Crushing.

Her eyes, now adapted to the darkness, clearly distinguished the motionless silhouette. A slight tremor ran down her spine. She took one more step closer. The chest wasn't moving. There was no gasping, no final spasm. He was dead.
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But then... something gleamed with a minimal flash. A metallic thread, almost imperceptible in the darkness, connected to the supposed corpse's arm. A small sensor attached to the wrist. Too late.

“Now!” Alberto’s voice roared over the radio.



The lights suddenly came on. A white flash swept across the bedroom, leaving the figure frozen, eyes squinting from the sudden brightness. The windows shattered as two special operations agents burst in simultaneously. Broken glass, shouts, the deafening sound of boots hitting the floor. And the figure, trapped, with no escape.

A second later, she was on the ground, immobilized. The knife had rolled to the foot of the bed, stained with blood... artificial blood. A thick red liquid that stained a pillow under the head of a practice dummy.

The trap had worked.

Carolina, from the hallway, murmured:

“My God... it was her.”



And leaning against the wall, his hand still trembling, Alberto removed his earphones, closed his eyes and said nothing.

It was her. But not as they knew her. Dressed exactly like Diana had been minutes before. The makeup exactly the same. The face expressionless, like a mask without emotion. The eyes were like two blades. The Rosa nobody knew. The Rosa who killed.

THE END

SYNOPSIS

Read today: “By far the best novel by Selena Valente.”

An irresistible woman. The corpse of a man in bed with a rose on his chest. A series of dead lovers.

Inspector Alberto Moreno shouldn’t get involved, but he does. Suspended from the force, with no credibility and more wounds than certainties, he lets himself be dragged into the darkness of Diana, a woman with a past as brilliant as it is devastating.

A game of seduction and death in which no one escapes unharmed.

In a race against time, Alberto and his team risk their lives and careers to unmask a killer who seems to know everything... and who is always one step ahead.

But nothing is what it seems. Or is it...
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